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The Supreme Court Sounds
a Wake-up Call

O

n May 5, the United States
Supreme Court issued its decision
in Town of Greece v. Galloway,
upholding the practice of the
Town of Greece, New York, of hav
ing prayers open town board meet
ings. Since the practice was initiated in
1999—replacing the previous practice of
a moment of silence—the prayers have
been overwhelmingly Christian, with fre
quent explicit references to “Our Lord,
Jesus Christ.” Moreover, the town did
nothing to indicate that the prayers were
not endorsed by the town government.
I cannot say I was optimistic about
the outcome of this case, as I indicated
last year (“The Looming Supreme Court
Showdowns,” Free Inquiry August/Sep
tember 2013, Volume 33, no. 5). In 1983,
in Marsh v. Chambers, the Supreme Court
upheld official prayers in the context of
state legislatures and Congress, princi
pally on the basis that the First Congress
had chaplains. With a conservative
majority on the court, one could envision
the Marsh decision being expanded to
include local government meetings.
However, there is one clear distinc
tion between local government meet
ings and sessions of Congress or state
legislatures: citizens often have to par
ticipate in county or city meetings to
present petitions or arguments on mat
ters that affect them directly, whether
secularhumanism.org

it’s a zoning dispute, complaints about
noise, or the need for another dog
park, whereas they attend sessions
of Congress or their state legislature
only as tourists. When citizens inter
act directly with their government, the
first order of business should not be a
sectarian prayer, which sends an unmis
takable message to religious minorities
and the nonreligious that they are out
siders, second-class citizens.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court
majority was not persuaded by this dis
tinction. More disturbingly, the reason
ing of the majority opinion displayed a
contempt for the rights of nonbelievers.
The majority opinion referred to the fact
that religion holds an important place
in the lives of “many Americans.” Well,
that’s undoubtedly true, but humanists
and atheists are citizens also, and it is
decidedly not the role of government
to endorse the religious views held by
“many Americans.” Our Constitution
plainly indicates that the government is
to stay clear of religious matters, allow
ing the people to come to their own
conclusions about religion without any
compulsion, prodding, encouragement,
or oversight by the state. Deference to
the religious sentiments of the majority
is precisely what the Constitution, in par
ticular the First Amendment, is intended
to prohibit.

The court majority also provided a
tortuous justification for not finding
sectarian Christian prayers impermis
sible. The majority reasoned that it
would be difficult, if not impossible,
to draft a generic prayer satisfactory
to everyone. In addition, the majority
observed that government should stay
out of the business of editing prayers
and censoring clergy. In a remarkable
statement, the majority asserted, “Once
[the government] invites prayer into the
public sphere, government must permit
a prayer giver to address his or her own
God or gods as conscience dictates”
(emphasis added). I agree completely
that the government should not draft
or edit prayers, but the solution to
this problem is not to grant clergy a
government platform to say what they
want to say. Rather, the solution is
to refrain from “invit[ing] prayer into
the public sphere” in the first place!
Effectively, the majority conceded that
having official prayers at government
meetings entangles the government
with religion but then concluded that
the solution to this unconstitutional
entanglement is to ignore it—provided,
of course, that “many Americans” don’t
object to the practice.
Seldom have so many words been
accompanied by such twisted logic to
obscure the evisceration of a constitu
tional provision.
Although the case was wrongly
decided and represents a sharp setback
to church-state separation, the court’s
ruling does serve a couple of useful
purposes. First, it should dispel any illu
sion that this country is quickly becom
ing more accepting of the nonreligious.
Sure, polls indicate some increase in
our numbers and some decrease in
the level of prejudice, but the nonre
ligious are still regarded too often as
both suspect and politically toothless.
It is too widely imagined that their
concerns can be brushed aside with
impunity. This situation is not going
to change unless and until humanists,
atheists, and other nonreligious people
resolve to become active, protest, sup

port the movement’s advocacy groups,
and punish at the ballot box those
politicians who would deny us our con
stitutional rights. If we are united in
our efforts, changing the legal/political
climate in our favor is not an impossible
dream. Bear in mind that the Supreme
Court’s decision was based on the nar
rowest of margins—a 5–4 vote. One
vote the other way, and we would have
been able to limit or eliminate payers at
local government meetings.
But we also need to bear in mind
that if another justice is added to the
court’s current conservative majority,
giving it a solid block of six justices,
our government’s current embrace of
majoritarian religious sentiment may
not change for a generation. This could
happen, and it may well happen if we
sit on our hands.

“When citizens interact directly
with their government, the first
order of business should not be
a sectarian prayer, which sends
an unmistakable message to
religious minorities and the nonreligious that they are outsiders,
second-class citizens.”

The decision also highlighted the
renewed aggressiveness of the reli
gious Right. As mentioned above, pro
test over the Town of Greece’s prac
tice started only after it abandoned a
moment-of-silence to go with in-yourface sectarian prayers. This was not a
case that involved some centuries-old
venerable tradition. It was a case of
some religious activists wanting to turn
a government meeting into a pulpit—
and daring anyone to do something
about it. We’ve all heard the many
claims by members of the Christian
Right that they are being discriminated
against by those horrible militant
secularhumanism.org
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atheists. Poppycock! It’s the Christian
Right that is spoiling for a fight. They
are the ones trying to throw up Ten
Commandments monuments or dis
plays everywhere and continually devis
ing schemes to try to circumvent court
rulings on school prayer. Significantly,
immediately after the decision in Town
of Greece v. Galloway, a member of

“. . . Disturbingly, the reasoning
of the majority opinion
displayed a contempt for
the rights of nonbelievers.”

the Roanoke (Virginia) County Board
of Supervisors stated that the board
should explicitly prohibit non-Christian
prayers being said during invocations.
The renewed aggressiveness of some
religious groups is also evidenced by
the other major Supreme Court case
this term, Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby. This

is the case in which some corporations
generally applicable laws and regula
tions, the consequences will be signifi
are arguing that due to the religious
cant. Such a ruling would threaten one
beliefs of their owners, they should be
of the cornerstone principles of a secu
exempt from government regulations
lar state—namely, that one law applies
that require employer-provided insur
to all, with no special preferences
ance to cover contraceptive care. The
based on religion. Moreover, in com
religious Right claims that religious lib
bination with the decision in Town of
erty is imperiled by these government
Greece v. Galloway, it would transform
regulations. This is nonsense, of course.
the wall separating church and state
The regulations do not require anyone
into a sieve. Religious institutions and
who objects to contraception on reli
practices would officially be granted
gious grounds to use contraception.
favored status—again, provided they
What the religious groups really want
appeal to “many Americans.”
is the right to impose their religious
If we’re confronted with such a situ
views on third parties, in this case,
ation,
we can either meekly accept it or
those employees who may want to use
we
can
unite and use all our resources
contraception.
to
resist
and reverse this pernicious
I am writing this in late May, about
coupling
of
government and religion. I
fifty days before the publication of
prefer
the
latter
course.
the issue of Free Inquiry in which it will
appear. By the time you read this, the
Supreme Court will have decided the
Hobby Lobby case. If the
Supreme Court upholds
Ronald A. Lindsay is the CEO and president of the Center for
the right of corporations
Inquiry, a supporting organization of the Council for Secular
to claim a wide-ranging
Humanism.
religious exemption from

CFI’s Michael De Dora elected president of the United Nations
NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief
On Monday, June 16, CFI's representative to the United
Nations, Michael De Dora, was elected president of the United
Nations NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The
Committee was formed to promote and defend international
agreements protecting the rights to freedom of religion and
belief and consists of more than two dozen religious and non
religious groups.
The Committee is composed of representatives of Non-Governmental
Organizations working in the UN community and was formed in New York
in 1991 to seek to strengthen the effectiveness of the United Nations in the
prevention of religious intolerance and discrimination and the advance
ment of freedom of religion or belief. The purpose of the committee is to
promote freedom of religion or belief through enhanced NGO relations
with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, other rel
evant UN Offices, and UN member states, and through improved communications between concerned
NGOs in New York and Geneva. The role of the Committee is to coordinate NGO activities in New York
so as to reinforce the efficacy of the United Nations in the areas of promotion and protection of the
right of freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and meets six times a year.
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OP-ED

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

L

ater I’ll have something to say
about Barbara Ehrenreich’s frus
trating recently published apolo
gia for mystical experience. But first,
it’s time to cast a new word—no,
two—alongside spirit into my personal
Dungeon for Words Secular Humanists
Should Try Really Hard Not to Use.
In a 2013 Guardian blog post bewail
ing atheism’s poverty as a supporting
matrix for secular ceremonies, British
writer Suzanne Moore wrote: “We may
find the fuzziness of new age thinking
with its emphasis on ‘nature’ and ‘spirit’
impure, but to dismiss the human need
to express transcendence and connection
with others as stupid is itself stupid.”
If you’ve been looking for an elevator
speech about the differences between
religious and secular humanism, this is
a great place to start. Religious human
ists may well yearn to “express tran
scendence and connection with others.”
How do secular humanists differ? While
we cherish “connection with others” as
warmly as anyone else, insofar as we are
secular, we reject “transcendence” out
of hand. For secular humanists, there’s
simply no such thing as transcendence
or the transcendent.
A core aspect of the secular view is
the insight, rooted in science, that reality is mundane. Reality is the domain of
matter, energy, their interactions, and
(so far as we can tell) nothing else.* On
the secular view, then, words such as
spirit and transcendence simply have no
referents. To the degree that reverence
is understood transitively—as denot
*Okay, there may be dark matter and dark
energy, but I’m betting that when we find
out if—or what—they are, they too will take
their places among the ordinary constituents
of the cosmos.

ing awe, veneration, or respect toward
something beyond—it has no referents
either. The domain of everyday expe
rience can’t be transcended. There is
nothing above it, nothing beyond or
over it, nothing to revere . . . only reality.
That’s not to say that secular human
ists can’t have sweeping aesthetic or
emotional experiences—but we under
stand them naturalistically. Yes, that
symphony swept me away, though I
recognize that my experience was brain
states all the way down. It is to say
that when religious or congregational
humanists craft rituals that speak to
“spirituality” or “reverence” or “the uni
versal human quest for the transcen
dent,” they shouldn’t be surprised when
secular humanists decline to join in.
Is the yearning for the transcendent a
human universal? Maybe so—the jury’s
still out—but even if it is, what does that
prove? The yearning for eternal life is
probably universal too, and humanists
make no bones about pointing out that
there is none of it to be had. The yearn
ing for immortality is achingly real; its
target is an illusion. What is so difficult in
recognizing that “the quest for the tran
scendent” might be more of the same?
More Americans than ever acknowl
edge that there’s no god. A smaller
number also realize that there exists
no transcendent realm, not even a
shadowy impersonal one. Those who
recognize this are secular humanists,
and let’s admit it, many of us find the
religious-humanist impulse to play in
the cracks of a world-picture that we
know actually leaves no room for the
transcendent somewhat sad. To bor
row Suzanne Moore’s harsh word, yes,
some of us find it stupid.

secularhumanism.org

In late 2013, I posted a version of
the above on the Center for Inquiry’s
Free Thinking blog. The comments it
sparked were revealing and convinced
me that it’s time for us to consign
transcendence, reverence, and their
cognates to the linguistic hoosegow
alongside spirit and its cognates.
A little background: back in 1994, I

Religious humanists may yearn
to “express transcendence
and connection with others.”
Secular humanists cherish
“connection with others” as
warmly as anyone, but reject
transcendence out of hand.

wrote a piece in the Secular Humanist
Bulletin urging secular folks to aban
don words such as spirit, spiritual, and
spirituality. I argued that spirit and
its cognates are so deeply associated
in the popular mind with immaterial
agency that secular people simply can’t
wield them without being misinter
preted as confessing to a belief in gods
or ghosts, undermining our credibility
as advocates for naturalism.
Today, I’m proposing to triple the
population of spirit’s slammer. Here’s
why: one blog commenter assured me
that “Transcendence IS used in mod
(Continued on page 48)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

“F

undamentalist believers want
every
thing to be simple. They
want their moral choices to be
straightforward: they want a clear rule
book that outlines their choices, writ
ten for them by a perfect god. They
want the world divided up into clearly
labeled categories, with good people
in one box and evil people in another.
It’s so childish. The world isn’t like that.
And the world shouldn’t be like that.
It would be horrible. Why would they
even want that?”
Lots of atheists I know say stuff like
this. I sometimes say it myself. And then

I have one of those days when I’m hit
with a barrage of difficult, complicated
choices that have no clear answers, and
by the end I’m exhausted with decision
fatigue and couldn’t even tell you what
kind of ice cream I wanted. I have one
of those days when someone I thought
I knew well does something that’s not
just appalling but completely out of
character, unlike anything I’ve ever
seen this person do, and the ground
starts to crack under my feet as I won
der how many of my other friends are
hiding crucial parts of their faces and
their characters and their lives. I have
one of those days when the sun is shin

ing and our backyard is beautiful and
tranquil, and people on the other side
of the globe are kidnapping schoolgirls
and selling them into sex slavery, and
I don’t know how to live in the world
with it being so astonishingly wonder
ful and at the same time so deeply terri
ble. I have one of those days, or weeks,
or months, or years. Or the world has
one of those days, or weeks, or months,
or years. And I suddenly get a lot more
sympathy for the desire to have an
either/or world.
I don’t agree with the black or white
view, of course. I’ll get to that in a min
ute. I don’t think it’s an accurate view
of the world, and ultimately, I don’t
think it’s a desirable one. I’m just saying
that I get why some people yearn for it.
Nuance is hard. Nuance is one of the
hardest things to accept and manage.
Many decisions are messy; different val
ues come into conflict, and there is no
one clear answer. (Do I take a bath every
day, which contributes to the California
drought but helps alleviate my depres
sion? Do I buy computer equipment
made in China, which supports appall
ing labor conditions but enables me to
do the work I do?) Many differences
don’t have clear demarcations: they’re
spectrums, continuums; even good
and evil shade into each other imper
ceptibly. (Where do forgiveness and
flexibility shade into being a doormat
with no boundaries—and where does
enforcing boundaries and insisting on
justice shade into being an unforgiving
hard-ass with no compassion or under
standing of human frailty?) Trusting
people doesn’t mean you have abso
lute certainty: it means being closer
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“I don’t agree with the black or
white view . . . I’m just saying
that I get why some people
yearn for it.”
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to one end of the trust spectrum than
the other, and no matter how careful
or smart you are about who you trust
and when, you have no guarantee that
your trust will be rewarded. Absolute
safety is impossible: no matter how
rich we are, how strong, how healthy,
how well-insured, how many gates and
guards we put between ourselves and
the world, we can never be 100 percent
protected from harm. (If nothing else,
an asteroid could crash into the planet
and destroy us all.)
Decisions are messy, distinctions are
blurry, life is uncertain. And yet we
have to make decisions, and make dis
tinctions, and move forward in our lives
with some sort of confidence.
And we have to take responsibil
ity for it. When the lines aren’t clearly
drawn for us, we have to draw them
ourselves. When we draw them wrong,
we have to take responsibility. We learn
from our experiences as best we can, so
we can draw those lines better in the
future—but we do this with the under
standing that the parameters constantly
change and without any certainty that
we’ll get it right.
There are moments when I find this
liberating, even exhilarating. I’m free!
My life is mine! And there are moments
when I find it exhausting, overwhelm
ing, when the burden of responsibil
ity literally feels like a physical burden,
like sandbags hanging from my shoul
ders. Those are the moments when I
understand the desire for an either/or
world—the desire for clear rules to fol
low and for an absolute certainty that
the rules are perfect.
(Continued on page 50)

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal
Public Schools Persist

O

n May 17, 1954, when a unan
imous Supreme Court ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education that
racially segregated public schools are
inherently unconstitutional, I was elated.
At last, the high court’s former, disgrace
ful, un-American decision in Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) legitimizing “separate
but equal” public education had been
overturned. I had been following a series
of court cases, particularly the one led by
lawyer Thurgood Marshall that finally
expelled Jim Crow from the lives and
futures of American schoolchildren.
But over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education dis
integrated. The extent to which the
Fourteenth Amendment’s “equal pro
tection of the laws” is now denied to so
many students was starkly shown in a
May 16, 2014, New York Times report by
Sheryl Gay Stolberg: “Today about four
in 10 Black and Latino students attend
intensely segregated schools, the fed
eral Department of Education reported
on its official blog Friday, adding that
only 14 percent of white students
attend schools that could be considered
multicultural.” *
And consider this statement by the
Department of Education’s assistant
secretary for civil rights, Catherine E.
Lhamon: “We have slowly and very
steadily slipped backward. All over the
country we are seeing more and more
racially segregated schools.”
Ocynthia Williams, a United Parents
of Highbridge (the Bronx) parent orga
nizer, pinpointed the basis for this
thriving segregation in another arti

cle: “The way it is now, your zip code
defines your destiny. It’s shameful and
it’s really sad.”†

*“Michelle Obama Cites Views of Growing
Segregation,” New York Times, May 16, 2014.

†“Regents Woe for Minorities,” New York
Daily News, May 18, 2014.

Added Ernest Logan, president of
the Principals Union: “We forget to
consider the social ills. Housing, pov
erty, hunger and health. How can a kid
worry about what he’s learning if he’s
not eating? We’ve been talking about
it for 40 years.”
Summarizing what our founders
were unable to foresee—though some
were uneasy about the breadth and
depth of independence—Mona Davis,
president of the New York City Parents
Union, which focuses on the kids in
New York City schools, said: “Our stu
dents are receiving a separate and
unequal education.”
I live and work in New York City,
wrongly regarded by its many domes
tic and foreign tourists as the most
culturally advanced of American cities.
So it is in many cities—and yes, even
suburbs—throughout this hypothetical
land of liberty. Will this crisis be a com
pelling issue in the 2016 presidential
and congressional elections?
In her commencement speech
before twelve thousand high-school
seniors in Topeka, Kansas, where the
Brown v. Board of Education case origi
nated, First Lady Michelle Obama said:
“Today, by some measures, our schools
are as segregated as they were when
Dr. King gave his final speech. Many
districts in this country have actually
pulled back on efforts to integrate
their schools, and many communities
have become less diverse.” I commend
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her for speaking out. Maybe her hus
band—until, thank goodness, he leaves
office—will address this betrayal of
Brown v. Board of Education.
For years, the leading national expert
on separate and unequal public schools
has been Dr. Gary Orfield, codirector
of the Civil Rights Project at University
of California, Los Angeles. On May 15,
2014, for that project, he coauthored a
report, “Brown at 60; Great Progress, a
Long Retreat and an Uncertain Future.”
Among his conclusions: “Black and

“. . . Over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education
disintegrated.”

Latino students tend to be in schools
with a substantial majority of poor
children, but white and Asian students
are typically in middle-class schools.
Segregation is by far the most serious in
central cities of all sizes and suburbs of
the largest metro areas, which are now
half nonwhite.” And dig this: “Latinos
are significantly more segregated than
blacks in suburban America.”
How did this happen? The Civil Rights
Project report adds: “The Supreme Court
has fundamentally changed desegrega
tion law, and many major court orders
have been dropped. Our statistical anal
ysis shows that segregation increased
substantially after the plans were termi
(Continued on page 51)
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Take action with us.

You can help promote science,
reason, and secular values.

Imagine a world where religion and pseudoscience do not influence public policy—a world
where religion no longer enjoys a privileged position. The Center for Inquiry is working
toward these goals and educating the public to use reason, science, and secular values rather
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and its affiliates, the Council for Secular Humanism and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry.

Donate today.
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humanists, skeptics, atheists, and freethinkers—all working together to promote the secular
worldview and give voice to your values.
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n Protecting the rights of nonbelievers
n Advocating for science-based medicine
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To receive a brochure elaborating on what we are doing to achieve our important goals and how
you can help, please complete and return the attached card or contact us at:
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Development Office
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Amherst, NY 14226
1.800.818.7071
development@centerforinquiry.net
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

When Does Human Life Begin?

W

hen does human life begin?
For those in the “personhood”
movement in the United States,
there is no doubt about when that
happens—it is at conception, when
the sperm meets the egg. The person
hood movement has gained a foot
hold among antiabortion activists who
are looking to pass laws that define
embryos as people with full rights.
Personhood advocates aim to outlaw all
abortions, along with in vitro fertiliza
tion, embryonic stem-cell research, and
emergency contraception. Granting
embryos personhood would also mean
that someone who killed a pregnant
woman at any stage in her pregnancy
would be at risk of prosecution for a
double homicide. And in those states
that restrict a woman’s right to utilize
a living will if she is pregnant, no living
will could apply from the moment of
conception.
A personhood law has been enacted
in North Dakota. Wisconsin, Florida, and
Colorado are seeing the most recent
attempts by personhood proponents to
write their stance into state law.
Personhood measures have made
the Colorado ballot twice before, in
2008 and 2010, led by the efforts of a
Denver-based nonprofit group called
Personhood USA. Those measures did
not pass. Last year, nine states had per
sonhood bills either introduced in their
state legislatures or put forward as bal
lot initiatives, as occurred in Colorado.
So far, none has passed.
Put aside the fact that those who
advocate for personhood never say
when personhood precisely begins—
when a sperm reaches an egg, when
it penetrates the egg, when genetic
recombination begins, or when a new
genome is formed. There is plenty
about personifying an embryo that

makes no empirical sense.
Those who argue that personhood
begins at conception base their claim
on the assertion that every human life
begins with conception. That is true.
But what they fail to acknowledge is
that conception does not always create
an embryo life, much less a baby. In
fact, it usually does not.
Why is this fact not well publicized?
Because scientists and doctors have,
sadly, held themselves aloof from the
whole contentious argument. Many
endorse the view of the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences (NAS), which
stated in 1981 that the existence of
human life at conception is “a ques
tion to which science can provide no
answer.” Since that time, scientists and
physicians have remained more or less
mum—or self-censored—on this issue.
While it is true that the law or theol
ogy can stipulate when life and person
hood begin, it is also true that science
and medicine have found facts that
bear on the possible answers to that
question. While the facts, as the NAS
noted in 1981, do not tell us what we
ought to say about when personhood
begins, they do certainly, contrary to
the NAS view, lay out boundaries for
what can be said about the starting
point. So what are the facts?
Sometimes, conception creates more
than one life—twins or triplets, but
then one of those lives is absorbed into
the body of another—fetal resorption.
It really is not clear how many lives can
be started at the moment of concep
tion, and to say that a person always
begins at conception is patently false.
The biggest empirical problem with
the view that personhood begins at
conception is the scientific fact that
a large percentage of embryos lack
the capacity, under any circumstances,
secularhumanism.org

Caplan Receives National
Science Board Award
The National Science Board (NSB) has
named Arthur L Caplan the 2014 recip
ient of its Public Service Award for an
individual for his exemplary service in
fostering public understanding of sci
ence and engineering.
“Years before the cloned sheep
Dolly appeared on the global stage,
Arthur Caplan was working to raise
public awareness and discussion
about ethical implications of science,”
said Ruth David, Chair of the NSB’s
Committee on Honorary Awards.
“Arthur engaged with reporters, wrote
and talked about ethical and policy
questions related to science, medicine
and bioengineering, and encouraged
his peers and students to do likewise.”
Caplan is the founding head of
the Division of Bioethics at New York
University Langone Medical Center in
New York. He is the author or editor of
thirty-two books and over six hundred
papers in peer-reviewed journals. He
has chaired a number of national and
international committees and writes
several columns, including one for Free
Inquiry since 2006. He is also a fellow
of several professional organizations,
including the Hastings Center, the
American College of Legal Medicine,
and the American Association for the
Advancement of Science.
Caplan has previously received the
McGovern Medal of the American
Medical Writers Association and the
Patricia Price Browne Prize in Biomedical
Ethics, and he was named a Person of
the Year for 2001 by USA Today.
—Andrea Szalanski, Free Inquiry

Managing Editor
(Continued on page 51)

August/September 2014

Free Inquiry

11

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

OP-ED

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

I

’ve met Maryam Namazie (the spokes
person for Iran Solidarity, One Law for All,
and the Council of Ex-Muslims of Britain)
several times now. I will be speaking at
her conference in London in October.
Namazie is one of the leading propo
nents of adopting the label “ex-Muslim”
as one’s principal identifier, in prefer
ence to, say, “atheist” or “humanist.” She
argues for this because atheists or
humanists who come from a Muslim
background face great difficulties that
other atheists or humanists might not. Of
course, those living in Muslim-dominated
countries face greater difficulties still.

“Thirteen countries prescribe the
death penalty for atheists, all of
them Muslim-dominated.”

I think I agree with her partly in prin
ciple. I hail from a Muslim-dominated
country (Iraq), where I faced extensive
discrimination and even death threats.
Thirteen countries prescribe the death
penalty for atheists, all of them Muslimdominated: Afghanistan, Iran, Malaysia,
the Maldives, Mauritania, Nigeria,
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Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia,
Sudan, the United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen. I would add Iraq to the list as
well; although Iraqi law does not define
atheism as a capital offense, atheists
(Christians and secular Muslims too) are
constantly targeted by the militias that
pretty much control most of the country.
But part of me disagrees with choos
ing “ex-Muslim” as one’s primary identi
fier. I am uncomfortable with it because
of my general opposition to tribalism
and favoritism. Some might accuse me
of suffering from “big city” syndrome (I
was raised in Baghdad and now live in
Washington, D.C.; in between, I lived in
cities such as Beirut and Kuala Lumpur),
but I see cosmopolitanism as a virtue.
Because of it, I prefer to identify myself
with atheism and humanism as parts
of a larger national and global move
ment, rather than identifying princi
pally with people who happen to come
from the same religious background
that I do. Another way to express it is
that I would rather identify with what
I hope to accomplish, not just with the
circumstances I came from.
Another reason not to embrace the
label “ex-Muslim” uncritically is that
from research and also from personal
experience, I know that a great many
atheists of Muslim background still
hold attitudes toward LGBT issues and
women’s rights that aren’t far removed
from those of still-practicing Muslims.
Not long ago, I had a conversation with
someone who identifies as an ex-Mus
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lim from Kuwait. He told me matter-offactly that he believes women should
be stoned to death for not being vir
gins. Yes, he actually believes that, in
the twenty-first century. He lives in New
York City. And he’s far from alone. Since
I came to the United States, I’ve trav
eled to more than twenty-five states
and met great numbers of ex-Muslims.
Quite a few of them may be atheists,
but they have a long way to go before
they will be considered rationalists or
humanists.
For that reason, after weighing the
arguments I’ve decided that describing
myself primarily as an ex-Muslim is not
for me. It’s a label that captures only
the past and speaks nothing about
one’s code of ethics or one’s vision for
the world. The focus of my work has
always been on what’s next.
I believe in advocating for ratio
nal and critical thinking, for skepticism,
human rights, and the importance of
the scientific method because I think
these things lead to a better world in a
way that just being an ex-Muslim does
not. Additionally, if men and women of
reason can unite under one umbrella
regardless of our backgrounds of faith,
we can achieve much more and present
a more united front to our opponents
than if we remain divided by our reli
gions of origin.
Speaking of divisiveness, I’ve found
that ex-Muslims in the United States
tend to be divided by ethnicity. There
(Continued on page 49)

Nigel Barber

OP-ED

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

T

he separation of church and state
in the U.S. constitution is more
honored in the breach than in the
observance. Those who want to escape
from organized religion must fight for
that freedom against those in power
who would foist religious views upon
them at every turn. The religious Pledge
of Allegiance continues to be recited in
public schools, despite its being clearly
unconstitutional.
Religious oppression is far worse in
other countries than it is in the United
States. Living here is not like living in an
Islamic republic, where rejecting Islam
(apostasy) is punishable by death. Still,
that is a very low bar. Countries that
lack religious freedom have a very bad
quality of life in other respects, as I
pointed out in my book Why Atheism
Will Replace Religion.
It is not unreasonable to expect that
the home of modern democracy would
grant its citizens the same freedom
to reject religion as residents of other
developed democracies enjoy, especially
when that right is written into the U.S.
Constitution in the sense that no reli
gion may be established by the state.
Yet the establishment of the Christian
religion is apparent everywhere. I would
like to know why my taxes are used to
pay a Christian chaplain who is hired by
Congress to lead that body in prayer.
Why do the U.S. Armed Forces, including
the National Guard, use my tax money
to pay chaplains who lead the troops in
prayer?

I am not a constitutional scholar,
but it is hard to see how these activities
could be interpreted as anything but
establishment of religion by the state.
Why is the president sworn into office
using a Bible and religious language
implying that the office draws strength
from God, in violation of the Article VI
prohibition on religious texts as a con
dition for holding public office?

would certainly explain why he might
bother to visit the pope in Rome, seem
ing like a supplicant before the out
landish pomp and circumstance of the
Vatican. It would also explain his fond
ness for hosting “prayer breakfasts.”
I have some questions for the presi
dent and the Supreme Court about the
presumed separation of church and state.

In Our Thoughts and Prayers
It would be easy to write off the presi
dential oath as an exercise in tradition
were it not for the fact that the head
of state engages in a constant flow of
religious cheerleading. If something bad
happens to Americans, the president
informs their families that the victims
are “in our thoughts and prayers.”
This is an ambiguous formulation.
Who is doing the praying, the Obamas
or the government? A more irritating
interpretation is that all Americans are
praying for the victims. When the head
of state is responding to a national
disaster, that seems the most plausible
interpretation.
President Barack Obama is not alone
in his frequent reference to religion;
most other recent presidents did exactly
the same, suggesting that religious
utterances are perceived as safe ground
for American presidents. Indeed, if one
listened to the content of Obama’s pub
lic statements, one might be forgiven
for concluding that he was a religious
leader rather than a secular one. That
secularhumanism.org

“The religious Pledge of
Allegiance continues to be
recited in schools, despite its
being clearly unconstitutional.”

Questions for the President and the
Supreme Court
• Why, so long after the Cold War has
ended, do we still have “In God we
trust” on our coins and paper money?
• How can the governor of Alabama,
on his first day in office, say that peo
ple who are not Christians are not
his brothers or sisters? Why does my
local TV weatherman in Alabama tell
me that I will need an umbrella on my
way to church?
(Continued on page 50)
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Lauren Becker

OP-ED

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

I

t’s 1784, and James Madison has a
problem: the General Assembly of
Virginia has just proposed a bill that
would establish a special tax to pay for
“teachers of the Christian Religion.”
The bill has wide support because
the Episcopal Church—the dominant
church—will benefit greatly from
having taxpayers pay for its teachers.
Madison, however, knows better. He
knows the bill is an attack on the prin
ciple of freedom of conscience and
a threat to the liberties so recently
wrenched from King George III.

“In their minds, there is a causal
link between secular government
and societal decay, so—‘to protect our country’—they’ve been
hacking away at what Jefferson
called the ‘wall of separation’
between church and state.”

So what does he do? What does the
future Founding Father, Father of the
Constitution, Father of the Bill of Rights,
and fourth president of the United
States do? He sits down and writes out
a list of fifteen reasons that Virginians
should reject the bill and any other
attempt to mix religion and govern
ment. Then he puts it in a petition and
sends it all over the Commonwealth.

14

Free Inquiry

August/September 2014

Remarkably, Madison’s “Memorial
and Remonstrance” and dozens of other
petitions collected over ten thousand
signatures. When the General Assembly
gathered again in 1785, the bill died
before it even made it to the floor.
The success of Madison’s peti
tion set the stage for the passage of
Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia Statute of
Religious Freedom. Then, in 1787, when
the Constitutional Convention met to
create a new American system of gov
ernment, the language of the Virginia
Statute became the law of the nation
and inspired the first secular republic in
history.
This is our history—unless of course
you’re one of countless people who
think America is a Christian nation
founded on biblical principles.
Right now, millions of Americans are
convinced that our society is in the midst
of a steep moral decline. To slow the
decay, many right-wing political and
religious leaders and their followers are
demanding a “return” to the foundation
of American virtue, which they believe
to be the Bible and Christian doctrine.
They believe that, if we just do what
God tells us to do, he will make it all bet
ter. Alarmingly, they also believe that if
we don’t do what God tells us to do, he
will punish us. In their minds, there is a
causal link between secular government
and societal decay, so—“to protect our
country”—they’ve been hacking away
at what Jefferson called the “wall of
separation” between church and state.
For them, goodness comes from God, so
if we are to be a good country, we must
be a godly one.
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James Madison’s
‘Memorial and
Remonstrance’
Madison’s reasons of 1785 are still rel
evant today and remain a compelling
argument against the impulse to min
gle church and state. To paraphrase
(with apologies to the most eloquent
Madison):
1. A person’s relationship with God
is between that person and God,
so a majority of people should
not be able to impose its religious
opinion on individuals.
2. Government gets its power from
the people. Since people should
not impose their religious opin
ions on one another, government
should not impose religion on
individuals either.
3. We just fought really hard to win
our liberties from England—why
would we want to start giving
them away again?
4. If we expect to be free to worship
God in our own way, we have
to let everyone else do the same
thing. A just God is more offended
by inequality than by uncertainty.
5. The president isn’t an authority on
religious truth, and the state is not
the means of salvation.
6. Are you worried that religion
will fail without the support of
the government? Isn’t your faith
stronger than that?
(Continued on page 46)

LETTERS
was legal—but at the husband’s
behest, not the wife’s.
If antifeminists want to wail
against abortion rights, they
should answer one question:
If a woman cannot control the
functioning of her own womb,
then who does and why? As this
question is answered candidly
and with unabashed historical
accuracy, we shall have uncov
ered the true plight of women
down through the ages.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Stigma of Abortion
Re “Fingernails” by Ophelia Ben
son, FI, June/July 2014: there
can be no question that nega
tive public stigmas can be far
more oppressive than adverse
laws. There is no greater exam
ple of this than in the historic
struggle for women’s equality.
In America women have had
the right to vote since 1919. But
it is the prejudicial stigma that
“nice girls don’t do that” that
has held women in check for
generations. This was certainly
true in the fight for artificial
birth control. It is now true in
the fight for unfettered abor
tion rights.
As the U.S. Supreme Court
has ruled, a safe abortion is a
Fourth Amendment right sub
ject to some statutory limita
tions. This being the case, a
woman wanting an abortion
should not have to beg the
indulgence of any adverse and
demeaning person, organiza
tion, or moral judgment.
An abortion is not an “unfor
tunate last resort.” It is not a
postdated act of birth control
that a woman should have pre
vented. It is not a selfish evasion
of parental responsibility: that,
as we have historically known,
was invented by men for men’s
purposes with women having
no say in the issue. For exam
ple, in ancient Rome, abortion

and so forth. There are things
that I would prefer were not
known by family and friends,
but it is most rational for me
to realize I could either not do
such things or accept that it is
OK to do them and not worry
about possible reactions.
The more we know about
what others are doing, the more
likely we will be able to reduce
and prevent the morally and
socially unacceptable actions
that are occurring worldwide.

Bill Evers
West Lafayette, Indiana
Nat Hentoff replies:

The New Age of
Surveillance
Re “Are You Ready for a New
Age of Surveillance?” by Nat
Hentoff (FI, June/July 2014): I
have difficulty understanding
all the concerns related to peo
ple knowing what other people
are doing. Anything that might
diminish privacy is seen as a
sign of the downfall of civiliza
tion. What is it that people feel
needs to be kept from others?
Are they acting in a manner
that is illegal or possibly just
very embarrassing to them? We
shouldn’t be committing illegal
ities, so that is not a legitimate
reason for wanting privacy. If
we have been socialized to feel
embarrassed by some behav
iors, it is time to try and get past
that sort of cultural pressure.
Easy to say, hard to do, I agree,
but still it is not an argument for
wanting to prevent others from
knowing what we are doing.
One could argue that people
may try and use such “private”
information to harm an individ
ual. This would not be accept
able but should be dealt with
by education, socialization, and
laws that prevent discrimina
tion based on factors such as
sex, ethnicity, health conditions,

I suggest that Mr. Evers read the
Fourth Amendment to the Bill of
Rights to be more aware of the
widespread concerns that the
government—without informing us—can wholly and boundlessly invade our privacy. When
British officials did that to us colonists, it was one of the precipitating causes of the American
Revolution. As for when private
sources—from corporations to
personal enemies—do the same,
this spying is also most rationally
un-American. It is most remarkable to meet someone who is so
open to being spied on.

who agree that outlawing them
does not serve a public interest.
It would be absurdly wasteful for
our houses to be served by three
or four competing electrical grids,
but to achieve the efficiency of
a single grid, government must
regulate its owners so they do
not extract ruinous rents or pro
vide unreliable service. People
don’t like to pay taxes, but with
out them we would not have
roads or bridges, or educated
children—investments that are
essential to the welfare of us all.
Government alone can protect
the commons—such as the atmo
sphere and drinking water. We
can debate how stringent these
protections should be and how
they should be achieved, but
without them we would all be
less healthy and die sooner, at
best.
The public interest is often
con
tested and elusive, but the
concept is indispensable. Without
it, we would live in the anarchic
squalor of Somalia, which is the
best extant example of the liber
tarian paradise.

M. Barton Laws, Assistant
Professor
Brown University School of
Public Health
Providence, Rhode Island

Public Choice Theory
Tibor Machan (“Understanding
Public Choice Theory,” FI, June/
July 2014) does a valuable ser
vice by regularly revealing that
libertarianism—like the concept
of God—is incoherent and incon
sistent with observable reality. It
is certainly true that politics and
policy making must process con
tending interests and influences.
However, there are innumerable
actions of government that are
very broadly beneficial. For exam
ple, people who want to rape
children or rob banks are disad
vantaged when these practices
are outlawed, but Machan will
be hard-pressed to find people
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American Secular
Identity 2014
Barry A. Kosmin (“American Sec
u
lar Identity: Twenty-First Cen
tury Style,” FI, June/July 2014)
persuasively measures further
advances among American col
lege students toward secular
identification based on findings
from his 2013 ISSSC online sur
vey. Nevertheless, stubborn “dis
(Continued on page 65)
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How Morality Has the Objectivity
that Matters—Without God
Ronald A. Lindsay

T

he thesis of this essay is that morality is not objective in
the same way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective in the ways
that matter: moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can be
mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the world are
relevant to and inform our moral judgments. In other words,
morality is not “subjective” as that term is usually interpreted.
Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive statements
about the world—factual assertions about cars, cats, and cab
bages—but neither are they merely expressions of personal
preferences.
This thesis has obvious importance to our understanding
of morality. Moreover, this thesis has special relevance to
humanists and other nonreligious people, because one of the
most frequently made arguments against atheism is that it is
incompatible with the position that morality is objective and
that rejecting the objectivity of morality would have unac
ceptable consequences.

The Need for God: The Argument from Morality
For centuries now, those who argue for theism have been
running out of room to maneuver. Things that once seemed
to require a supernatural explanation—whether it was thun
der, volcanoes, diseases, human cognition, or the existence of
the solar system—have long since become the domain of sci
ence. (Admittedly, some, such as Bill O’Reilly, remain unaware
that we can explain the regularity of certain phenomena,
such as the tides, without reliance on divine intervention.)
So the theists have changed tactics. Instead of using God to
explain natural phenomena, theistic apologists have increas
ingly relied on arguing that God is indispensable for morality.
At first, this contention often took the form of an accusation
that atheists can’t be trusted; they’re immoral. In the last
few decades, however, many theists have—in the face of
overwhelming evidence—grudgingly conceded that at least
some atheists can be good people. So has God now become
irrelevant? Do we need a deity for anything?
Yes, says the theist. Sure, some individual atheists can be
relied upon to act morally, but, as political commentator
16
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Michael Gerson put it, “Atheists can be good people; they just
have no objective way to judge the conduct of those who are
not.” In other words, without God, atheists cannot explain
how there are objective moral truths, and without objective
moral truths, atheists have no grounds for saying anything is
morally right or wrong. We atheists might act appropriately,
but we cannot rationally justify our actions; nor can we criti
cize those who fail to act appropriately.
Furthermore, this contention that God is required for
morality to be objective has become the new weapon of
choice for those wishing to argue for the existence of God.
For example, the Christian apologist William Lane Craig has
made what he regards as the reality of objective moral truths
the key premise of one of his favorite arguments for the exis
tence of God. According to Craig, there can be no objective
moral truths without God, and since there are objective moral
truths, God must exist.
One traditional counter to the argument that God is
required to ground objective morality is that we cannot pos
sibly rely on God to tell us what’s morally right and wrong. As
Plato pointed out long ago in his dialogue Euthyphro, divine
commands cannot provide a foundation for morality. From a
moral perspective, we have no obligation to follow anyone’s
command—whether it’s God’s, Putin’s, or Queen Elizabeth’s—
just because it is a command. Rules of conduct based on the
arbitrary fiats of someone more powerful than us are not
equivalent to moral norms. Moreover, it is no solution to say
that God commands only what is good. This response presup
poses that we can tell good from bad, right from wrong, or, in
other words, that we have our own independent standards for
moral goodness. But if we have such independent standards,
then we don’t need God to tell us what to do. We can deter
mine what is morally right or wrong on our own.
This response to the theist is effective as far as it goes.
Contrary to the theist, God cannot be the source of morality.
However, this doesn’t address the concern that morality then
loses its objectivity. It becomes a matter of personal preference.
We cannot really criticize others for doing something morally
wrong, because all we’re saying is “we don’t like that.”

It’s this fear that without God we’ll have a moral vacuum
and descend into nihilism that sustains some in the convic
tion that there is a God or that we need to encourage belief
in God regardless of the evidence to the contrary. It sustains
belief in God (or belief in belief) even in the face of the argu
ment from Euthyphro. Logic does not always triumph over
emotion, and the dread that without God we have no moral
grounding—“without God, everything is permitted”—can be
a powerful influence on many.
The notion that God’s word is what counts and what
makes the difference between moral and immoral actions
comforts some because it provides them with the sense that
there is something beyond us, something outside of our our
selves that we can look to determine whether some action is
morally right or wrong. Is murdering someone wrong? Sure,
God tells us that in the Bible. For the devout, that’s a fact. A
fact that can be confirmed, just like the fact that ripe toma
toes are red, not blue. It’s not a matter of subjective opinion.
And if morality isn’t objective, then it must be
subjective, correct?
For these reasons—and also because we
want a firm grounding for morality our
selves—it is incumbent upon humanists, and
secular ethicists generally, to address squarely
the contentions that without God there is no
objectivity in morality and that this situation
would be something dreadful. The problem is
that most try to do this by arguing that moral
ity is objective in a way similar to the way
in which ordinary descriptive statements are
objective. The better argument is that moral
ity is neither objective nor subjective as those
terms are commonly understood.

Secular Attempts to Make Morality Objective
Some secular ethicists have tried to supply substitutes for God
as the moral measuring-stick while adhering to the notion
that morality must be objective and that moral judgments
can be determined to be true or false in ways similar to state
ments about the world. Some argue that facts have certain
moral implications. In this way, morality is based on natural
facts, and statements about morality can be determined to
be true or false by reference to these facts. Often, the starting
point for such arguments is to point out undisputed facts,
such that pain is a bad thing and, all other things being equal,
people avoid being in pain. Or, if one wants to approach the
issue from the other direction, well-being is a good thing, and,
all other things being equal, people want to have well-being.
The argument will then proceed by using this foundation to
argue that we have a moral obligation to avoid inflicting pain
or to increase well-being. But this will not do. Granted, pain is

“bad” in a nonmoral sense, and people don’t want it, but to
say that inflicting pain on someone is presumptively morally
bad implies we have some justification for saying that this
action is morally bad, not just that it’s unwanted. From where
does this moral obligation derive and how do we detect it?
The problem with trying to derive moral obligations
directly from facts about the world is that it’s always open
for someone to ask “Why do these facts impose a moral obli
gation?” Sure, well-being may be desirable, and I may want
well-being for myself and those close to me, but that doesn’t
imply that I am obliged to increase well-being in general.
Certainly, it’s not inconsistent for people to say that they want
well-being for themselves and those close to them, but that
they feel no moral obligation to increase the well-being of
people they don’t know. This is not the equivalent of saying
ripe tomatoes are both red and blue simultaneously.
The difficulty in deriving moral obligations directly from
discrete facts about the world was famously noted by the

“. . . Morality is not objective in the same
way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective
in the ways that matter. . . .”

eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume, who
remarked that from a statement about how things are—an
“is” statement—we cannot infer a moral norm about how
things should be—an “ought” statement. Despite various
attempts to show Hume wrong, his argument was and is
sound. Note that Hume did not say that facts are not rele
vant to moral judgments. Nor did he claim that our moral
norms are subjective—although this is a position often mis
takenly attributed to him. He did not assert that the truth
of moral judgments is determined by referring to our inner
states, which would be a subjectivist position. Instead, he
maintained that a factual statement, considered in isolation,
cannot imply a moral norm. An “is” statement and an “ought”
statement are distinct classes of statements.
Some have tried to circumvent the difficulty in deriving
moral obligations directly from factual statements by arguing
that “nonnatural” facts or properties supply the grounding
for morality. However, all such attempts to do so have foun
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dered on the inability to describe with precision the nature of
these mysterious nonnatural facts or properties and how it is we
can know them. “Intuition” is sometimes offered as a method for
knowing moral facts, but intuitions notoriously differ.
Derek Parfit, an Oxford scholar whom some regard as one
of the most brilliant philosophers of our time (and I so regard
him), recently produced a massive work on ethics titled On
What Matters. This two-volume work covers a lot of ground,
but one of its main claims is that morality is objective, and we
can and do know moral truths but not because moral judg
ments describe some fact. Indeed, moral judgments do not
describe anything in the external world, nor do they refer to
our own feelings. There are no mystical moral or normative
entities. Nonetheless, moral judgments express objective
truths. Parfit’s solution? Ethics is analogous to mathematics.
There are mathematical truths even though, on Parfit’s view,
there are no such things as an ideal equation 2 + 2 = 4 existing
somewhere in Plato’s heaven. Similarly, we have objectively
valid moral reasons for not inflicting pain gratuitously even
though there are no mystical moral entities to which we make
reference when we declare, “Inflicting pain gratuitously is
morally wrong.” To quote Parfit, “Like numbers and logical
truths … normative properties and truths have no ontological
status” (On What Matters, vol. 2, p. 487).

So secular attempts to provide an objective foundation
for morality have been … well, less than successful. Does this
imply we are logically required to embrace nihilism?
No. Let me suggest we need to back up and look at moral
ity afresh. The whole notion that morality must be either
entirely subjective or objective in some way comparable to
factual (or in Parfit’s case, mathematical) truths is based on
a misguided understanding of morality. It’s based on a pic
ture of morality in which morality serves functions similar to
factual descriptions (or mathematical theorems). We need to
discard that picture. Let’s clear our minds and start anew.

The Functions of Morality

So, if we are starting from the ground up, let’s ask basic ques
tions. Why should we have morality? What is its purpose?
Note that I am not asking, “Why should I be moral?”—a
question often posed in introductory philosophy courses. I
do not mean to be dismissive of this question, but it raises a
different set of issues than the ones we should concentrate on
now. What I am interested in is reflection on the institution of
morality as a whole. Why bother having morality?
One way to begin to answer this question is just to look
at how morality functions, and has functioned, in human
societies. What is it that morality allows us to do? What can
we accomplish when (most) people behave morally that we
would not be able to accomplish otherwise?
Broadly speaking, morality appears to serve these
related purposes: it creates stability, provides
security, ameliorates harmful conditions, fosters
trust, and facilitates cooperation in achieving
“. . . Moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
shared and complementary goals. In other words,
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can
morality enables us to live together and, while
doing so, to improve the conditions under which
be mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the
we live.
world are relevant to and inform our moral judgments.”
This is not necessarily an exhaustive list of
the functions of morality, nor do I claim to have
explained the functions in the most accurate and
precise way possible. But I am confident that my
list is a fair approximation of some of the key
functions of morality.
How do moral norms serve these functions? In
following moral norms we engage in behavior that enables
Parfit’s proposed solution is ingenious because it avoids
these functions of morality to be fulfilled. When we obey
the troublesome issues presented when we tie moral judg
norms like “don’t kill” and “don’t steal,” we help ensure
ments to facts about the world (or facts about our feelings).
the security and stability of society. It really doesn’t take
However, ingenuity does not ensure that a theory is right.
a genius to figure out why, but that hasn’t stopped some
Parfit provides no adequate explanation of how we know
geniuses from drawing our attention to the importance of
ethical truths, other than offering numerous examples where
moral norms. As the seventeenth-century English philosopher
he maintains we clearly have a decisive reason for doing X
Thomas Hobbes and many others have pointed out, if we
rather than Y. In other words, at the end of the day he falls
always had to fear being injured or having our property sto
back on something such as intuition, with the main differ
len, we could never have any rest. Our lives would be “solitary,
ence between his theory and other theories being that his
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Besides providing security
intuitions do not reference anything that exists; instead they
and stability by prohibiting certain actions, moral norms also
capture an abstract truth.
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promote collaboration by encouraging certain actions and by
sure some will consider it simplistic. I have covered in a couple
providing the necessary framework for the critical practice of
of paragraphs what others devote thick tomes to. But it suf
the “promise”—that is, a commitment that allows others to
fices for my purposes. The main points are that in considering
rely on me. Consider a simple example, one that could reflect
morality, we can see that it serves certain functions, and these
circumstances in the Neolithic Era as much as today. I need a
functions are related to human interests. Put another way,
tool that you have to complete a project, so I ask you to lend
we can describe morality and its purposes without bringing
it to me. You hesitate to lend me the tool, but you also believe
God into the picture; moreover, we can see that morality is
you are obliged to help me if such help doesn’t significantly
a practical enterprise, not a means for describing the world.
harm you. Moreover, I promise to return the tool. You lend me
Moral Judgments Versus Factual Assertions
the tool; I keep my promise to return the tool. This exchange
The practical function of morality is the key to understanding
fosters trust between us. Both of us will be more inclined to
why moral judgments are not true or false in the same way
cooperate with each other in the future. Our cooperation will
that factual statements are true or false. The objective/sub
likely improve our respective living conditions.
jective dichotomy implicitly assumes that moral judgments
Multiply this example millions of times, and you get a
are used primarily to describe, so they must have either an
sense of the numerous transactions among people that allow
objective or subjective reference. But, as indicated, moral
a peaceful, stable, prospering society to emerge. You also can
judgments have various practical applications; they are not
imagine how conditions would deteriorate if moral norms
used primarily as descriptive statements.
were not followed. Going back to my tool example, let us
imagine you do not respond positively to my
request for assistance. This causes resentment
and also frustrates my ability to carry out a
beneficial project. I am also less likely to assist
you if you need help. Or say you do lend me
a tool, but I keep it instead of returning it as
promised. This causes distrust, and you are less
“Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive
likely to assist me (and others) in the future.
Multiplied many times, such failures to follow
statements about the world . . . but neither are they merely
moral norms can result in mistrust, reduced
expressions of personal preferences.”
cooperation, and even violence. If I do not
return that tool peacefully, you may resort to
brute force to reacquire it.
Fortunately, over time, humans have acted
in ways that further the objectives of morality
far more often than in ways that frustrate
these objectives. Early humans were able to
Consider these two statements:
establish small communities that survived, in part, because
Kim is hitting Stephanie.
most members of the community followed moral norms.
Without provocation, we ought not to hit people.
These small communities eventually grew larger, again, in
Do these statements have identical functions? I suggest
part because of moral norms. In this instance, what was crit
that they do not. The first statement is used to convey factual
ical was the extension of the scope or range of moral norms
information; it tells us about something that is happening.
to those outside one’s immediate community. Early human
The second statement is in the form of a moral norm that
communities were often at war with each other. Tribe mem
reflects a moral judgment. Depending on the circumstances,
bers acted benevolently only to fellow members of their tribe;
the second statement can be used to instruct someone, con
outsiders were not regarded as entitled to the same treat
demn someone, admonish someone, exhort someone, confirm
ment. One of the earliest moral revolutions was the exten
that the speaker endorses this norm, and so forth. The second
sion of cooperative behavior—almost surely based initially
statement has primarily practical, not descriptive, functions.
on trade—to members of other communities, which allowed
Admittedly, in some circumstances, moral norms or descriptive
for peaceful interaction and the coalescing of small human
counterparts of moral norms also can be used to make an
groups into larger groups. This process has been repeated
assertion about the world, but they do not primarily serve to
over the millennia of human existence (with frequent, san
convey factual information.
guinary interruptions) until we have achieved something like
In rejecting the proposition that moral judgments are
a global moral community.
equivalent to factual statements about the world, I am not
This outline of morality and its history is so simple that I am
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endorsing the proposition that moral judgments are subjec
tive. A subjective statement is still a descriptive statement
that is determined to be true by reference to facts. It’s
simply a descriptive statement referring to facts about our
inner states—our desires, our sentiments—as opposed to
something in the world. To claim that moral judgments are
subjective is to claim that they are true or false based on how
a particular person feels. That’s not how most of us regard
moral judgments.

But if Moral Judgments Do Not Refer to Facts, How Do We
Decide What’s Right and Wrong?
It’s obvious that people disagree about moral issues, but
the extent of that disagreement is often exaggerated. The
reality is that there is a core set of moral norms that almost
all humans accept. We couldn’t live together otherwise. For
humans to live together in peace and prosper, we need to
follow norms such as do not kill, do not steal, do not inflict
pain gratuitously, tell the truth, keep your commitments,
reciprocate acts of kindness, and so forth. The number of core
norms is small, but they govern most of the transactions we
have with other humans. This is why we see these norms in all

“. . . This contention that God is required if
morality is to be objective has become the new
weapon of choice for those wishing to argue
for the existence of God.”

functioning human societies, past and present. Any commu
nity in which these norms were lacking could not survive for
long. This shared core of moral norms represents the common
heritage of civilized human society.
These shared norms also reflect the functions of morality
as applied to the human condition. Earlier I observed that
morality has certain functions; that is, it serves human inter
ests and needs by creating stability, providing security, ame
liorating harmful conditions, fostering trust, and facilitating
cooperation in achieving shared and complementary goals.
One can quibble about my wording, but that morality has
something like these functions is beyond dispute. The norms
of the common morality help to ensure that these functions
are fulfilled by prohibiting killing, stealing, lying, and so forth.
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Given that humans are vulnerable to harm, that we depend
upon the honesty and cooperation of others, and that we are
animals with certain physical and social needs, the norms of
the common morality are indispensable.
We can see now how morality has the type of objectivity
that matters. If we regard morality as a set of practices that has
something like the functions I described, then not just any norm
is acceptable as a moral norm. “Lie to others and betray them”
is not going to serve the functions of morality. Because of our
common human condition, morality is not arbitrary; nor is it sub
jective in any pernicious sense. When people express fears about
morality being subjective, they are concerned about the view
that what’s morally permissible is simply what each person feels
is morally permissible. But morality is not an expression of per
sonal taste. Our common needs and interests place constraints
on the content of morality. Similarly, if we regard morality as serv
ing certain functions, we can see how facts about the world can
inform our moral judgments. If morality serves to provide security
and foster cooperation, then unprovoked assaults on others run
counter to morality’s aims. Indeed, these are among the types of
actions that norms of the common morality try to prevent. For
this reason, when we are informed that Kim did
hit Stephanie in the face without provocation, we
quickly conclude that what Kim did was wrong,
and her conduct should be condemned.
Note that in drawing that conclusion, we are
not violating Hume’s Law. Facts by themselves do
not entail moral judgments, but if we look upon
morality as a set of practices that provide solutions
to certain problems, for example, violence among
members of the community, then we can see how
facts are relevant to moral judgments. Part of the
solution to violence among members of the com
munity is to condemn violent acts and encourage
peaceful resolution of disputes. Facts provide us
with relevant information about how to best bring
about this solution in particular circumstances.
Similarly, with a proper understanding of morality, we can
also see how we can justify making inferences from factual
statements to evaluative judgments. Recall that the fact/value
gap prevents us from inferring a moral judgment from isolated
statements of fact. But if we recognize and accept that morality
serves certain functions and that the norms of the common
morality help carry out these functions, the inference from facts
to moral judgments is appropriate because we are not proceed
ing solely from isolated facts to moral judgments; instead, we
are implicitly referencing the background institution of morality.
An isolated factual observation cannot justify a moral judgment,
but a factual observation embedded in a set of moral norms can
justify a moral judgment.

Objection 1: Just Because Morality Serves Certain Functions
Does Not Imply It Should Have Those Functions
At this point, the perceptive reader might object that even
assuming that the functions of morality I have described
correspond to functions served by morality, this does not
address the question of what the functions of morality should
be. Haven’t I just moved the fact/value gap back one step,
from the level of an individual factual statement to the level
of a description of the institution of morality as a whole?
Put another way, explaining how morality functions doesn’t
address the issue of how it should function.
This is a reasonable objection, but it is one I can meet. So
let’s consider this issue: Should morality have objectives that
reflect the functions of morality that I have described, that
is, serving human interests and needs by creating stability,
providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering
trust, and facilitating cooperation in achieving shared and
complementary goals? Perhaps the best way to answer this
question is with another question: What’s the alter
native? If morality should not aim to create stability,
provide security, ameliorate harmful conditions,
and so forth, what’s the point of morality other
wise? To increase the production of cheese? One
could maintain that cheese production is an over
riding imperative, and one could label this a moral
imperative, but the reality is that for humans to live
and work together we would still need something
to fulfill the functions of what we now characterize
as morality. Perhaps we’d call it “shmorality,” but
we’d still have a similar body of norms and prac
tices, whatever its name.
Granted, some philosophers have argued that morality
should have objectives somewhat different than the ones
I have outlined. Various philosophers have argued that
morality should aim at maximizing happiness, or producing a
greater balance of pleasure over pain, or producing virtuous
characters. Without digressing into a long discussion of eth
ical theory, I believe these views grasp certain aspects of the
moral enterprise, but they mistakenly elevate part of what we
accomplish through morality into the whole of it. There is no
single simple principle that governs morality. Yes, we want to
encourage people to be virtuous—that is, to be kind, coura
geous, and trustworthy—but to what end? Likewise, we want
people to be happy, but exactly how do we measure units of
happiness, and how do we balance the happiness of different
individuals against one another or against the happiness of
the community? If we look at morality as a practical enter
prise, something like the objectives I have outlined represents
a better description of what we want morality to accomplish.
(I say “something like” because I am not claiming to give the
best possible description of morality’s objectives.)

Objection 2: I Haven’t Explained Why Moral Norms Are Obligatory
A second important objection to my argument is that I have
not explained how it is that moral norms are binding on us.
Even if we accept that there is a common morality, why must
we follow these norms?
There are two types of answers I can give here. Both are
important, so we need to keep them distinct. One answer
would appeal to human psychology. The combination of
our evolutionary inheritance and the moral training most
of us receive disposes us to act morally. We should not lose
sight of this fact because if we were not receptive to moral
norms, no reference to a divine command, no appeal to an
ethical argument, could ever move us to behave morally. For
a moral norm to act as a motivating reason to do or refrain
from doing something, we must be the type of person who
can respond to moral norms. Ethicists as far back as Aristotle
have recognized this. Good moral conduct owes much to
moral training, and the most sublime exposition of the mag

“. . . Morality is neither objective nor
subjective as those terms
are commonly understood.”

nificence of the moral law will not persuade those who have
been habituated into antisocial behavior.
But in addition to a casual explanation of why we feel a
sense of moral obligation, we also want an explanation of the
reason for acknowledging moral obligations. In my view, it’s
largely a matter of logical consistency. If we accept the insti
tution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms. We cannot logically maintain that moral
norms apply to everyone except us. If we think it is morally
wrong for others to break their promises to us, as a matter
of logic we cannot say that we are under no obligation to
keep our promises. In saying that an action is morally wrong,
we are committed to making the same judgment regardless
of whether it is I or someone else performing the action. In
accepting the institution of morality, we are also accepting
the obligations that come with this institution. Hence, there
is a reason, not just a psychological cause, for acknowledging
our obligation to follow moral norms.
What if someone rejects the institution of morality alto
gether? The perceptive reader will not have failed to notice
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argument, the notion that God could provide such an external
standard is highly questionable. Second, and more important,
what is lost by acknowledging that morality is a wholly human
phenomenon that arose to respond to the need to influence
behavior so people can live together in peace? I would argue
that nothing is lost, except some confused notions about
morality that we would do well to discard.
The temptation to think that we need some standard
external to morality in order to make morality objective and
to make moral obligations really binding is buttressed by the
fear that the only alternative is a subjectivist morality—but
recognizing that morality is based on human needs and
interests, and not on God’s commands, doesn’t make one a
subjectivist. As already discussed, when those
who don’t think that morality is derived from
God say that something is morally wrong, they
“. . . Secular attempts to provide an objective
don’t (typically) mean that this is just how they
foundation for morality have been . . . well, less than
as individuals feel, which would be a true sub
jectivist position. One cannot argue with feel
successful. Does this imply we are logically
ings. But most nonreligious people think we can
required to embrace nihilism?”
argue about moral issues and that some people
are mistaken about their conclusions on moral
matters.
To have genuine disagreements about moral
morality altogether. One can coherently and consistently pre
issues, we need accepted standards for distinguishing correct
fer what one regards as one’s own self-interest to doing the
from incorrect moral judgments, and facts must influence
morally appropriate thing. However, leaving aside those who
our judgments. Morality as I have described it meets these
suffer from a pathological lack of empathy, few choose this
conditions. All morally serious individuals accept the core
path. Among other things, this would be a difficult decision
moral norms I have identified, and it is these core norms that
to make psychologically.
provide an intersubjective foundation for morality and for
That said, there is no guarantee that people will not make
disagreements about more complex moral issues. For exam
this choice. But notice that bringing God into the picture
ple, all morally serious individuals recognize that there is a
doesn’t change anything. People can make the decision to
strong presumption that killing is wrong, and our knowledge
reject morality even if they think God has promulgated our
that we live among others who also accept this norm allows
shared moral norms. Indeed, many believers have made this
us to venture outside instead of barricading ourselves in our
decision, as evidenced by the individuals who throughout
homes. There is no dispute about this norm. But there are
history have placed themselves outside the bounds of human
discrete areas of disagreement regarding the applicability of
society and have sustained themselves by preying on other
this norm, for example, in the debate over physician-assisted
humans. Many ruthless brigands and pirates have had no
dying. Such disputes on complex issues do not indicate that
doubts about God’s existence. They robbed, raped, and mur
morality is subjective; to have a dispute—a genuine dispute,
dered anyway.
and not just dueling statements of personal preference—the
parties to the dispute must have shared premises. In discussing
You may say: “But what they did was objectively wrong”—
and trying to resolve such moral disputes, we make reference
and an atheist can’t say this. As you have admitted, there is
to norms of the common morality (such as the obligation not
nothing outside the institution of morality to validate this insti
to kill versus the obligation to show compassion and prevent
tution, so the obligations of morality are not really binding.” If
suffering), interpret them in light of relevant facts, and try
one means by “objectively wrong” something that conforms to
to determine how our proposed resolution would serve the
a standard of wrongness that exists completely independently
underlying rationale of the applicable norms. Only the morally
of the human condition and our moral practices, then, correct,
inarticulate invoke subjective “feelings.” (In my forthcoming
an atheist might not use “objectively wrong” in this sense.
book, The Necessity of Secularism: Why God Can’t Tell Us What
(Some ethicists who are atheists might, as I have already
To Do, I devote a chapter to illustrating how we can express
discussed.) But so what? First, as indicated by the Euthyphro
that I italicized “if” when I stated, “If we accept the institu
tion of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms.” I emphasized this condition precisely to
draw attention to the fact that, as a matter of logic, there is
nothing preventing an individual from rejecting the institu
tion of morality entirely, from “opting out” of morality, as it
were—that is, apart from the likely unpleasant consequences
for that person of such a decision. There is nothing to be
gained by pretending otherwise. There is no mystical intuition
of “the moral law” that inexorably forces someone to accept
the institution of morality. Nor is there any set of reasons
whose irresistible logic compels a person to behave morally.
Put another way, it is not irrational to reject the institution of
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disagreement on public policy matters without invoking God
or just saying “that’s how I feel.”)
From the forgoing, we can also see that morality is not
arbitrary. People can argue intelligently about morality and
can also assert that an action is morally wrong—not just for
them, but wrong period. They can condemn wrongdoers,
pointing out how their actions are inconsistent with core
norms (although most wrongdoers are already aware of their
transgressions). Furthermore, if the offense is serious enough,
they will impose severe punishment on the wrongdoer, pos
sibly including removal from society. All that seems pretty
objective, in any relevant sense of the term. Granted, it’s not
objective in the same way that the statement that it is raining
outside is objective, but that’s because, as we have already
established, factual statements have a different function than
moral judgments.
At this point, the believer might protest, “But there has to
be something more than that. Morality is not just a human
institution.” Well, what is this something more? Why is it not
enough to tell the wrongdoer that everyone condemns him
because what he or she did violated our accepted norms,
which are essential to our ability to live together in peace? Do
we have to add, “Oh, by the way, God condemns you too?”
Exactly what difference would that make?
What some believers (and, again, some secular ethicists)
appear to want is some further fact, something that will make
them more comfortable in claiming that moral norms are
authoritative and binding. Somehow it is not sufficient that a
norm prohibiting the gratuitous affliction of violence reduces
pain and suffering and allows us to live together in peace,
and has, therefore, been adopted by all human societies. No;
for the believer there has to be something else. A moral norm
must be grounded in something other than its beneficial
effects for humans and human communities. The statement
that “it was wrong for Kim to hit Stephanie” must pick out
some mystical property that constitutes “wrongness.” For the
believer, this further fact is usually identified as a command
from God, but as we have already established, God’s com
mands cannot be regarded as imposing moral obligations
unless we already possess a sense of right and wrong inde
pendent of his commands.
Those who cling to the “further fact” view—that is, the
view that there must be something outside of morality that
provides the objective grounding for morality—are not unlike
those naïve economists who insist that currency has no value
unless it’s based on gold or some other precious metal. Hence,
we had the gold standard, which for many years provided
that a dollar could be exchanged for a specific quantity of
gold. The gold standard reassured some that currency was
based on something of “objective” value. However, the whole
world has moved away from the gold standard with no ill

effects. Why was there no panic? Why didn’t our economic
systems collapse or become wildly unstable? Because cur
rency doesn’t need anything outside of the economic system
itself to provide it with value. Money represents the value
found within our economic system, which, in turn, is based on
our economic relationships.
Similarly, moral norms represent the value found in living
together. There is no need to base our moral norms on some
thing outside of our relationships. Moral norms are effective
in fostering collaboration and cooperation and in improving
our conditions, and there is no need to refer to a mystical
entity, a gold bar, or God to conclude that we should encour
age everyone to abide by common moral norms.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the claim that we need God to provide morality
with objectivity does not withstand analysis. To begin with, God
would not be able to provide objectivity, as the argument from
Euthyphro demonstrates. Moreover, morality is neither objective
nor subjective in the way that statements of fact are said to be
objective or subjective; nor is that type of objectivity really our
concern. Our legitimate concern is that we don’t want people
feeling free “to do their own thing,” that is, we don’t want moral
ity to be merely a reflection of someone’s personal desires. It’s
not. To the extent that intersubjective validity is required for
morality, it is provided by the fact that, in relevant respects, the
circumstances under which humans live have remained roughly
the same. We have vulnerabilities and needs similar to those of
people who lived in ancient times and medieval times, and to
those of people who live today in other parts of the world. The
obligation to tell the truth will persist as long as humans need to
rely on communications from each other. The obligation to assist
those who are in need of food and water will persist as long as
humans need hydration and nutrition to sustain themselves. The
obligation not to maim someone will persist as long as humans
cannot spontaneously heal wounds and regrow body parts. The
obligation not to kill someone will persist as long as we lack the
power of reanimation. In its essentials, the human condition has
not changed much, and it is the circumstances under which we
live that influence the content of our norms, not divine com
mands. Morality is a human institution serving human needs, and
the norms of the common morality will persist as long as there
are humans around.
Ronald A. Linsday is the president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry, a
supporting organization of the Council for Secular Humanism. This article
is drawn in part from his forthcoming book, The Necessity of Secularism:
Why God Can’t Tell Us What To Do. The editors of F ree I nquiry gratefully
acknowledge the permission of the publisher, Pitchstone Publishing, to use
excerpts from this book.
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 4
Below, we present the final group of essays in a series begun in our February/March 2014 issue presenting personal statements
of individuals’ journeys away from religious belief. We begin with a powerful essay that demanded publication even though it
significantly exceeded our requested length.—Eds.

Why I Am Not a Catholic:
Sundays with Estelle
Mark Cagnetta

I

n a recent telephone conversation with my mother, Estelle—
from whom I am geographically separated by over two
thousand miles—the topic of miracles arose. Our discussion
quickly degenerated into an argument. Her parish priest, she
informed me, had imparted a story about his sick eighty-yearold aunt who had been admitted into hospice care with little
chance of surviving. Out of the country at the time, the priest,
upon hearing of his aunt’s sudden illness, offered to return
to be by her side. Apparently, his relatives convinced him to
remain where he was because there was nothing he could
do. When he returned, the aunt had recovered and had been
discharged from the hospice facility. This, according to the
priest, was a true miracle! Being the devout Catholic that she
is, my mother fully embraced the priest’s conclusion. For me,
an atheist, this was a serious point of contention.
My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church. She
was, as are all Catholics, indoctrinated into her religion shortly
after her birth, having her so-called original sin washed away
through baptism. She was then sent away to an all-girls board
ing school to be prepared for a life of suffering at the hands of
the nuns of the Religious for Jesus and Mary sect. The school,
of course, saw it differently and claimed its program enhances
young women spiritually and academically.
Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity was duly
forced upon her unsuspecting children. As far back as I can
remember, I was a doubter, but I played along to maintain
appearances. During my childhood, I was bored during church
services and used the time for meditation; namely, I spent the
time thinking of all the things I could be doing outside of that
ridiculous detention. When I went to confession, I made things
up. As for performing the penance doled out by the troll-like
being firmly embedded in a type of religious indoor outhouse,
24

Free Inquiry

August/September 2014

secularhumanism.org

his face obscured by a thin mesh screen, I would cheerfully make
my way to the altar, feign praying, and quickly leave.
I was subjected to four years of Catholic school and mer
cifully made the change to public school at grade five. I rou
tinely found my way to church every weekend until one fate
ful Easter Sunday in 1980 while I was away at college. I had an
epiphany. I watched all the hypocrites who had donned their
most elaborate clothing to impress no one but each other and
realized that this wasn’t for me. I turned around and walked
away, never to return.

L

osing my religion was a slow process. In my mid-twenties,
I married the girl of my dreams and undertook a career in
law enforcement. In 1986, my beautiful daughter was born.
Having a second child would prove to be far more difficult.
Conception was made nearly impossible because of my wife’s
endometriosis. We tried everything available to us—testing,
medication, and even surgery, all to no avail. Years passed.
These were trying times. My wife returned to the church, tak
ing my daughter along, mainly to expose her to some form of
spirituality. As a youngster, my child’s sentiments mirrored my
own at that age: “I don’t like all this God stuff.”
In 1999, life seemed to be on a magnificent course. I was
getting my first promotion, we purchased a new car, my wife
had somehow become pregnant, and, with that news in our
holster, we bought ourselves a brand-new home. Maybe
there is a God after all, I thought.
My son was born in May 2000. Three months into his life,
he stopped breathing not once but regularly for short periods.
At first, we thought it was our imaginations, but the realiza
tion that something was dreadfully wrong soon sunk in. The
pediatric neurologist on staff at the hospital emergency room
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diagnosed my son with lissencephaly, a rare genetic anomaly
acknowledge coincidence. Instead, they would spotlight their
brought on by the mosaicking of chromosome 17. Literally
great humbleness by attributing everything to God. This was
meaning “smooth brain,” lissencephaly is characterized by a
a petty god that they worshiped, and I wanted no part of him.
lack of neuronal migration to the cerebral cortex, essentially
Which brings to mind a famous Susan B. Anthony quote:
bringing normal cognitive and physical development to a
“I distrust those people who know so well what God wants
halt. Our situation was painful and nightmarish; this was
them to do because I notice it always coincides with their
the kind of thing that happened to other people. Our son’s
own desires.”
prognosis was heartbreaking: severe mental retardation, a
Rather than viewing my son’s affliction as some type of sick
lack of motor skills, blindness, seizures, and a life expectancy
castigation for my parting ways with God, I began to exam
of two years.
ine it for what it really was. I began to read about genetics,
I can’t say that I had been having second thoughts about
evolution, and atheism. I took the words of Richard Dawkins,
God, but when Michael was born, he did seem to be a bless
Christopher Hitchens, and especially Jennifer Michael Hecht
ing. Maybe this was a terrible mistake, this lissencephaly. I
as my gospel. Other than our highly developed brains, we are
immediately went to the hospital chapel and prayed. I had no
merely animals, susceptible to germs, cancers, acts of nature,
qualms about my disbelief and asked only for divine interven
and genetic mutations. If Michael’s genetics produced a trait
tion for my son. Surely God could rectify his error and reverse
that improved his life, it probably would have been passed
this tragic turn of events. Michael was, after all, just an inno
on generationally. Sadly, the opposite was true and, cruelly,
cent bystander.
Needless to say, nothing changed. All sorts
of crazy notions went through my head: Was
this punishment for my incredulity? Was I
being tested in a Job-like fashion? Did I smoke
too much marijuana as a teenager? Is God
playing a bad joke on me? Regardless of what
the answer was, Michael needed us to love
“My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church.”
him and care for him, and we did that to the
best of our abilities. Nothing can prepare you
to carry out such an enormous task.
Michael was a handsome little guy and,
despite the severity of his handicap, he would
laugh and raise his arm as a signal that he
wanted to be held, which he loved more than
anything. While holding him and enduring his
survival was not in his future, for he was far from being the
many seizures together—which were often quite dramatic
fittest. Michael was the purest of human beings; he never
and painful—I again began to doubt the existence of a loving,
thought a bad thought, he never misbehaved, he never lied,
omniscient, all-powerful god. I began to see how easy it is
and he surely never hated. (Perhaps highly developed brains
to adopt religion when life is going swimmingly. Heck, I was
are overrated.) He loved unconditionally, and he was loved
guilty of it myself. But it’s rough times, when a miracle would
unconditionally by everyone that knew him. The first two
be extremely welcome, that push the limits of belief, simply
years of his life came and went. He made it clear he wasn’t
because those miracles never come.
going anywhere soon.
My mother prayed for Michael every day. I assume prayer
theists often joke about movie stars and athletes thanking
made her feel better about the situation. She had lost her
their lord and savior Jesus Christ when they win a game or
mother to breast cancer, and her daughter—my sister—to
an award or are recognized for their achievements. In reality,
leukemia. Her father abandoned her and her three siblings
giving such praise to a supernatural being—particularly for
when they were still children. She managed to uphold her
such trivial endowments as the ability to throw a ball, make a
faith despite much neglect on God’s part. Others would pray
tackle, or to recite a line—is egotistical to the point of being
for Michael, too. Routinely, people would say to me, “God
moronic. Hearing people say that they are “truly blessed” be
only hands out situations like yours to people who can han
cause they have healthy kids, were able to land a job, or won
dle them.” I still ponder that statement to this day. So God is
the lottery were, for me, sources of irritation. More and more,
somehow rewarding me for my strength with a grievously
I began to notice that these God-fearing folk were just too
self-deprecating to accept credit for their own actions or to
disabled child? Isn’t that a bit perverted?

A
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M

ichael’s diagnosis was textbook, and his life progressed
as the doctors had predicted. The prayers, though in
nocuous, were ineffectual. Through various conventional
and experimental medications, the neurologists at Boston’s
Children’s Hospital made great strides in controlling Michael’s
maturing seizures. These epileptic episodes began as “blue
spells,” then morphed into petit mal seizures, infantile spasms,
and eventually culminated in grand mal seizures. Powerlessly
watching my child suffer was excruciatingly painful. Knowing
that my friends and family were praying to God—who, if he
actually did exist, would be held responsible for Michael’s
dilemma—was not only painful, it was outright contradic
tory. We needed those hands clasped in prayer to help us

“Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity
was duly forced upon her unsuspecting children.”

with Michael’s care, but no offers ever materialized. Michael’s
problems worsened. His joints were dislocating, he developed
kidney stones, and eating was becoming an ever-increasing
problem. My faith was waning concomitantly. By Michael’s
fifth year of life, I considered myself a full-fledged agnostic.
Looking back, I was restrained in my misgivings only by the
fact that, deep down, I didn’t want to give up on the possibil
ity of a miracle for my little boy.
By the eighth year of Michael’s tortured existence, it
became glaringly clear that there wasn’t going to be a life-al
tering supernatural phenomenon. The biblical god, creator
of the universe, humankind, and all of the flora and fauna
on Earth—he who could part seas, speak through burning
bushes, and raise the dead—had proven, through his neglect
and impotence, his fictitiousness. Natural selection gouged
out the eyes of religion and exposed the pretentiousness of
those who follow such an ineffectual spiritual leader.
Unbeknownst to us, Michael began aspirating his food,
a common consequence of the neurologically challenged.
Inevitably, this led to bronchopneumonia. Due to Michael’s
frail condition, the doctors advised us that there was little
they could do: my little boy was going to die. I can’t imagine
there being anything worse in life than watching your child
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fade into nonexistence. I can, in fact, speak with authority on
this subject.
There isn’t.
To appease my mother, I allowed one last act of piousness
into Michael’s life. Although she had trouble finding one of
the priests from her parish to conduct a final prayer over my
son, someone did finally materialize. Ironically, when the
priest placed his hand on Michael’s forehead, eyes closed
and deep into prayer, he witnessed the feebleness of his god
firsthand. At that very moment, Michael had a violent seizure.
You would think, with one of his agents asking for his succor
in a time of great need, that God could, at the very least, give
my son the peace that he deserved.
It was probably at that moment that I
became a full-fledged, impenitent atheist. God
was nothing more than a myth. A few days
later, Michael died. Naturally, we heard the
standard words that are supposed to comfort
the grieving: “He’s with God now,” or “He’s in
a better place.” The better place, in my eyes,
would have been here on Earth, with me and
his family. I am no better or no worse than most
humanly fathers, but to those who refer to
God as their “Heavenly Father,” I can only ask,
“Why?” He is notoriously the antithesis of what
we would consider the apogee of fatherhood:
he is without patience, merciless, unforgiving,
and shows a great unwillingness to help those truly in need.
But there is a reason for his faults; he was created by man, in
his image, as a form of control. Acts that are “miraculous” and
attributable to the hand of God are nothing more than mere
coincidences. Some people live; some die. Some can throw a
perfect spiral; some can’t. Some recover from their illnesses;
others don’t.

M

y parting ways with God has never sat well with my
mother. To her and many like her, the term atheist
conjures images of pure evil. Quite often I point out to her
the atrocities of the Catholic Church—the Inquisition, the
Crusades, the aid to the Nazis, and the pederasts both past
and present who pass themselves off as disciples of God. In
contrast, atheists have a live-and-let-live philosophy. There
is no hatred. No threats. No punishments. We are only tem
porary guests here on this not-so-uncommon planet we call
Earth, so why not enjoy life to its fullest, never causing harm
along the way? My mother’s immersion into Catholicism is
too deep, however, and her blinders too securely fastened,
to see life any differently. Following unseeingly and keeping
your mind closed like a vault is exactly what religion dictates.
Never question the authority of the church!
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At the beginning of this essay, I relayed the story of my
mother describing a not-so-miraculous miracle to me, one
that was pronounced so by a priest; therefore, it was so. An
eighty-year-old who was sick and on the verge of death, who
got better—if only to the extent that she no longer needed
hospice care. I made clear that the situation could have gone
either way: I’m sure lots of eighty-year-olds in hospice care all
around the world expired that day. Was this geriatric patient
chosen to live over all the others? It was foolhardy of the
priest, and quite narcissistic at that, to think that God showed
a preference because the life he saved was the sister to the
mother of a cleric. But still, they believe.
Strangely, we never see “true” miracles any more. With
the progression of science and its meticulous explanations
for natural phenomena, God’s awesome powers have been
relegated to making cameos in bags of Cheetos, on pieces
of French toast, and on flour tortillas. Needless to say, I was
incredulous to hear my mother’s story about a sick eightyyear-old who felt well enough to leave the hospice facility
and trivially attributing her newfound health to an act of
God. A “miracle,” she called it.

“Why would God come to the aid of an elderly woman and
not to my little boy?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Michael be more
deserving of a miracle than an octogenarian?” Her reply, as
usual, was that she didn’t want to talk about it. Such a foolish
hypothesis is, of course, indefensible. A believer’s typical
response would be, “You have to have faith,” or “God works
in mysterious ways.” But my faith has run out, and I have little
time for mind games. God had his chance, and he let the
opportunity slip away. The world was deprived of a vital
young person who loved his brief existence. Life is better
without religion. I’m better able to face life’s challenges, and
I’ve discovered that making a difference in people’s lives is far
more rewarding than waiting around for some nonexistent
supernatural being to make changes in mine. I simply believe
in the power of the human spirit. I am an atheist.

Mark Cagnetta is a retired police officer. He has a EdD in organizational
leadership. He is married and has a daughter and two grandchildren.

Why I Am Not a Believer
Harry Greenberger

B

ecause I was born an atheist, I was spared the indoctrina
tion (brainwashing, child abuse) that produces helpless
followers of one’s parents’ religion. With nonpracticing
Jewish parents—including a father who’d become a Christian
Scientist following his successful salvation from death (the
prognosis of his medical doctors)—and living in a small
Southern town that had neither a synagogue nor a Christian
Science church, on weekends I attended neither Sunday
school nor church rituals.
I later realized that my mother was a closet atheist who
had worked out how to live comfortably among the Baptist
and Methodist townspeople. But inside our home, there were
never any nighttime prayers for my siblings nor me.
Somehow in my teens I became aware of the HaldemanJulius “Little Blue Books,”* which I could secretly order for five
cents each, and I learned that I was an atheist—and not the
only one in the country either.

No life experience I have had in my four-score years has
convinced me of the existence of a supreme being and an
afterlife, and I can say with confidence and pride that “I am
not a believer.”
*Emanuel Haldeman-Julius (1889–1951) arguably invented paperback
publishing by marketing excerpts of classic literature, sex-education
texts, and a stunning number of short freethought tracts into several
series of booklets sized to fit in a working man’s shirt pocket. The bestknown of these series, the Little Blue Books, debuted in 1923 and
eventually included hundreds of titles.—Eds.

Harry Greenberger was an organizer of the New Orleans Secular Humanist
Association (NOSHA) and its president for thirteen years. He delivered
secular invocations for the New Orleans City Council on six different
occasions. In 2012, NOSHA presented him with its Humanist Award,
renaming it the Harry Greenberger Humanist Award for future recipients.
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
Greg Hladky

I

had barely stepped into the shower when my “reverse”
epiphany occurred. Although I had a degree in theology
from a Jesuit university and had spent a year in seminary,
one flash of insight revealed what nearly four decades of
faith had obscured. The simple truth was this: the God I had
always believed in does not exist.
With my delusion fully exposed, I had to face a new reality.
All of my prayers had been directed to an imaginary friend,
not a living God. Discerning God’s will for my life had been
difficult, not because God remains hidden from the best of
us but because he simply isn’t there. Terrfiying as that reve
lation was, I I felt relieved to end the charade of prayer and
ritual that had increasingly become impossible to justify. With
the fog lifted, I enjoyed a moment in the sun, setting a new
course far from the familiar shore of faith.

“. . . One flash of insight revealed what nearly
four decades of faith had obscured . . . the God I
had always believed in does not exist.”

Navigating this new reality was not easy. I was invested in
a world that no longer existed, and the relief from cognitive
dissonance was replaced by the hard work of finding new
meaning for my life. The glaring truth was difficult to accept
all at once, and over the next twelve years I had to gradually
disengage from religion and faith.
It was easy to avoid evidence that contradicted my faith
when I lived in the believer’s bubble. That is where I was
for thirty-seven years. I was born into a Catholic family, and
my parents’ lives revolved around our local parish. We went
to a small Byzantine Catholic church with a liturgy sung in
Slavonic. I was an altar boy who dreamed of becoming a
priest—not because the priest was respected and feared as if
he were God himself or because he ruled the parish with the
power of a feudal lord. I yearned to become a priest because
I sincerely believed that God was real and that he was calling
me to serve him.
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That earnest devotion was the logical outcome of a com
plete acceptance of faith as an epistemology, a way of know
ing what is real. I had compartmentalized my faith, making it
immune to the typical queries that a rational person would
make. Thinking in that compartment was limited to confirm
ing faith rather than challenging it.
When I graduated from my Catholic high school, I would have
gone straight into the seminary but for the intervention of my
biology teacher, a Catholic brother. Wisely sensing that my paro
chial vision was in need of expansion, he suggested that I attend
university first. He planted the seed that ultimately, ironically,
bore fruit in an epiphany completely at odds with faith.
I enrolled in Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles.
Seminary school required no particular undergraduate degree,
so my choice of study was wide open. I tried engineering for
a year and then math, and I eventually earned
a degree in theology, graduating magna cum
laude. After a year back at my parish, I was off
to a seminary in Pittsburgh, where I completed a
full year of studies. During that year, I found that
I wasn’t suited for the priestly life.
To say that I was a bit annoyed that God
hadn’t clued me into this earlier would be an
understatement. Couldn’t he have looked down
the road and nudged me in another direction?
Now what was I supposed to do? Hey, God, are
you listening?! That little seed of doubt was
beginning to grow.
I crossed the United States in search of something meaning
ful to do with my life. I hung onto my faith with white knuckles
while riding the ups and downs of various careers: teaching at
a Catholic high school, flying jets off a carrier as a Navy flight
officer, working at a Catholic conference center, opening a
bakery, and teaching blind students to use computers.
Ironically, again, it was the Catholic Church itself that was
the most responsible for nurturing my growing doubt. In
the late eighties and early nineties, Marywood, a Catholic
conference center in Jacksonville, Florida, was a bastion of
liberal thought and theology that stood out in a conservative
diocese. I joined in 1991 and worked with its director in plan
ning conferences that brought in speakers such as Richard
Rohr and covered environmental concerns, nonviolence, and
Native American spirituality. When the director was fired on
what I considered to be trumped-up charges, I became angry
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at the church for the first time. When the interim director,
a friend of mine, was fired in a similar manner a year later, I
could no longer enter a church without visibly shaking. For
the first time in my life, I stopped going to church.
I finally had enough distance from the church I grew
up in to see it from a new perspective. It wasn’t the sinful
human institution used by God to do his will that Catholics
are taught to obey. It was just an institution as flawed as the
human condition. It is subject no differently than any other
institution to politics and the corruption of power. It has the
weight of history behind it, but that weight is not stabilizing;
it is oppressive. It chains the mind to tradition and closes the
door to free inquiry.
The God I had confided in, trusted my life with, and sought
direction from was not answering my prayers. How could this
God who claimed to be my father not speak to me? Why the
silence despite my daily prayers, dogged attendance at Mass,
and even fasting? (Once I did a bread-and-water-only fast for
all forty days of Lent.)
Most Catholics accept this silence as part of the mystery of
God. They try to discern God’s will through a priest or spiritual
director; in the writings of the saints, the Bible, and church
doctrine; or from the events in their lives. Like a shaman read
ing tea leaves, they grope for a sign.
But the sign from heaven never comes. God never speaks.
There is only silence. . . . The rational mind can draw only one
conclusion. God . . . poof! . . . isn’t there.
The next twelve years were not easy. The world I knew was
swept from under my feet; I had nowhere to land. I didn’t
know any atheists or support groups. I went to a few Unitarian

Universalist services, and though their search for truth and
meaning is commendable, they still hold onto faith, just in a
less defined way than Catholics. I had married a woman of
Mennonite faith four years prior to my epiphany, and we had
a Catholic wedding at Marywood. We settled in Cincinnati,
Ohio, got involved in the local Mennonite church, and had
two children. I found projects to work on around our house
on the weekends and gradually withdrew from church life
completely.
After avoiding the subject for years, I finally decided to
read more about atheism. I began to redirect my thinking
with The Universe Story by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry,
Bishop John Shelby Spong’s Why Christianity Must Change
or Die, and Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World: Science
as a Candle in the Dark. I read Richard Dawkins’s The God
Delusion, which led me to subscribe to Free Inquiry, which has
opened an entire world of freethought to me that I had only
glimpsed before. That led to the discovery of one of my favor
ite authors and speakers, Christopher Hitchens.
Thanks to Free Inquiry, I now embrace secular humanism,
and that has put the world solidly back under my feet.

Greg Hladky lives in Ohio with his two children and a cat named Domino.
He enjoys writing short stories and poems on faith and reason. He is
currently working on a book based on two years of correspondence he
has had with members of the Cincinnati Mennonite Fellowship and his
seven siblings, who remain devoutly Christian.

Why I Am Not a Jehovah’s Witness
Thomas J. Lawson

I

was born in Long Beach, California, to parents who were
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and if not for my father’s conscientious
objection to the Vietnam War, I would either be Canadian or
not exist at all. (I do live in Canada now, coincidentally.) But
therein lies the conflict for a staunch atheist who thinks that
our world would be better off without religion—my father’s
religion may have been necessary to allow my birth. I shrug off
this “debt” to religion by recognizing that African Americans
do not owe anything to the slavery that brought their ances
tors to the United States stuffed into ships like cordwood, nor
was Manifest Destiny a justifiable means to the ends we enjoy
today. So what were the circumstances that resulted in my

not being a Jehovah’s Witness? It’s complicated.
When it thunders, God is bowling. When lightning strikes,
God is taking pictures. This was the extent of my God-belief in
my toddler years. I was being “educated” weekly at Kingdom
Hall. I rather enjoyed my yellow book of children’s Bible sto
ries. I enjoyed books in general. Two pictures from that book
stay fresh in my mind: the poor sinners being swept away by
God’s Great Flood and Lot’s wife being turned into a pillar of
salt. I thought about Lot’s wife often, wondering if she was
still living and breathing under all that salt. Nothing about
going to the Kingdom Hall was all that bad. I was bored, of
course, like all toddlers, but it was not a painful experience.
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Until one day.
Until the day I became an apostate at the age of four.
I was sitting in the family living room watching my favorite
children’s show—Romper Room. The show went off the air in
the early nineties, so some readers may not know of it. It was
simply a televised version of preschool. In the United States,
most large cities had their own local versions (smaller markets
ran a syndicated version), but mine was based in Los Angeles
and had a Latina teacher, Miss Soco, who reminded me of my
half-Portuguese mother.
The “class” began with the Pledge of Allegiance and ended
with the teacher looking through her “Magic Mirror” to see
the kids out in TV land. A “Tommy” was often found in that
mirror, so this part of the program was a never-miss for me. I
loved that show.
If you know anything about the Jehovah’s Witnesses, you
know exactly where this is going, but for others, I will fill you in.
Perhaps you never had any school classmates who grew up in
a Jehovah’s Witness household, so you never experienced the
oddity of reciting the Pledge of Allegiance while one student
remained seated or standing with his or her head bowed in
silence. To the Witnesses, the Pledge of Allegiance is consid
ered idolatry—as are Christmas trees, crucifixes, and other
trinkets—so my children’s program that emulated a regular
preschool class was already skating on thin ice in my house. But
the last straw—the conveyor of damnation, if you will—was
the closing scene of every episode. Looking through that magic
mirror at the kids in TV land was considered sorcery, of course,
and poor Miss Soco would have to have been an insufferably
powerful witch in order to possess a mirror capable of seeing
all the child viewers in the greater Los Angeles area. (I have a
good idea what the kids of Jehovah’s Witnesses went through
a few years ago during the popularity of the Harry Potter
books.) My memory is foggy, being that I was four years old,
but my mother’s recollection is that one day I informed her
in no uncertain terms that I was not going to be going to the

Kingdom Hall anymore. To this day she claims ignorance as to
why, but this decision of mine just so happened to occur the
day I was forbidden to watch Romper Room.
My mother responded to my declaration by announcing
that I was four and unable to stay home while the rest of the
family attended church, so she said I would have to continue
to accompany them. I said that I would go but that I would
not listen, that I would sleep or play with my toys instead. I was
true to my word. I would either sleep or play quietly at her feet.
She says I had an uncanny ability to wake up immediately upon
hearing everyone’s Bible close at the end of the meetings. She
also says that I was probably the most well-behaved child at the
Hall every week, while other mothers had to constantly take
their bored and fussy children to the restroom for a Solomonic
smacking.
Coincidentally, just a few months after this episode, my
parents’ marriage began to fracture, and my mother fell in
love with a young Catholic man. Again, if you know anything
about the Witnesses, you know that even talking to Catholics
is grounds for a private meeting with church elders. Witnesses
and Catholics are polar opposites: Witnesses stay away from
blood at all costs (even life-saving blood transfusions), while
Catholics drink Jesus’s blood on a weekly basis! By the time
I was five years old, we had severed our ties with the church
and were trying hard to maintain a relationship with my moth
er’s Witness parents. All I remember is celebrating my first
Christmas later that year, finding out about that jolly old false
god Santa Claus, and being able to watch Romper Room again.
I do not consider myself to have been an atheist at that age,
but I was most definitely not one of Jehovah’s witnesses.
Thomas J. Lawson lives in British Columbia, Canada. After a few years of
making movies and television shows, he swtiched to the glamorous life
of full-time dad to two kids and a pug. When they are busy playing, he
is busy writing. He is the author of the nonfiction book Letters from an
Atheist Nation (CreateSpace, 2011) and is currently working on a novel.
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Why I Am Not a Mystic
Alice Leuchtag

A

s I lay in my bed at night in my early childhood, I could
hear my parents’ lowered voices drifting in from the
living room, talking in the strange, esoteric language
of mysticism. Mysterious phrases such as “planes of vibra
tion,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “astral bodies” resounded
in my head as I floated off to sleep to dream dreams that
maybe only a child of mystics can dream.
My mother had found a substitute for the Catholicism
in which she’d been raised in Madame Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky’s Theosophy, as put forth in her
book The Secret Doctrine. As a brilliant young
woman, my mother worked for a man whose
followers called “The Master.” She ghostwrote
the texts of the weekly lectures he gave to the
mystical cult he led, lectures that always began
“Dearly Beloved.” While doing research for
The Master’s presentations, she met my father,
newly arrived from New York City, in the reli
gion section of the Los Angeles downtown library, where
Blavatsky’s writings were on the shelves. My father, too, was
dissatisfied with traditional religion, in his case Judaism.
At first, perhaps to better woo my mother, but later
in earnest, he also took up the cudgels of mysticism. He
read friends’ palms while my mother cast their horoscopes.
Blavatsky’s particular set of occult teachings, derived from the
Hindu religion and westernized by her, became my parents’
mutually adopted “liberation” from their traditional Western
religions. My parents considered these teachings a form of
“free thought” and proudly passed them on to me.
There were attractive—even seductive—features to the
mysticism they inculcated in me. I spent many a daydream
hour trying to visualize the different “planes of vibration”
my mother told me about. Eating supper with my parents at
the round kitchen table, I thought I sensed the presence of
people existing on another plane who somehow occupied
the identical space and time I did but whom I couldn’t see or
hear or touch and who couldn’t see or hear or touch me. How
intriguing that was!
There were comforting aspects too. I was assured that no
one I knew and loved, such as my grandmother, was ever
really lost to me. If I were patient and receptive, I would be
able to see and even communicate with her undying astral

form. And phrases such as “beyond the beyond” evoked
images suggesting the dizzy thrill of a roller-coaster ride’s
downward plunge. What was it like to fall into and merge
with the great “cosmic consciousness?” My mother claimed
that she merged when she meditated, and I hoped that one
day I, too, would master that secret.
Never mind that there was no logical connection between
these various ideas. After all, a child doesn’t demand much
logic. It would be a long time before I would be able, in my

There were attractive—even seductive—features
to the mysticism my parents inculcated in me.

mind, to separate mysticism from real freethought and before
I would understand that mysticism, traditional religion, and
magical thinking all share a common core—a suspension of
the recognition of the fundamental law of cause and effect,
upon which all science is based.
How, then, did I eventually become a materialist and a
humanist, serving a term as president of the Humanists of
Houston (HOH) and editor of the HOH newsletter in the early
1990s? Multiple cumulative experiences led up to my mate
rialist philosophy, but only a few of them stand out clearly
in my memory. A growing recognition of the inevitable and
irreversible nature of death stirred up the first inklings of
materialism in my thinking. My beloved kitten Robin caught
a cat disease that was going through our neighborhood. She
dragged herself under a toolshed to die. No amount of coax
ing and calling her name could bring her out.
In a wild windstorm one spring, baby birds in their nests,
featherless and with their eyes still closed, fell out of the palm
trees in front of my house, breaking their tiny, scrawny necks.
Despite my tears and pleas, no one could restore them to life
and put them back in their nests in the trees.
When at the age of seven I learned the game of chess, I
became totally absorbed in it. Soon I was checkmating my
father and members of the Hollywood Chess Club. Seeing the
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board both from my point of view and that of my opponent
took away many of the mystical tendencies I still harbored.
The logic of chess excludes mysticism. Every move I and my
opponent made had an effect on the outcome of the game.
In the small universe of sixty-four squares, I could see in detail
the operation of cause and effect.
Though I waited patiently and receptively, my grand
mother, who died when I was ten, never appeared to me in
her astral body. At her funeral, I had gazed at her immobile,
marble-like features and touched her cold hand, feeling the
stark reality of physical irreversibility. Little by little, it was
dawning on me that no matter how much one engaged in
wishful thinking, life and death and chess proceeded accord
ing to their own immutable laws.
In college, I studied the social sciences and learned from
the writings of Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict the impor
tance of cause and effect in the social world. The writings of
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels gave me new conceptual tools
to help me understand the economic and social forces that
drive history. When I married a physicist, I learned to appreci
ate materialist philosophy even more, while he learned from
me to appreciate the ideas of historical materialism.
Later, on a job, given a large data set of children’s burn
accidents to analyze statistically, I used the concept of cause
and effect to tease out a strong relationship between a family
move and an accidental burn injury.
Through the years, as my family grew, I came to realize
that materialist philosophy alone was not enough. Becoming
a humanist helped me round out my materialist philosophy

with an ethical outlook in which pragmatism, as expressed by
John Dewey, played a role. Feeling that materialism supple
mented by humanism and pragmatism was still not enough,
I drew into my philosophical mix certain ideas and values
developed by feminists such as Catharine MacKinnon and
Kathleen Barry. I was able to apply these ideas in helping to
organize a group of women in Houston whose purpose was
to educate ourselves and the public about the global problem
of trafficking women and girls.
Do I ever want to return to the seductive comforts of my
childhood wishful thinking? Absolutely. Do I ever long to see
my dead mother and father again; am I occasionally tempted
to secretly search a room for their astral forms? Yes. Do I ever
experience pleasure in contemplating the fairy tale of a cos
mic consciousness? Indeed I do. But underneath these brief
reversions to childhood states of mind, I value the solid foun
dation of materialism, humanism, pragmatism, and feminism
that I have spent a lifetime building.

Alice Leuchtag has a BA from the University of California at Los Angeles
and an MA from San Diego State University, both in sociobiology. She
has worked as a migrant farmworker, a journalist, a cabdriver, a social
worker, a college instructor, and a researcher. She has published poetry,
epidemiological research on burn injuries, and other articles. She lives
with her husband in Texas Hill Country; they have a son, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.

Why I Am Not an Episcopalian
Richard Hall

I

am no longer a communicant in the Episcopal Church or
even a professing Christian, though for aesthetic reasons
I retain affection for the forms and rituals of the Anglican
service. In this way, I resemble the agnostic novelist Thomas
Hardy, who was enamored of church liturgies, and the athe
ist philosopher John McTaggart, who defended the estab
lished Church of England. You might say that I am a cultural
Christian in the same way that Freud was a cultural Jew.
Christianity, irrespective of its truth, must be appreciated and
understood as an inexpungable part of Western culture.
I was baptized in 1946 in the church of St. Andrews in
Darmsden, a hamlet in rural Suffolk, England. Curiously, the
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church had been consecrated exactly eight hundred years earlier,
in 1146, though the current building dates from the Victorian
era. The decision to have me baptized there was not an expres
sion of personal piety on the part of my parents. It was simply a
matter of custom, and the location of the church was convenient.
Though my maternal great-grandmother was a strict Wesleyan
Methodist and my paternal grandfather twice removed was the
great Baptist preacher Charles H. Spurgeon, my immediate family
was not religious. My mother attended church regularly, mostly
for social reasons. My father, a confirmed agnostic, did not.
I accompanied my mother to the Congregationalist church,
which was doctrinally liberal and pastored by Unitarians. The

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4
sermons (more accurately, lectures) were all sweetness and
light and gave no excuse for rebellion. I did not give much
thought to religion, though I was somewhat preoccupied with
the question of God’s existence, which had something to do
with my decision to pursue a course of philosophy in college.
While there I remember Max Wilson, a professor of philosophy,
admonishing me not to get involved in religious philosophy.
However, in the late 1980s, while pursuing graduate work,
I encountered some evangelical students of
divinity. And under their influence (I am embar
rassed now to admit it), I gave my life to Christ.
Afterward, I attended services in the Episcopal
“You might
Church with regularity, recited and prayed the
Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer, and
undertook a systematic study of Scripture.
And then, the doubts began crowding in on
me. As I prayed, I often wondered whether there
was anyone out there listening. Worship services consisted
mainly of praising God. I asked myself, what was the point
of praising him? What kind of being, I thought, demanded
constant praise? To meet this crisis, I decided to intensify my
doubts to the breaking point. I began to read the classic reli
gious skeptics and atheists, thinking that if I could answer their
doubts my faith would be strengthened; if not, it would be
lost. Needless to say, my faith did not survive a month of this
regimen of critical inquiry.
I had an epiphany of sorts. One Memorial Day weekend,
I went on a church retreat at a North Carolina beach. During
an open-air service on the oceanfront, I saw the metallic backs
of dolphins arched and glinting in the sun and pelicans diving
into the waves, and I heard gulls chorusing in the air against
the roar and hiss of the breakers. I thought to myself: there is
truth! How this spectacle of the sea contrasted with the church
service, with its dull liturgy and the insipid songs of praise
accompanied by guitars and tambourines! I was reminded of
an episode in the life of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his “Divinity
School Address,” he recalls sitting in a church while a blizzard
raged outside: “A snowstorm was falling around us. The snow
storm was real; the preacher merely spectral; and the eye felt
the contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window
behind him, into the beautiful meteor of the snow.” This was
exactly my experience on the seashore.
With the abandonment of faith, my doubts quickly evapo
rated. Apparently, the French composer Camille Saint-Saens,
popularly known for his orchestral piece Carnival of the Animals
and his opera Samson and Delilah, was also plagued with seri
ous doubts about his Catholic faith, only to have them vanish
when he left the church. The loss of my faith, which I had had
for but a few years, was liberating. Like Saint-Saens, I was free
of those doubts that persistently gnawed at me.
By converting to the Christian faith and entering the
Episcopal Church, I was guilty of the unforgivable sin against

the spirit of truth—the sin of intellectual dishonesty. I had
not really thought through the matter of faith to determine
whether it was worth receiving, whether there was any truth
in it. It was only after I received it that, prompted by doubt,
I undertook my critical inquiry into its truth. I remember the
case of John Ruskin, the great art critic and defender of J. M.
Turner, who underwent a similar de-conversion from his evan
gelical Protestant faith after attending a service in Turin. As

say that I am a cultural Christian in the same way
that Freud was a cultural Jew.”

he describes it in Fors Clavigera, “I went away to a Waldensian
chapel, where a little squeaking idiot was preaching to an
audience of seventeen old women and three louts, that they
were the only children of God in Turin; and that all the people
in Turin outside the chapel, and all the people in the world
out of sight of Monte Viso, would be damned. I came out of
the chapel, in sum of twenty years of thought, a conclusively
un-converted man.” As Emerson was distracted by the beauty
of the snowstorm, Ruskin was lured away by the beauty of art.
Afterward, as he states in Praeterita, he went “up into the gal
lery where Paul Veronese’s Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
glowed in full afternoon light. The gallery windows being
open, there came in with the warm air, floating swells and falls
of military music, from the courtyard before the palace, which
seemed to me more devotional, in their perfect art, tune, and
discipline, than anything I remembered of evangelical hymns.”
So, what of my “faith” now? I suppose it might be called a
“mystic pantheism” with elements drawn from Lucretius,
Spinoza, Goethe, and Emerson—no mean company! I regard
myself as nothing more than nature become conscious of itself
and overwhelmingly conscious of its staggering beauty and
sublimity, which fills me with wonderment. Nature is nothing
less than the Apostle Paul’s god, the one “in whom we live,
move, and have our being.” The fundamental belief to which I
now adhere is something akin to what John Dewey described
as natural piety. It is more than enough.
Richard Hall is professor of philosophy at Fayetteville State University
and the author of The Ethical Foundations of Criminal Justice and The
Neglected Northampton Texts of Jonathan Edwards: Edwards on Society
and Politics. He also edited and contributed to The Contribution of
Jonathan Edwards to American Culture and Society. In addition, he has
published articles on the history of American philosophy, aesthetics, and
the philosophy of art, ethics, and religion.
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Why I Am Not a Gutless Atheist
Rob Earle

“M

adalyn Murray O’Hair once said, ‘an agnostic is
just a gutless atheist.’” I was sixteen years old. My
mother’s partner, Sheila, a former Catholic nun,
had asked me about my religious beliefs. When I told her that
I was an agnostic, she quoted O’Hair. And she was right, at
least about me. For years I had been struggling to let go of a
childhood acceptance (if not strong belief) in the supernat
ural, including a belief in God. At some point, I decided that
there was no way to know for sure and declared myself an
agnostic. But my agnosticism wasn’t just about being fairminded. I knew there was no logical reason to believe in even
the possibility of the existence of God. So why not go all the

“I knew there was no logical reason to believe
in even the possibility of the existence of God.
So why not go all the way to atheism?”

way to atheism? Was I afraid of being wrong? Was I afraid to
let go of the last shreds of comfort that belief in the supernat
ural offered? The answer was probably a bit of both.
Like most people, I grew up believing the same things
as my parents did. I guess you would call my family “casual
Christians.” Once, when I asked Dad what our religion was,
he said simply “Methodist.” What did that mean? Who knew?
Probably not even Dad. At the time, I thought it involved
drinking a lot of coffee. As a kid, if the subject came up at
all, I just referred to myself as “Christian.” What that meant, I
had no idea. I believed in God. I said grace before dinner and
the “NowIlaymedowntosleep” prayer as quickly as possible
before crawling into bed, but by the time I was in elementary
school, I—and my parents—had lost interest even in that.
We rarely went to church except for weddings and funer
als, where I began to get the idea that not everyone was as
causal about being a Christian as I was. Everyone around me
seemed to know the songs and the prayers, when to stand up
and when to sit down or kneel, and what to say back to the
guy talking at the front of the church.
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Our neighbors weren’t casual, either. If I was playing with
the neighbor kids and blurted out “God!” or “Jesus Christ!,”
I would promptly get a lecture from my best friend, Toby,
about “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” If Toby’s mom heard
me, I’d be sent home to “get a spanking.” I never actually got
a spanking, usually just a lecture on respect.
My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Buist, started a unit on
mythology by talking about the Greek gods. Some of the
kids were confused, so she explained briefly the difference
between these “myths” and “our god.” Now I was confused.
“How do we know those gods are myths but our god is
real?” I asked. Some of the other kids giggled, but some had
thoughtful looks on their faces, as if they suddenly
had the same question. I don’t remember Mrs. Buist’s
answer, only that it was obvious even to me that she
was uncomfortable with the whole subject.
By the time of my conversation with Sheila, I’d
learned that nobody, no matter what he or she
believed, could explain why those beliefs were true.
So I left the questions on the table and grew comfort
able calling myself an “agnostic.” There was no way
of knowing, so why debate it? Why take a side?
My gutless atheism met its greatest test when I was in high
school. My family had moved to a new school district, and I
had no friends. I was feeling lonely and vulnerable. I started
hanging out with the born-again Christian crowd, whom the
other kids called the “Bible Buddies.” This was during the early
Reagan administration, and fundamentalist Christianity was a
powerful force in America. Spurred on by the writings of Hal
Lindsey, Chuck Smith, and others, many believed the end-times
would arrive in the next decade; the threat of atomic annihila
tion hanging over us all just reinforced that idea.
The Bible Buddies nearly scared me into buying into their
whole apocalyptic vision by the simple tactic of being nice to me.
I never went to the morning Bible studies, and I never accepted
Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I did read an entire paperback
version of the King James Bible and Lindsey’s The Late, Great
Planet Earth in my room at night so my family wouldn’t know. I
devoured the endless supply of tracts my Christian friends always
seemed to have. I genuinely feared that the world was coming
to an end in the near future. Luckily for me, my gutless atheist
combined with my inner geek, and I fell into the orbit of the
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Dungeons & Dragons crowd and away from the Bible Buddies.
My crisis of credulity passed.
At the University of Michigan, I began to see the real harm
religion could do. As a reporter for the student newspaper, I
was assigned one weekend to cover a speech by Palestinian
scholar Edward Said on Friday night and a neo-Nazi rally on
Saturday morning. The editor came right out and told me
that I drew these assignments because “none of the Jewish
reporters can stand the thought of it.” Whether it was being
assigned a story because of my religion or studying the reli
giously inspired parade of horrors that is history in my fresh
man Western Civilization class, I rejected the idea of religion
in general and of God in particular.
It wasn’t until after the September 11, 2001, attacks,
nearly two decades later, that I started to feel comfortable
talking about my atheism. Despite the political rhetoric in the
West, especially President George W. Bush’s use of the term
evildoers, I knew the hijackers on those planes didn’t think
of themselves as evil. They believed they were doing God’s
will and would be rewarded for it in the afterlife. They were
wrong, and Bush was right: they were evildoers, and beliefs
that encourage evil acts must be challenged. Another few
years passed before I read Sam Harris’s The End of Faith, but I
already knew that religious beliefs must no longer be out of
bounds to criticism.
There was one final step for me to take, though, and it was
a personal one. My father died in 2008 after getting progres

sively sicker over the previous few years. I knew it was coming,
and while obviously this was not the foremost thought on my
mind, part of me wondered how my atheism would hold up
under the emotional strain. Would I pray to God to make it
not true or at least to give me comfort? No, as it turned out.
There was a lot to think about in the immediate aftermath of
Dad’s death, but through it all I was surprised to find that I
did not fall back on the comforts of religion in this, one of the
most stressful and upsetting times of my life.
That I was surprised at all made me realize that somewhere
deep inside, there had been at least a small part of me that
wasn’t gutless after all.
That’s all gone now. The loss of that last thread of gutless
ness gave me real comfort that the false comfort of religion
never could. I’m not afraid of God. I’m not afraid of religion.
I’m not afraid of speaking my mind, especially against evil,
even if the source of that evil is someone else’s sacred belief.
I have the courage to face the world without a supernatu
ral crutch. I am unafraid. I am free.

Rob Earle is a ship captain and writer living in Seattle. From 2009 to
2012, he wrote The Misunderstood Mariner, a blog devoted to busting maritime myths and misinformation. He is also a poet; his most
recent poem, “The Ballad of Captain Zero,” won first place in the 2014
Northwest Seaport Stories of the Sea Competition.

Why I Am Not a Progressive Christian
James Metzger

T

hough I was raised in a conservative evangelical Protestant
home, I had the good fortune of completing a graduate
program in theology at a progressive seminary of the
United Methodist Church. There, I was introduced for the first
time to Christianity’s social justice tradition and its progressive
political theologies. In the classroom and at weekly chapel ser
vices, outdated patriarchal metaphors for God such as “King,”
“Lord,” or “Father” were replaced by far more agreeable ones:
“Life-giving Spirit,” “Liberator,” or “Mother.” Traditional doc
trines such as the Trinity or the atonement were overshadowed
by an emphasis on Jesus’s solidarity with the victims of Roman
imperial power, which was believed to mirror God’s own pre
dilection for the poor and disenfranchised. God was no longer

the distant, austere sovereign whose primary preoccupation
amounted to culling sheep from goats: he loved all creatures
infinitely, labored earnestly for their well-being in the here and
now, and stood side by side with any who had suffered injus
tice—particularly women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians,
and subaltern peoples.
Initially, I found these new models of God very attractive.
Even more important was the ethical orientation they autho
rized: inclusion of and equality for all, care for Earth and its
fragile ecosystems, a more capacious stance toward people
of other faiths, and an abiding commitment to rectifying
the wrongs of imperialism, racism, sexism, and heterosexism.
After graduating from seminary, I brought these new val
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In addition to these epistemic concerns, I also found it
odd that progressive theologians always assumed God must
be favorably disposed toward all living things. They portray
him only in the most glowing terms, which is why Elizabeth
Johnson, in her recent survey of progressive theologies, is
able to claim: “If it were possible to sum up [these theolo
gians’] rediscoveries in one metaphor, it would be the classic
Christian belief that God is Love.” Sallie McFague’s landmark
monograph Models of God is emblematic of these
“rediscoveries,” for she only considers exploring met
aphors that “express the trustworthiness and gra
ciousness of the power of the universe for our time,”
settling finally on “Friend,” “Lover,” and “Mother.” In
“I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have his In the Face of Mystery, Gordon Kaufman likewise
little interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching constructs the divine in such a way that believers may
learn “to live with a deep confidence in the basic order
their future ministers.”
and goodness and meaning of the world.” Put simply,
among progressives God is only ever spoken of as
wholly good—as “for us.”
Even though most theologians won’t hesitate to
affirm that the universe is self-expressive of the divine
nature, very rarely are the implications of all the suffer
ing and waste of sentient life in our world taken seriously. By
selves do not belong. Like conservative Christians, most still
far, their most common solution to the problem of suffering is
want to be reassured that they will be reunited with loved
to divest the deity of power, so that he becomes incapable of
ones at death, that God really does hear and answer prayers,
alleviating gratuitous suffering or of altering the fundamen
and that God has taken an active interest in their lives.
tal laws of the universe in any way. This God is said to feel our
Admittedly, I was disappointed that so few shared my
pain, to suffer with us; yet he remains impotent to introduce
enthusiasm for these newer models, but this is not what led
any changes in how his own universe operates. If, however,
me finally to abandon them. I had always been troubled by
the world is taken to be self-expressive of God’s character
how any theologian could possibly know—really know—that
(as, again, most any theologian will agree), I think it is far
these recent portraits of the divine better approximate God’s
more probable that writers such as Annie Dillard, Herman
character and will than older, Eurocentric portraits. It wasn’t
Melville, and Richard Rubenstein have it right: God doesn’t
clear to me why, for instance, a poor farmer living under a
give a damn about whether we suffer or even whether we
repressive regime in Argentina necessarily had better pur
live or die.
chase on the sacred than an elite theologian who taught at
Theologians who work explicitly within a postmodern
Notre Dame and had all of his physical needs amply met. Or
framework do helpfully acknowledge that all theology is con
why a transgender person intimately acquainted with dis
structive in character, inescapably rooted in the theologian’s
crimination necessarily possessed greater clarity on the divine
unique social and historical context. Postmodern theologians
will than a straight white woman who had experienced virtu
do not believe we can press back behind our language
ally no discrimination.
games to a transcendent signified—“God” or “the Real,” for
How can we really know whether God is on the side of the
instance—that then may be used to authorize moral norms
poor and the marginalized? It certainly would be nice if God
or objective truths. Furthermore, because there is no longer
were a god of justice and compassion who took a keen inter
a neutral God’s-eye viewpoint to which we have access, these
est in all who suffered, but this new deity seemed to be more
theologians confess they are in no position to adjudicate
a product of what people desired, more a response to recent
between competing models of God or reality. Although they
social changes, than a genuine discovery that propelled these
may be able to speak about which ones are more conducive
social changes. As Freud observed long ago, when we con
to human well-being, they cannot claim to know which of
struct precisely the god we most desire, we open ourselves to
them more accurately reflects the divine character and will.
the charge of wishful thinking. Is the creator of the universe
Postmodern theology, then, as McFague puts it, is “mostly
really just as we moderns wish him or her to be?
ues and models of God with me into my first two parishes.
I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have little
interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching their
future ministers.
Even progressive Christians are resistant to discarding tra
ditional metaphors for “Mother” or “Life-giving Spirit,” and
they often feel disconnected from a deity who takes special
interest in a small marginalized group to which they them

36

Free Inquiry

August/September 2014

secularhumanism.org

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4

fiction,” and the theologian is reduced to an artist. Gone is
the metaphysician who speaks with authority on the nature
of being.
Of course, the problem that postmodern theologians face
is why anyone not already immersed in their language games
should accept their accounts of the sacred and of divine-hu
man relations. By their own admission, their narratives come
with no authority, no proof or evidence. They may sound nice,
and they may be used to inspire a progressive ethic, but what
possible reason do we outsiders have to believe that even a
shred of their narratives is true?
I still happen to believe strongly in the importance of epis
temic justification: for any worldview on offer, there ought to be
plenty of evidence to back it up, and postmodern theologians
are unwilling to provide it. Furthermore, in order for any
Christian worldview to appear credible today, it must take seri
ously the enormity of gratuitous suffering and the waste of
sentient life, and progressive political theologies routinely fail
to do so. To honor God with the title “creator” while simultane
ously claiming that he has no power whatsoever to alleviate
suffering, as most all progressive theologians do, strains credu
lity. And to claim that “God is love” is to turn a blind eye to the
brute—often brutal—facts of existence. It all seems a rather

The Shrine That Wasn’t
Chris O’Carroll

transparent exercise in wishful thinking and self-deception,
and there came a point when I could no longer participate in it.
Some well-educated Christians undoubtedly have the ability to
assume the stance of the postmodern ironist and just play
along, fully aware that the Christian language game is “mostly
fiction,” that its models of reality have little (if anything) to do
with the world we actually inhabit. But for me, this no longer
satisfies. I need evidence. I need models of reality that are justi
fiable, models grounded in the latest research the social and
natural sciences have to offer.
Further Reading
Johnson, Elizabeth. Quest for the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the
Theology of God. New York: Continuum, 2012.
Kaufman, Gordon. In the Face of Mystery: A Constructive Theology.
Boston: Harvard University Press, 1995.
McFague, Sallie. Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear
Age. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1987.

James Metzger received his PhD in religion from Vanderbilt University. He
now teaches religious studies, ethics, and critical thinking. Prior to a career
in academics, he served as a minister to several United Methodist Church
and United Church of Christ congregations.

New FI Literary Editor
Free Inquiry welcomes Cheryl Quimba as its new
Literary Editor. Quimba is a graduate of the MFA

Thanking our hosts for food and wine, we said

Program in Creative Writing at Purdue University.

We’d take a walk around their neighborhood

She lives in Buffalo, New York, where she works at

Before we caught a late train home to bed.

the fiction publisher, Starcherone Books, and is a

Just down the block, the smell of fresh-cut wood

Teaching Artist at the Just Buffalo Literary Center.

Drew us to the sawdusted grassy verge.
The whorl we spied inside the severed limb
Begot a prankish, troublemaking urge.

Please send poetry submissions of up to five poems
to her at cquimba@centerforinquiry.net. Poems can
be included in the message body or in one file as a
.doc, .docx, .rtf, or .pdf attachment. Hard-copy sub

The standard cowled outline of Her or Him

missions may be mailed to Free Inquiry, ATTN: Poetry

Adorned the stump. Let’s call a TV crew,

Editor, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.

Undo streetlamp-haloed serenity!
A Fatima-like frenzy will ensue
As pilgrims throng to worship at this tree!
We didn’t call. Our laughter was a prayer
Keeping real faith with what was really there.

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His poems have appeared in
Angle, Light, Literary Review, Measure, and The Rotary Dial, among
other print and online journals.
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INGERSOLL’S BASIC IDEAS
Explained by Herman E. Kitteridge — His Friend and Biographer
[Ingersoll had solid philosophic — and scientific — reasons
underpinning his unbelief in anything supernatural. His
friend Herman E. Kitteridge, discussed these questions with
him and goes into detail about them in his biography of Ingersoll.
This can be found in its entirety at theingersolltimes.com
website on the second page under ABOUT INGERSOLL —
KITTERIDGE BIOGRAPHY.
Kitteridge makes it clear that Ingersoll thought of himself
as an atheist, despite his depiction as the Great Agnostic.
He was positive he does not believe there is a God; but,
because of lack of knowledge, cannot make the positive
assertion that God does not exist.
Still,as demonstrated below, he felt that the attitude of the
agnostic — not pretending to know — was in specific applications the only tenable one.
Ingersoll's science was that of over 134 years ago. That
confirmed for him that the universe had always existed and
that both matter and energy were in constant transformation but never created or destroyed.
As always , he explained himself in accessible language.
This is well demonstrated in the following extracts from the
biography which relate to the source of his knowledge and
how that explains why different people have different
conclusions.
This goes directly to the crucial foundation of the Christian
religion — the absolute assertion than all humans (except
children, mentally incompetent and those forced.) have free
will by which they know the right course when they seriously deliberate a moral question; and are free to take the
right course, irrespective of all that went into their making;
and in becoming who they are.
This must be, as it is the foundation for guilt; need for
atonement, forgiveness and Jesus. If ones views and
actions are caused by factors beyond their control — as
acknowledged in the exceptions noted — then there can be
no just guilt. St. Augustine made that explicit. ff]

Source of My Knowledge
Now, I examine my own mind, and I find that I know two
things.

n First, I know that I exist. How do I know this? Because
“I examine.” How could I examine if I did not exist? In
other words, I am conscious; therefore, I exist — “I
think, hence I am.”
n Second, I perceive that my stream of consciousness is
subject to continuous interruptions, or changes; and
these interruptions, or changes, I call phenomena.
I know phenomena. Above, below, behind these phenomena, I cannot logically and honestly go.
Whether the multitudinous divergent phenomena manifest
in my subjective consciousness, through the five senses are
mere seemings; whether they represent objective realities,
and, if so, whether those realities are different from, or
greater or less than, the phenomena themselves, I do not
and can not know.
Whether the paper on which I write, my limbs, my body,
are objective realities, and, if so, whether they are precisely
what they seem to be, I do not and can not know. Why can
I not know? Because everything concerning them must
reach my consciousness through one or more of the
senses, and be perceived as phenomena.
What then, shall be my attitude?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
idealist, that back of subjective phenomena, there is no
objective reality, no material substance?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the dogmatic materialist, that back of subjective phenomena,
there is an objective reality, an eternal material substance which is the cause of those phenomena?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
theist, that back of subjective phenomena is God, their
"Great First Cause"?
What shall be my attitude?
"Whoso has mastered the elements of philosophy knows
that the attribute of unquestionable certainty appertains
only to the existence of a state of consciousness so long as
it exists; ....” “For any demonstration that can be given to
the contrary effect, the ‘collection of perceptions’ which
makes up our consciousness may be an orderly phantasmagoria generated by the Ego, unfolding its successive

ADVERTISEMENT

scenes on the background of the abyss of nothingness;…

Where did he get his weights?

“On the other hand, it must no less readily be allowed that,
for anything that can be proved to the contrary, there may
be a real something which is the cause of all our impressions; that sensations, though not likenesses, are symbols
of that something; and that the part of that something,
which we call the nervous system, is an apparatus for supplying us with a sort of algebra of fact, based on those
symbols. A brain may be the machinery by which the material universe becomes conscious of itself.”

Where did you get yours?

What, then, I ask again, shall be my attitude?
Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the idealist,
of the dogmatic materialist, or of the theist?
I shall do none of these. I shall say, with Ingersoll, “I do
not know.”.…until it shall have been blotted out, the attitude
of the Agnostic, it seems to me, must be recognized as the
only tenable attitude of the human mind.
Says Ingersoll: —“Let us be honest with ourselves. In the
presence of countless mysteries; standing beneath the
boundless heaven sown thick with constellations; knowing
that each grain of sand, each leaf, each blade of grass, asks
of every mind the answerless question; knowing that the
simplest thing defies solution; feeling that we deal with the
superficial and the relative, and that we are forever eluded
by the real, the absolute, — let us admit the limitations of
our minds, and let us have the courage and candor to say:
We do not know.”

Can you change your weights at will?
To him, the assertion that an infinitely wise and powerful
Being created and governs this world was a monstrous absurdity; but he did not deny, because, as already stated, he
realized that the mental scales in which he was obliged to
weigh the evidence for and against might be wrong, —
might have erroneously tipped to the negative side.
And so he never claimed to know the right weight: he
simply read his scale.
Moreover, he knew that there were millions of other
“scales,” every one differing from his own, and that, consequently, in spite of themselves, they would all give different
weights to the same matter.
This is the golden kernel of Ingersollism — …every
mind [has its] its own “weights and measures.”
He knew that the theist and the dogmatic atheist alike must,
too, have weighed the matter in their scales, and must have
reached, unavoidably, their respective conclusions.
He did not blame them for their conclusions: he simply
demanded that they, like himself, tell them as conclusions,
not as facts.

............

FREE WILL — Ingersoll’s Weights
and Your Weights

Ingersoll tells of a missionary trying to convince an Indian
of the wonderful truths of Christianity. The red man listened
attentively, then stooped and, with a stick, drew a little
circle in the sand. “This,” said he, “is what Indian knows.”

I once asked Ingersoll why he had accepted Agnosticism,
instead of either theism or dogmatic atheism. He replied, in
effect, that he possessed, as his only guide in this and all
other matters, a brain capable of certain things: there were
limits within which its processes were confined. Under given
conditions, it reached given conclusions — we will say beliefs.

Then, tracing a very large circle around the first, he added,
“and this is what white man knows; but out here [pointing
outside both circles] Indian knows just as much as white
man.”

These beliefs unavoidably resulted from evidence, as that
which is called “weight” results from the gravitation of
matter placed upon a scale. As far as he could see, his
beliefs, — his weights, — were right, but he did not
affirm that they were right; for he recognized the
fact that, after all, his brain, — his mental scales, —
might be wrong.

............

“It is insisted that man is free, and is responsible, because
he knows right from wrong. But the compass does not navigate the ship; neither does it in any way, of itself, determine the direction that is taken. When wind and waves are
too powerful, the compass is of no importance. The pilot
may read it correctly, and may know the direction the ship
ought to take, but the compass is not a force. So men,
blown by the tempests of passion, may have the intellectual
conviction that they should go another way; but of what
use, of what force, is the conviction?”

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed
and explained to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com
website where you can read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format.
If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Anticipating Hamlet in the Gospels:
God’s Plan, Mere Coincidence, or
Intentional Deception?
Mark Rubinstein

I

magine you are an educated Roman aristocrat during the
mid-second century CE. You know about the growing number
of Christians, followers of that strange new religion that has
broken away from Judaism. They have worked hard to convert
you, but you have heard their story before: a dying and rising
Savior is nothing new. Many “messiahs” have claimed to work
miracles, but the world marches on and nothing changes.
But suddenly, for you, everything changes. One day in
the marketplace, you are drawn to a crowd listening to
Justin Martyr, the brilliant defender of Christianity. He has
a novel proof that the Gospel narratives about Jesus must
be true: Justin claims that almost every event reported in
them was prophesied centuries earlier in the Hebrew Bible!
Systematically, detail by detail, Justin proves his claim. You are
dumbfounded and on the spot decide to convert.
Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible became an early Christian
industry, known today as “typology,” to which even so bril
liant a scholar as Augustine devoted much of his life and writ
ings. Typology provides a mirroring form of proof: we can use
it to show that the Gospels must be true since they were antic
ipated by the Hebrew Bible, and we know the Hebrew Bible
is true because it anticipates the Gospels. Moreover, typology
embodies a primitive theory of history based on reverse cau
sality: God first decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it. History is thus endowed with a purpose,
but that will only become intelligible after we experience the
future. Christians argue that if we look only to the Hebrew
Bible, we will not understand history. Only with the New
Testament does God’s real plan come into focus.
In the modern world, typological proof remains alive and
well. As stated in the current edition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church (1:1:107), “The New Testament lies hidden
in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.” If
you have ever heard the Messiah, Handel’s sublime oratorio,
you may not have realized it, but you were exposed to this
kind of proselytizing logic. Much of the lyrics are not from the
Gospels but from the Old Testament book of Isaiah, written
five centuries before Jesus was born. Do you remember these
borrowed verses?
40

Free Inquiry

August/September 2014

secularhumanism.org

Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son. . . . The people
that walked in darkness have seen a great light. . . . For unto
us a child is born, unto us a son is given. . . . Then the eyes of
the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be
unstopped. . . . He is despised and rejected of men. . . . Surely
he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows . . . But he
was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
inequities . . . and with his stripes we are healed. . . . And the
Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of
thy rising. (Isaiah 7:14; 9:2, 6; 35:5; 53:3–5; 60:3)

There is no more influential passage from the Hebrew Bible
favored by Christians to show that the coming of Christ, their
true Messiah, had been anticipated for several centuries. Based
on this authoritative testimony, Christians could argue that
the Messiah was to be rejected and suffer and die for the sins
of others. Of course, Jesus is never mentioned by name in the
Hebrew Bible; but, nonetheless, Christian theologians have
found him in every story and in every psalm.
To take a famous example among hundreds, Christians
found in Isaac an early Jesus and in Abraham a stand-in for
God. Like Abraham, God is willing to sacrifice his only son. Just
as Isaac carries wood to his pyre for his own sacrifice (Genesis
22:6), so too Jesus was forced to carry the crossbeam to the
place of his crucifixion (John 19:17). And just as the ram or
lamb was “caught in a [thorny] thicket by its horns” (Genesis
22:13), Jesus was mockingly crowned with a wreath of thorns
just before his death (Mark 27:29).
The source of the error is failure to appreciate the Astonishing
Law of Coincidences: they happen far more easily than you
think. If you have a big enough pile of stuff (the Hebrew Bible),
and if you sift through all of it, you can find whatever you are
looking for (a detail from the life of Jesus). The Astonishing
Law of Coincidences has an even more astonishing corollary:
if things are rigged, they happen even more frequently. Could
many details of the life of Jesus recounted in the Gospels have
simply been copied from the Hebrew Bible playbook? To show
that any sufficiently rich literary source can seem to anticipate
another, I will now “prove” that the real reason the Gospels
were written (drum roll, please) . . . was in preparation for
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, written 1,500 years later!

Jesus and Hamlet
I have read perhaps fifty books about Shakespeare’s plays,
and not one of them mentions this connection. Yet, the evi
dence for this contention is even stronger than the evidence
supporting the idea that the Old Testament was written with
Jesus in mind.* To get us started: I have long wondered about
the uncertain identities of the authors of each of the four bib
lical Gospels; but, of course, the purpose of this mystery was
to prepare the way for the controversial attribution of Hamlet
to an Elizabethan actor, about whom little is also known,
called William Shakespeare.
Who is Jesus? is the central question of the Gospels. The
first verse of Mark states that Jesus is the son of God, but
it takes the entire Gospel to tell us what that could mean.
What kind of young man is Hamlet? That is a central question
of the play. The very first line of the play, which so often in
Shakespeare laconically summarizes the drama,
asks who Hamlet is: “Who’s there?” (1:1:1). In
each case, as readers, we are kept in suspense:
in the Gospels, will Jesus defeat Satan and his
demons or die trying, and in Shakespeare’s
play, will Hamlet avenge the murder of his
father or die trying? Ironically, both figures
emerge victorious and will be recognized as
kings, Jesus as “King of the Jews” and Hamlet
as King of the Danes. But both will die moments
later, each wounded, Jesus by a spear and
Hamlet by a sword.
Like Jesus, Hamlet is a superior human being
in a number of ways, a nearly perfect man eth
ically and intellectually and possessing great verbal skill. At
age thirty, like Jesus, he discovers that he lives in a corrupted
world and then within months is unjustly cut down in his
youth at the hands of his adversaries and rivals. His words (or
perhaps Shakespeare’s), pregnant with a transcendent wis
dom like those of Jesus, have become the most widely quoted
of any person, real or fictional, in Western history.
Both the Gospels and Shakespeare’s play are much concerned
with death and the afterlife: Jesus preaches the doctrine of
heaven and hell, while Hamlet’s dead father complains he must
soon render himself up “to sulph’rous and tormenting flames”
(1:5:4–5), and Hamlet later wonders about “the dread of some
thing after death—the undiscover’d country from whose bourn
no traveler returns” (3:1:86–88). Reminiscent of the Trinity and
the baptism of Jesus, at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play,
Hamlet’s dead father, the previous king (= God-the-Father-like
figure), comes to Earth as an apparition (= Holy-Ghost-like
figure) to charge Hamlet (= Jesus-the-Son-like figure) with his
responsibility to restore the moral balance of Denmark (= Judea):
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (1:5:100). Both
*Comparative word counts: about 32,000 words are in Hamlet; 86,000
words are in the Gospels (KJV, which contains four versions of the same
story); 602,000 words are in the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament
(KJV). So it is far more likely that by chance something in the Gospels
will have an “anticipatory” story or verse in the Old Testament compared
to the odds of finding similar connections between Hamlet and the
Gospels.

the Gospels and the play are concerned with iniquity and perver
sion. For Jesus, it is demons and the current religious authorities.
Similarly, the play is full of images of corruption: rottenness,
maggots, cankers, unweeded gardens, incestuous sheets, com
post, leprous distilments, the vicious moles of nature, pestilent
vapors, and worms feasting on corpses. Hamlet is enjoined to
root out the evil (= Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, chief priests,
scribes, Satan, demons), even, as it turns out in the end, at the
cost of his life. He is forced to hide his true intentions (= messi
anic secret) except from his great friend of a lower social rank,
Horatio (= disciple), in order to gain time to carry out his mission.
The Gospels have spawned a two-thousand-year-old con
fusion between reality and appearance. Is Jesus an invention
of their authors, or is he really God’s son? Is the Ghost, Hamlet
wonders, an invention of the Devil sent to seduce him into
evil, or does he really represent his father? Is Hamlet mad or

“Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible
became an early Christian industry. . . .”

merely feigning madness? At one point (Mark 3:21), Jesus’s
neighbors and family mistake his behavior for madness. Is
the new king a murderer or merely a fortunate and clever
statesman? Is Satan the source of all evil, or is he merely God’s
advisor, as he appears in the Hebrew Bible book of Job? Was
Hamlet’s mother an adulteress? Was Jesus’ mother a virgin?
Is Polonius a wise advisor and loving father or a conceited
fool? Is Jesus a great moral teacher or another failed pre
tend messiah? Just as Jesus frequently upbraids those who
physically see but do not intellectually see and praises those
who can see intellectually without first seeing physically,
Shakespeare’s play is saturated with images of seeing, seem
ing, and assuming a false shape or appearance.
The state has been thrown out of kilter. Claudius (= Satan)
has usurped the throne rightfully belonging to Hamlet by
murdering his brother (Hamlet’s father) and marrying his
queen (Hamlet’s mother). Similarly, in Genesis, the first real
proof that Adam had brought sin into the world is his son
Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. As a result, “the time is out
of joint” and, like Jesus, Hamlet must “set it right” (1:5:210–
211). For Hamlet, even the smallest detail of the world is preg
nant with meaning. So he says, “There is a special providence
in the fall of a sparrow” (5:2:210). But Jesus’s similar interest
in sparrows has long ago prepared us for this insight: “Are
not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall
not fall on the ground without your Father” (Matthew 10:29).
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Immediately following his baptism, Jesus goes into the wil
derness where he is tempted by the Devil: “The devil taketh
him up into an exceedingly high mountain, and sheweth him
all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; and
saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt
fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:8–9). Similarly, at
the beginning of the play, Hamlet is tempted by Claudius to
set aside the mission that will be assigned to him by his true
father. Claudius slimily tries to bribe Hamlet with promises of
worldly status and encourages him to think of him as his new
father: “Think of us as a father; for let the world take note,
you are the most immediate to our throne, and with no less
nobility of love than that which dearest father bears his son
do I impart toward you” (Hamlet 1:2:96–99).
In Hamlet’s baptism/transfiguration scene, he is accom
panied by Horatio and others who witness Hamlet meeting
his father’s apparition. The Ghost will speak only to Hamlet,

“. . . Typology embodies a primitive theory of
history based on reverse causality: God first
decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it.”

while God in the Gospels speaks only to Jesus. Afterward,
Hamlet instructs them to “never make known what you have
seen” (1:5:160), while Jesus instructs the disciples who have
witnessed his Transfiguration that “they should tell no man
what things they had seen” (Mark 9:9).
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount prefigures Polonius’s advice
to his son Laertes: “My blessing with thee. And these few pre
cepts in thy memory look thou character. Give thy thoughts
no tongue, nor any unproportioned act his thought. . . . Give
every man thy ear, but few thy voice. Take each mans censure,
but reserve thy judgment. . . . Neither a borrower nor a lender
be. . . . This above all, to thine own self be true, and it must
follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to
any man” (Hamlet 1:3:62–86).
Jesus begins his ministry declaring, “Repent ye, and believe
in the gospel” (Mark 1:15), and Hamlet advises, “Confess
yourself to heaven, repent what’s past, avoid what is to come”
(3:4:170–171). Like Mark’s demons and like Satan, Claudius,
who has committed both fratricide and regicide, in part so
he could marry his brother’s wife, laments, “Try what repen
tance can: what can it not? Yet what can it, when one cannot
repent?” (3:3:66–67).
Shortly before his death, Jesus predicts an end of days:
“But in those days . . . the sun shall be darkened, and the
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moon shall not give her light. And the stars of heaven shall
fall, and the powers that are in heaven and earth shall be
shaken” (Mark 13:24–25). A similar prediction appears in
Shakespeare’s play: “As stars with trains of fire and dews of
blood, disasters in the sun; and the moist star [the moon] . . .
was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. And even the like
precurse of feared events, as harbingers proceeding still the
fates and prologue to the omen coming on have heaven and
earth together demonstrated” (Hamlet 1:1:129–136; also
1:1:257).
Although Judas was Jesus’s trusted disciple, he ended up
betraying his master and dying for it. Similarly Hamlet’s good
friends from childhood, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (or is
it Guildenstern and Rosencrantz?) (= Judas), are condemned
to death by their own act of betrayal. It seems the Gospels
had Shakespeare’s drama in mind when they invented the
character of Judas, since we find in Hamlet: “So oft it chances
in particular men that for some vicious mole of nature in them
as in their birth . . . that these men, carrying, I say, the stamp
of one defect . . . shall in the general censure take corruption
from that particular fault. The dram of evil doth all the noble
substance of a doubt to his own scandal” (Hamlet 1:4:26–40).
Jesus is rejected, denied, or abandoned by almost every
one including his disciples, his family, and the two crim
inals crucified with him. Similarly, Hamlet is betrayed by
Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia, and, of course,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern—every significant living char
acter apart from his alter ego, Horatio. Jesus and Hamlet are
forced to confront the evils of their worlds alone.
Peter tempts Jesus to turn aside from his mission, and Jesus
rebukes him saying, “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Mark 8:33).
This clearly prefigures Hamlet’s remark, “The spirit that I have
seen may be the devil and the devil hath the power t’ assume
a pleasing shape” (2:2:627–629) and Polonius’s warning,
“with devotion’s visage and pious action we do sugar o’er the
devil himself” (3:1:53–55).
As Jesus contemplates his death in the Garden of
Gethsemane, he says to his disciples: “My soul is exceedingly
sorrowful unto death . . . and he went forward a little, and fell
on the ground, and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour
might pass from him. And he said, Abba, Father, all things are
possible unto thee; take away this cup from me: nevertheless
not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:34–36). This
theme also is important in Shakespeare’s play when Hamlet,
because of his birth, must consider the larger polity over his
own needs: “His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,
for he himself is subject to his birth. He may not, as unvalued
persons do, carve for himself for on his choice depends the
safety and the health of the whole state” (Hamlet 1:3:20–24).
And in the most famous soliloquy in literature, Hamlet,
like Jesus, must choose between living a normal life or taking
responsibility, fighting back, and risking his own death: “To
be or not to be—that is the question: whether ‘tis nobler in
the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous for

tune, or take arms against a sea of troubles and, by opposing,
end them” (Hamlet 3:1:64–68).
In Mark, the last words of Jesus are: “My God, my God,
why has thou forsaken me?” (15:34), while Hamlet says, “O
God, God, how weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to
me all the uses of this world!” (1:2:136–137). In John, Jesus’s
last words before his death are “It is finished” (19:30), while
Hamlet’s dying words are “The rest is silence” (5:2:395).
Immediately after Jesus dies, “graves were opened; and
many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of
the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city”
(Matthew 27:52–53), while in Hamlet we hear that imme
diately after the death of Julius Caesar, “The graves stood
tenantless, and the sheeted dead did squeak and gibber in
the Roman streets” (1:1:127–128).
Just as Jesus, in his final request, charges his disciples
to take his message to “all nations,” as he is dying, Hamlet
enjoins Horatio: “Things standing thus unknown, shall I leave
behind me! If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart . . . in this
harsh world draw thy breath . . . to tell my story” (5:2:379–
384).

I know that Christians see the resurrection of Jesus as the
cornerstone of their faith, but actually its main purpose was
preparation for Shakespeare’s lines: “Why the sepulcher,
wherein we saw thee quietly interred, hath oped his ponder
ous and marble jaws to cast thee up again” (1:4:53–56).
I could point to many other anticipatory verses, such as
how John 20:25 anticipates Hamlet 1:1:66, Mark 10:19 antic
ipates Hamlet 1:2:135–136, Matthew 7:3 anticipates Hamlet
1:1:124, Mark 12:17 anticipates Hamlet 2:2:47–48, and
Matthew 23:28 anticipates Hamlet 3:1:155–156. And here are
some verses the Gospel evangelists missed that Jesus must
have said: Hamlet 1:2:67, 86–87; 2:2:99; 4:3:9–11; and 3:2:356–
357. Verily, our cup runneth over. How better for God to explain
the crucifixion to Jesus than to use Hamlet’s words to his mother:
“I must be cruel only to be kind” 3:4:199.

Mark Rubinstein is a columnist for F ree I nquiry and a retired professor
of finance at the University of California at Berkeley.

I think that our most functional criterion for identifying proposals as
knowledge is physical observation, repeatable on demand. What I’d like
to understand, at last, is the ostensibly more powerful basis upon which theists seek to deny this. They must have one, as their defining proposals stand
in direct opposition to our entire body of on-demand-repeatable physical
observation based knowledge. Reality has no option for showing us, more
clearly than it already has, that the purportedly physical miracles upon which
our theists base their initial beliefs in their Supernatural Beings never really
happened.
To make this challenge explicit, I am not merely claiming that the theists are
wrong. I’m claiming that they are wrong by any criterion through which right
and wrong can be coherently distinguished. This claim is a lot stronger, and
it’s testable. For example, if Christians can show any functional basis for
knowledge-selection that validates the existence and power of Yahweh over his logically exclusive
alternatives (Allah, Vishnu, Wotan, etc.), or if Muslims can show any such basis that preferentially
validates Allah, then my claim would be invalidated.
Most succinctly, we have never been able to win at the level of “our truths” against “their truths,” but I
think that we can now win at the level of on-demand-repeatable physical observation vs. our species’
common-sense concept of “truth” itself. I think that we have had all of the needed philosophical pieces
in place, for about the 80 years since publication of Karl Popper’s Logic of Scientific Discovery, to
definitively call the theist’s bluff at this deepest accessible epistemic level. My book’s essays therefore
argue and provide ammunition for such a bluff call, between ourselves and all who still proselytize for
emotionally seductive irrational knowledge systems (systems that fundamentally don’t make sense,
and so can only be propagated as “truths”). If I can get enough of you in my own camp to understand
and help me to spread this call, then – like Archimedes with his lever – we will start to move the world.
For more information please visit our website, at poppersinversion.org , or buy my book Leaving Truth. As a paperback,
from B & N; or as an eBook, from any of the main e-retailers.
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Scientific Ethics and the Scriptures
of Abrahamic Faiths
Steve Sklar

T

his article presents the view that science is sufficient to
establish at least the basis of an ethical system through
indicating human identity and purpose. We have evolved
as our planet evolves, and we can now understand ourselves as
the forefront of that evolution. Science can also be instrumental
in shaping goals through morality. We are the most conscious,
responsible, and powerful creatures on planet Earth. Our actions
modify our world more profoundly than any other living creature
ever has. This shapes our task, our place, more clearly and more
emphatically than any scripture can.

“The scriptures of Abrahamic faiths have many
concepts of the world and
humankind’s place in it that differ
fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these two conflicting realms….”

Our lives have been impacted by science and advanced tech
nologies, yet many of us who are comfortable with this modern
technology accept traditions formulated thousands of years ago.
We use these traditions to maintain a sense of who we are and
to define the meaning of our lives. The scriptures of Abrahamic
faiths have many concepts of the world and humankind’s place
in it that differ fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these
two conflicting realms, oblivious to the glaring contradictions
between them.
There are critical differences between a scientific worldview
and that of these scriptures. Science studies billions of years,
while the scriptures deal with only a few thousand years. Science
portends the possibility that we and our ancestors may survive
for perhaps millions or billions of years. In order to survive, we
must advance beyond the limitations of our current knowledge
and capacity. It is not a question of waiting a few years or even
a few centuries for a final judgment to be imposed upon us that
will determine our destiny. If we and our descendants fail to
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evolve and approach new frontiers, we may be lost. It was not
even suspected thousands of years ago that we would travel
to the moon or that the world’s economy would depend upon
satellites transmitting signals from the heavens. Even our present
achievements may seem primitive to our descendants thousands
of years from now. Our future depends upon what we and
future generations do. The end of our story is not found in an
ancient book; it has yet to be written.
As the tasks of human communities became more complex,
cooperation among members became more essential and purely
instinctual behaviors became inadequate—even dangerous. We
learned to review our actions critically and to estimate the future
consequences of what we do or intend to do. We are capable of
evaluating ourselves, of comparing ourselves with others, and
of directing ourselves toward self-improvement. We have estab
lished moral standards and judge ourselves and others by those
standards. We have become ethical, and our intentions can be
directed not just to pleasure and survival but also to higher and
more distant goals. This was a long, arduous evolution, a process
of trial and error, slowly forming and enhancing consciousness
and expanding its use. We unite to accomplish long-term goals,
and our lives take on greater significance with shared meaning
and intent. Morality adds another dimension, separate from sur
vival and reproduction. The ability to see ourselves and our place
in the universe, and to act upon that vision, allows us to break
through the limitations of our past. We are not only the most
advanced creatures on Earth; we have become the power of
Earth to be conscious of itself, to evaluate itself, and to project its
goals into the future. This is not romanticism. It is science. We do
what no other creature on Earth does or could conceive of doing.
Our Earth has evolved a means of judging itself and a means of
setting its own conscious goals and attempting to achieve those
goals. We are the Earth’s self-knowledge and self-determination.
Are we capable of doing this well, of consciously and deliber
ately guiding ourselves and our planet toward a greater future?
It is a difficult task, but we must accept it. What we do, more
than any other factor, will determine what happens next in the
multibillion-year process of life on this planet. If we use nuclear
weapons to destroy ourselves, we might push back the evolution
of life to the point where consciousness disappears—possibly
not to reappear before life on Earth ceases. Our weapons could
leave our planet dead, lifeless—a cosmic tragedy. Even should life

survive a nuclear holocaust, the setback could prove fatal.
Taking a longer view, Earth will eventually die. Our sun will
expand, and its heat will evaporate the oceans and all water on
Earth. It will later contract and stop producing enough heat to
support life. Unless our descendants find ways to travel to other
planets in other solar systems, they will not survive. If we nurture
ourselves and our world, our descendants may learn to travel
to other solar systems and have billions of years to grow and
become more perfect. If we destroy ourselves, there may not
be time enough for another technological species to evolve and
create the means for interstellar travel before Earth becomes
desolate.
We have a clear ethical choice. We could destroy ourselves
through our ignorance and savagery or our descendants can
achieve glories we cannot now even conceive.
Our most essential task, then, is to survive and to take respon
sibility for the sustainability of life on Earth. Our ancestors,
including the writers of the books of the Bible, may not have
understood the scope of this responsibility, but we have grown
into it. Our duty is to remain true to it. This responsibility requires
honesty, and the fulfillment of this task requires discipline. It is
not necessary to have a prophet reveal this to us. It is our own
history. It is not necessary that a supreme being command it of
us. Though a commandment might confirm our duty, the duty
is already evident. We know our place in the universe: the most
exalted and responsible place of all the creatures our planet
has. Our science has taught us this. It is the foundation of our
self-knowledge as well as the foundation of the vision of the task
before us. Even a decision to ignore our responsibility would be
an ethical decision, albeit one that could prove disastrous.
We can immediately decide upon at least one moral precept:
that it would be unethical to deprive Earth of its consciousness
acquired over the course of billions of years. And it would also be
dangerous. Without our guidance and our growth, life that orig
inated on Earth will eventually perish. This existential imperative
is obvious, yet it directly contradicts a religious view held by mil
lions—a belief that may prove to be one of the most dangerous
ideologies ever widely accepted. This is the belief in a final, hor
rible war between the forces of good and evil, a war of intense
devastation to purify Earth and establish a realm of peace and
justice forever. This belief originated in Zoroastrianism, which
taught that the universe is ruled by two powers, one of goodness
and light and the other of evil and darkness. Supposedly, these
two forces are equal in strength, and the struggle between them
will be resolved one day through a human battle during which
those who follow goodness and light will be victorious. The
Hebrew community was exposed to Zoroastrianism when Cyrus
the Great of Persia conquered Babylon and released the Hebrews
from captivity, allowing them to return to Jerusalem as subjects
of his empire. The concept of a final battle was absorbed into
some Jewish sects and then into Christianity and Islam. When
the most frightful weapons we possessed were bows and arrows,
this belief posed no existential threat. It was just one more reason
to go to war.
However, now that we have weapons of terrifying potency,
we simply can no longer afford to abide this myth. Each com
munity of combatants in such a conflict would be confident that

God will be on its side, guaranteeing its victory. Jews await the
Messiah, Christians await the second coming of Christ, Muslims
await the Mahdi. Given our current weapons and the possibility
of even more devastating weapons in the future, there may be
no victors in a final struggle. Just as millions of species have been
lost to extinction, such a war could be an unrelieved horror, an
insane act of planetary suicide. There are members of the Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim faiths who believe that building a nuclear
arsenal to prepare for that final battle is an act of obedience
to God. This could lead to a worldwide disaster. Even in biblical
times, it was obvious that war does not lead to peace, nor does it
usually lead to purification. It leads to death, and a nuclear winter
could lead to the death of millions of species, including humans.
After millennia of assuming that we reside in the center of the
universe, we have just begun to realize how vast the universe is
in both space and time. Because of this realization, we are begin
ning to understand the immensity of our own potential. Our
lives have already begun to expand beyond the surface of our
planet. As we understand our origins, we begin to comprehend
both our responsibilities and the magnificent future that awaits
us if we are wise. Our instincts evolved as survival mechanisms.
Some of them, such as love and compassion, are essential for our
progress. Others, such as hatred and pride, are highly dangerous.
This is true whatever scripture one may believe in, and it is true
without belief in any scripture. Our selfishness and violence have
largely shaped our history, but they now threaten to bring us
and much of the world around us to a disastrous end. To trans
form ourselves and the world around us, to build a home in the
universe and to be worthy of living within it, will require insight
and technology and also caring and concern for ourselves and
the environment that sustains us. For the first time in human
history, most people can read and write. For the first time in
human history, most people live under democratic governments
and believe that all humans have rights. The transformation is
underway.
Our evolution is more deliberate than ever before, and our
future depends more than ever upon our own insight and moral
ity. If we are to thrive, we must put away the anger, hatred, and
prejudice that have plagued us and increase in forgiveness, com
passion, and love. We must outgrow our parochial viewpoints
and prepare ourselves to live out a role in a universal drama far
beyond the scope of our ancestors. The home we build for our
selves is the home we shall live in. Science has provided a means
both of understanding who we are and of constructing an envi
ronment for ourselves in which we can thrive. The scriptures of
Abrahamic faiths have played a vital role, but as our knowledge
advances, their weaknesses have become more and more appar
ent. In the process of overcoming these weaknesses and moving
forward in our growth, science must be our guide.

Steve Sklar has a degree in Oriental Studies and Western Philosophy from
Columbia College. He studied Asiatic faiths with native adherents overseas
for twelve years. He presently lives and works in Florida.
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Lauren Becker

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

7. Anyway, religion flourishes when
it’s oppressed by the state as
surely as it turns corrupt when
joined with it.
8. History lesson: the quickest way
to destroy a peaceful society is to
give its rulers the authority of God.
9. Besides, how are we going to
explain a state church to a world
of people expecting America to
be the “land of the free”?
10. If we start revoking liberties, all the
good people who value freedom
will leave and then what will we
have?
11. Relax. Remember: every time we
try to make everyone believe the
same thing, lots of people get
killed.
12. If we start acting like a backward
theocracy, no one will like us and
they won’t believe a word we
say—as a church or as a state.
13. It’s hard enough enforcing laws
that we agree on. How are we
going to enforce a law that no
one likes? Besides, stupid laws
only damage our credibility.
14. Okay, this is a democracy. How
many people really want the gov
ernment to tell them how to wor
ship God? Not enough.
15. If we start to think it’s okay for
the majority—the state—to take
away our religious freedom, what
freedom will we let it take away
next?

It’s 2014, and, like Madison, we have
a problem. There is a dangerous prob
lem with the desire to base our national
morality on Christian beliefs—or any
religious beliefs. Of course it’s a good
idea to have a strong moral foundation,
but morals don’t need religion to be
sound. In fact, history is replete with
examples showing that morality does
horrific damage when it is based on the
authority of a god. God’s laws are abso
lutes, and the things that make peo
ple want to cling to absolutes are the
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of human experience; and they rea
very things that make them dangerous:
soned—after much strenuous debate—
absolutes shut down critical thinking.
that “We the People” would be the best
They do not allow debate. They allow
guardians of liberty. Not God. Not king.
no reflection. There is no moderation.
Not priest. We the People. They con
There is no reason.
cluded that ten amendments would do
When people attach the authority
far more to ensure the general welfare
of God to moral precepts, they turn
than the Ten Commandments.
good ideas into bad ideology and cor
And so it was with Madison’s “Memorial
rupt theology. “Love thy neighbor”
and Remonstrance.” When the General
gets hijacked by “The ends justify the
Assembly tried to pass a bill that would
means because God said so.” Ideology
infringe upon religious liberty, Madison
is amenable to branding and is particu
didn’t try to justify his disagreement with
larly useful during political campaigns,
an appeal to faith. He didn’t fire back at
but it is a disastrous basis on which to
his adversaries with a Commandment,
make decisions. It is a disastrous way to
with a “because God said so.” He
govern a country.
looked to reason and found fifteen of
People who believe the United
them—more than enough to persuade
States can somehow be saved by a
his fellow Virginians to change their
rebirth of religious piety miss the most
minds and choose the better way.
profound lesson American history has
Our leaders and fellow citizens are
to offer. The most unique and signif
right to claim that America has strayed
icant characteristic of our national
from its original values, but our value sys
experiment was not its dedication to
tem was never about commandments.
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi
Liberty, equality, tolerance and respect,
ness. The genius of the American exam
fairness, freedom of conscience and
ple was the method our founders used
speech, distribution of power, and checks
to conclude that those things should be
and balances—the civic virtues and dem
the foundation of their new republic.
ocratic values that have sustained us are
They dismissed the political and reli
secular values born of human experi
gious ideologies of the day and used
ence and free thought. They are the
reason to come up with better ideas.
legacies of founders who understood
When the colonists came together to
that happiness is more dependent on
draft the Declaration of Independence,
freedom than on faith, that reason is a
it was not because “God said so.”
better judge than religion, and that revo
Instead, our founders appealed to
lutionary ideas work better than religious
reason—no fewer than twenty-seven
ideology.
reasons—and painstakingly explained
America cannot be saved by a return
to King George and the rest of the
to religion because America was not
world why “these United Colonies are,
founded on religion. America is the
and of Right ought to be, Free and
child of reason. If we wish to return to
Independent States.”
our founding principles—if we wish to
When
delegates
to
the
regain our moral footing and work
Constitutional Convention gathered to
toward a better day—this is where we
form a more perfect union, establish
should begin.
justice, and ensure domestic tranquility,
they didn’t write the authority of God
into the administration
of government. They
studied world history
Lauren Becker is associate director of the Council for Secular
and political philosophy;
Humanism, an associate editor of F ree I nquiry , and the marketthey compared dozens
ing director of the Center for Inquiry. This article is adapted from
of governing systems;
an essay posted to the Center for Inquiry’s blog Free Thinking.
they reviewed centuries
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JOHN W. LOFTUS
John Beversluis, author of C.S. Lewis and the Search
for Rational Religion: “No review can begin to do justice
to an ambitious book of this scope or to the sustained
theological, philosophical, scientific, textual, and historical
critique of Christianity that it contains. Suffice it to say at
the outset that I have never read a book that presents
such a massive and systematic refutation of the claims of
Christianity, and I have seldom read a book that marshals
evidence (from such a wide variety of disciplines) and
documents its claims in such painstaking detail. The
Problem of Evil chapters contain one of the most penetrating and no-nonsense discussions of the problem that I
have ever read.”
Tom Flynn, editor of Free Inquiry: “Doubting Christians
beginning to doubt will find this book a juggernaut…If you
seek an encyclopedic compendium of arguments against
almost any imaginable defense of the Christian faith, this is
your book…[T]he reader seeking a comprehensive disproof
of Christianity as contemporary evangelicals defend it can
do little better than to consult this volume.”
Richard Carrier, author of Sense and Goodness without
God: “John’s book addresses almost every conceivable
argument for Evangelical Christianity in extraordinary and
sobering detail. I doubt any honest, rational, informed
Evangelical can remain in the fold after reading this book.
Even though any Christian could pick at bits, the overall
force of his case is, IMO, invincibly fatal.”

David Van Allen, webmaster of ex-christian.net: “This
book is an absolute ‘must have’ for anyone who has left
the Christian faith or is having serious intellectual doubts
about the Christian religion. While the book starts out
explaining some of his experiential reasons for leaving
Christianity, the volume goes far beyond a mere personal
testimony and dives deeply into the elemental contradictions of Christianity. Loftus’ coverage of the problems
inherent in the claims of Christianity is comprehensive.”
Johnathan MS Pearce, author of Free Will?: “A tour de
force in the world of philosophy and theology. The Problem
of Evil chapters are absolute winners, and should be read
by anyone who might believe in an omnipotent/scient/
benevolent God. Should be on the bookshelf of every
critical thinker.”
Jeffery Jay Lowder, co-founder of Internet Infidels: “I
give this book two thumbs way up. In addition to courageously sharing his personal story, Loftus applies his considerable training and expertise into developing a cumulative
case against Christianity and for atheism. I cannot think of
another book like it on the market. In fact, his book might
best be described as a ‘counter-apologetics’ textbook.”
Edward Tabash, Chairperson of the board of CFI: “This is
a wonderful book! I believe that there is no ex-theist who
has done a better job of profoundly refuting the claims of
religion. Loftus is one of the most precious intellectual
treasures an otherwise benighted society can have.”

I have read and reread this extraordinary book. Loftus’ revelation was not as sudden as Paul’s was said to be, but it
was just as profound and life reversing — he tells you how and why clearly and concisely. I am proud to recommend
it to all. — fellowfeather@gmail.com

Other books by
John W. Loftus:

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

ern science” (capitalization in origi
nal), citing its use by the VIA Institute
on Character. Founded by psychol
ogists Neal H. Mayerson and Martin
E. P. Seligman (the latter well known
for his work on “learned helplessness”
and, later, for helping to found posi
tive psychology), this nonprofit insti
tute maintains the “VIA® Classification
of Character Strengths,” a tool popular
among neoconservative “character edu
cation” activists.* Yes, “Transcendence”
is one of the VIA® Classification’s six cat
egories of character strength. Another
commenter spotlighted psychiatrist-ge
neticist C. Robert Cloninger, who includes
something called “self-transcendence”
in an instrument he has titled the
“Temperament and Character Inventory.”

“The domain of everyday
experience can’t be
transcended. There is nothing
above it, nothing beyond
or over it, nothing to revere…
only reality.”

This all sounds impressive, but is it
science? Free Inquiry examined pos
itive psychology, including questions
about its legitimacy, in an October/
November 2006 cover feature. But let’s
look closer.
The VIA® Classification of Character
Strengths breaks down Transcendence
into five subcategories. “Appreciation
of Beauty and Excellence” is naturalistic
*The whole business of “character educa
tion” has always struck me more as an effort
to gratify charter-school enthusiasts and
center-right funders than as anything deeply
rooted in data.
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enough. So are “Hope” and “Humor.”
More worrisome is “Gratitude,” de

scribed as “being aware of and
thank
ful for the good things that
happen, taking time to express thanks.”
To whom—or should I say, to Whom—
are these thanks addressed? As used
here, “Gratitude” invites a transitive inter
pretation, and gratitude interpreted tran
sitively is troubling for seculars in the
same way that reverence is. It implies
that one’s gratitude has a supernatural
object—and with that, naturalism tum
bles into the dust.
But it is the Classification of Character’s
fifth component that veers into flat-out
mysticism: “Spirituality [faith, purpose]:
Having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe;
knowing where one fits within the larger
scheme; having beliefs about the mean
ing of life that shape conduct and provide
comfort.” While those last two clauses
might (at a stretch) be interpreted natu
ralistically, the opening equation of spirituality with faith and that clause about
“having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe”
point strictly up, out, and beyond—away
from naturalism and, inescapably, away
from any pretention to science.
How about Dr. Cloninger? He has
done well-regarded studies on the
genetics of personality traits, espe
cially on the heritability of predisposi
tions toward personality disorders. But
his best-known book, Feeling Good:
The Science of Well-Being, alternates
self-serving calls for rigor with a flat
statement that “a person is composed
of multiple elements of body, mind,
and spirit.” Wow. Here Cloninger starts
from mind-body dualism—not for him
the more naturalistic conception that
mind and brain are one—then goes
it one better, treating spirit as yet a
third distinct category of existing stuff.
Ectoplasm, anyone?
A bit later, Cloninger writes: “What
has become increasingly clear to me
is that man has a natural integrative
tendency that leads to health, and that
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disease emerges whenever there is a
block.” Science? Just sciencey? Outright
woo? Let the reader decide. But color
me unconvinced by one online com
menter’s assurance that transcendence
“is already in popular use . . . among
prominent academics who have already
‘carved out’” a rigorously naturalistic
meaning for the word.
To be fair, transcendence can be
employed in a strictly naturalistic way,
denoting a sense of overcoming one’s
ego that can be subjectively powerful
for all that it is objectively illusory. But
as we’ve seen, researchers who start
out using the word that way stumble
into otherworldly connotations with
disturbing ease.
Transcendence and reverence, I con
clude, are like spirit: words whose super
natural connotations are so vivid that
secularists and naturalists simply can’t
employ them without the near-certainty
of being destructively misunderstood.
Into the lockup with these words!

The Regrettable Mysticism of Barbara
Ehrenreich
With her new book, Living with a Wild
God, the veteran writer-activist (and
lifelong atheist) Barbara Ehrenreich sur
prisingly asserts the reality of mystical
experience. At age seventeen, you see,
she had one. It felt incredibly vivid and
vastly significant. Throughout history,
individuals have recorded similar subjec
tive experiences. Therefore, there’s really
something out there, a realm whose exis
tence science is missing and that scien
tists should start looking for.
Believe it or not, that’s a fair summary
of the book. Based on little more than the
intensity of her long-ago experience and
the fact that others have recounted simi
lar experiences, Ehrenreich has cashiered
her long-held view that something
remarkable but wholly internal occurred
in her brain in favor of the hypothesis that
she had a genuine “encounter” with
some external reality. (It may be relevant
that she characterizes the it-was-all-inmy-head hypothesis harshly, as “mental

breakdown.”) Try as I may, I can find no
explanation for Ehrenreich’s volte-face
other than that after decades, her natu
ralism yielded to the salience and inten
sity of an experience that, despite its
vibrancy, was almost certainly illusory.
I don’t mean to question the verac
ity of Ehrenreich’s account; I’m quite
prepared to accept that she had the
experience she recounts or one much
like it (memory, even of searing events,
is an inexact reconstructive process,
after all). I’m prepared to accept that
other individuals have undergone simi
lar experiences. But parsimony compels
us to favor first the hypothesis that all
of these astonishing experiences are
just illusions created within the brains
that experienced them. (Far from rep
resenting “mental breakdown,” such
vivid illusions seem to be just one more
among the remarkable things that
human brains do from time to time.)
A universe that includes no mystical
realm but does include intelligent crea
tures capable of experiencing illusions
of one is immensely simpler than a
universe that includes an actual mysti
cal realm. Barring powerful evidence,
there’s simply no reason to suppose the
second hypothesis correct.
Ehrenreich advances no evidence,
only anecdotes piled high. She notes that
many others report similar subjective

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

experiences and insists that her own (also
References
subjective) experience was too strong,
On the incarceration of words:
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too resonant, not to be real. But none
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of that is evidence. Moreover, if the sub
27, 2013.
jective impression of mystical experience
Flynn, Tom. “The Difference between Religious
and Secular Humanism in Its Essence.”
arises from ordinary, if uncommon, brain
Post on the Center for Inquiry blog Free
processes, it is unsurprising that such a
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false experience can carry with it an over
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whelming feeling of reality. Where, after
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Flynn, Tom. “We Need Some Exorcise!” Secular
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view, is manufacturing the experience. So
Classification of Character Strengths.”
Ehrenreich’s subjective certainty that her
Online at https://www.viacharacter.org/
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experience was real brings nothing new
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to the discussion.
Washington University in St. Louis School of
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experiences. They constitute a phenom
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enon that psychology should probably
accessed January 16, 2014.
On Barbara Ehrenreich:
study more closely. But taking the leap
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from individual subjective certainty to
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Publishing, 2014.
real is just what a savvy investigator like
Chotiner, Isaac. “Barbara Ehrenreich: I’m an
Ehrenreich ought to have known better
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than to do.
Experiences.’” http://www.newrepublic.
As I noted above, even secular humanists
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experiences—but we understand them nat
uralistically.” We recognize even the most
enthralling of them as “brain states all
the way down.” How sad that
Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry and the execuBarbara Ehrenreich seems to have
tive director of the Council for Secular Humanism.
lost sight of that.

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

are two main ex-Muslim groups in
North America, one mainly consist
ing of and led by Pakistanis and the
other mainly consisting of and led by
Arabs. (Nothing I’ve said here should
be read as disparaging Namazie, whose
groups operate in the United Kingdom.
Namazie is doing great work; she is a
close friend and in my opinion a won
derful person.)
If one is an ex-Muslim, that does not
mean that one is a rationalist or human

continued from p. 12

That’s way more important than the
ist. One can be an ex-Muslim and yet be
fact (true as it is) that I’m an ex-Muslim.
deeply sexist, antigay, or a racist who
favors only people from one’s own reli
gious or ethnic back
ground. Skeptical of
F ree I nquiry ’s newest columnist, Faisal Saeed Al Mutar, is an Iraqi-born
my claims? I urge you
writer, public speaker, community manager, web designer, and social
to do research and
activist currently living in the United States. He is an advocate for
investigate for your
science, reason, and the free market of ideas and economy. Al Mutar
self. At the end of the
is the founder of the Global Secular Humanist Movement and Secular
day, I am an advo
Post. He is a community manager at Movements.org, a division of
cate for skepticism
Advancing Human Rights.
and critical thinking.
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Greta Christina

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

If the world were either completely
wonderful or completely terrible, I’d
know what to do. If everything really
did happen for the best in this best
of all possible worlds, I’d put on a
happy smile, enjoy all the delightful
things, ignore all the terrible things
(such as Barbara Bush asking “Why
should I waste my beautiful mind?” on
body bags and death), and trust that it
would all be sorted out in the end. If,
on the other hand, human nature really
were base, corrupt, and entirely self-in
terested, as so many cynics insist, I’d

“Decisions are messy,
distinctions are blurry, life is
uncertain. And yet we have to
make decisions, and make
distinctions, and move forward
in our lives. . . .”
put on my armor every day and battle
for the biggest share of the pie I could
grab. Cynicism and rose-colored glasses
are two sides of the same coin: they’re
both easy ways to make our judgments
ahead of time, without having to eval
uate each person and situation and
decision.
Either/or thinking is an easy way
out. Of course, the biggest problem
with the either/or view of life is that
it’s, you know, not true. Insert rational
ist rant here about how reality is more

Nigel Barber

continued from p. 8

It’s an utterly incoherent philosophy.
important than any comforting lies we
Yet a part of me does understand its
could make up about it and how we
appeal: the yearning for a reprieve
need to understand reality as best we
from responsibility and uncertainty
can so we know how to act in it. But
that somehow, magically, isn’t a prison.
the other problem with the either/or
But the greater part of me rejects
view of life is that it’s a trap. It closes
it. The greater part of me grasps, all
us off from life. When we follow some
the way down to the marrow of my
one else’s pre-packaged rules about
bones, that drawing our own lines in
how to act without ever questioning
the infinite spectra of experience is
them, we retreat from engaging with
what makes us human. The greater
the world at the most intimate and
part of me grasps that I don’t trust peo
powerful level. When we slot everyone
ple so that I can get an ironclad guar
into boxes, we don’t let ourselves be
antee of not being hurt: I trust people
surprised by them. The hard, bright
because a life without trust is pretty
walls clearly dividing the world become
much not worth living. The greater part
a prison. Living a life of absolute cer
of me grasps that if there’s no room in
tainty, with every decision already
my life to be surprised by the terrible
made for us—it would be like living in
things people do, there’s no room to be
Nineteen Eighty-Four or in Camazotz.
surprised by the amazing things they
It’s a funny thing. In Christian mythol
do. The greater part of me grasps that,
ogy, the blissful reward we’re suppos
as Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in The Left
edly reaching for is a state of perma
Hand of Darkness, “The unexpected is
nent choicelessness, in which evil and
what makes life possible.”
suffering and bad decisions never cross
The unexpected is what makes life
our minds for even a second. And the
possible. A life with absolute certainty
gravest sin human beings ever com
is no life at all.
mitted, the sin so dreadful we’re all still
And I want life.
being punished for it generations later,
is attaining the knowledge of good
and evil. Yet in this same mythology,
free will and the abil
ity to choose right from
wrong is considered a
Greta Christina is the author of Coming Out Atheist: How to Do
great gift—so powerful
It, How to Help Each Other, and Why (2014) and of Why Are
and important a gift
You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things that Piss Off the Godless
that God permits ter
(2012), both from Pitchstone Publishing. She blogs at Greta
rible evil and suffering
Christina’s Blog.
in order to let it flower.

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

continued from p. 13

protect the civil rights of those who
• Why are religious employers making • Why are atheists discriminated against
want to be free of religion in America?
in hiring decisions and generally unable
health-care decisions about employees
to hold political office in America?
who do not share their beliefs?
• Why are states being allowed to ban • Belatedly on board with gay rights,
will the president now
contraception and abortions, contrary
support the civil rights of
to the Roe v. Wade decision?
Nigel Barber is the author of the e-book Why Atheism Will
those who want freedom
• How can the Texas Board of Education
Replace Religion. This essay originally appeared in The
from religion?
be allowed to insert religiously inspired
Huffington Post.
• What is he going to do to
falsehoods into school science texts?
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Nat Hentoff

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal Public Schools Persist

nated in many large districts.”
Have you noticed this? I wonder
whether probable presidential can
didate Hillary Clinton and her likely
Republican opponents have.
And how many non-Latino Americans
are aware of this: “The growth of segre
gation has been most dramatic for Latino
students, particularly in the West, where
there was substantial integration in the
1960’s, and segregation has soared.
A clear pattern is developing of black
and Latino students sharing the same
schools.”
What I learned from Orfield, my
hero as a journalist on this still-press
ing issue, reminded me of my own
public-school years at the nation’s first
public school, the Boston Latin School
(BLS), founded in 1635. (One of my
fellow alumni was Samuel Adams, an

Arthur L. Caplan

how much Duke would have enjoyed
instigator of the American Revolution.)
their rendition of his song, they were
In six precollege years starting in the
stunned that I was old enough to have
late 1930s, I can remember only one
actually known him.
black student in my classes there. There
But although things ain’t what they
were no girls until later, at the Girls’
used to be at BLS, they are across this
Latin school.
segregated nation. President Barack
BLS is now well integrated. When
Obama should visit BLS to see, hear,
I revisited the school some time ago,
and feel the difference. So should the
I saw and heard one of the best highnext president.
school jazz bands in this country, and it
included performers of every race and
gender. (Jazz was never
mentioned when I was
Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a
at BLS.)
senior fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among
The band was playing
other books, Living the Bill of Rights (University of California
Duke Ellington’s “Things
Press, 1999) and The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering
Ain’t What They Used to
Resistance (Seven Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At
Be.” Duke was my men
the Jazz Band Ball: Sixty Years on the Jazz Scene (University of
tor for years in more
California Press, 2010). He is currently working on his next book,
than jazz, and when I
Is This Still America?
told these young players

When Does Human Life Begin?

to become human beings. During the
period of embryonic development that
begins with fertilization and ends a few
days later with successful implantation of
the blastocyst into the uterine wall—the
period known as “preimplantation devel
opment”—up to 50 percent of human
conceptions fail to survive, most likely due
to genetic errors in the embryo.
Miscarriage is the most common
type of pregnancy loss, according to the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists. Studies show that any
where from 10 to 25 percent of all clini
cally recognized pregnancies (meaning
that an embryo has implanted) end in
miscarriage, depending in part on the
age of the woman.
The biological facts don’t tell us
where to draw the line as to when
personhood begins. But they do show
that many embryos that result from
conception—indeed, the majority of
them—lack the capacity to become liv
ing human beings. They do not pro
duce disabled humans. They cannot
produce any sort of human life. Science
and medicine know this. They are sim

continued from p. 9

continued from p. 11

biological functions, probably at around
ply too intimidated to say so.
six months of life, it can be reasonably
In its moral zeal, the personhood
argued that personhood has begun.
movement makes a huge mistake
Those in the personhood movement
when it tries to legislate a starting
in the United States have let their ani
point for human life that is inconsistent
mus toward abortion blind them to the
with biology. And scientists are making
facts that have emerged about human
an inexcusable blunder not to point
embryology over the past fifty years.
out factual errors by those engaged in
And scientists, sadly, have been unwill
the argument about when life begins.
ing to correct them. Conception is the
Human life is very difficult to start.
start of something, but it is more the
More often than not, it fails postcon
start of the possible rather than the
ception. To argue that personhood
actual. It is not until a being emerges
begins at conception is to reach for a
that has the traits necessary for individ
moral stance that the facts simply do
ual existence that we can and should
not support.
say that a person has begun. How law
So, what then? When might we rea
and public policy want to handle that
sonably say that personhood begins?
fact is still debatable. But to ask the law
A starting point that is far more con
to treat embryos as persons from the
sistent with the facts of biology is not
moment of conception is to head down
conception but the emergence of the
a path where the facts ought not per
human brain. We declare persons dead
mit anyone to go.
when their brains have lost the capacity
to govern the core func
tions necessary for life—
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly Mitty
breathing, excretion, and
Professor of Bioethics at New York University and director of
the like. When a fetus
the Division of Medical Ethics at New York University Langone
has developed a brain
Medical Center.
that can support its basic
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Church-State Update

Climate Change, Overpopulation,
and Pope Francis Edd Doerr

B

y now, there can no longer be any
serious doubt that climate change
is real. About 97 percent of the
climate science community agrees.
There are uncertainties about details,
of course, but overall the science is
solid and indisputable. The change
is anthropogenic. We, the people of
Planet Earth, are responsible.
In May, the U.S. National Climate
Assessment study essentially con
firmed a recent global report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. Land and sea surface tem
peratures and sea levels have risen in
tandem. Arctic sea ice and glacier mass
are declining. The West Antarctic ice
shelf is falling apart.

“. . . There can no longer
be any serious doubt that
climate change is real. . . .
We, the people of Planet Earth,
are responsible.”

As a practical matter, climate change
is intricately related to “accelerating
environmental degradation, deforesta
tion, desertification, topsoil erosion,
overexploited fisheries, declining fresh
water reserves, nonrenewable resource
depletion, increasing waste accumula
tion”—and, I would add, biodiversity
shrinkage, atmospheric carbon-dioxide
buildup, and widespread, increasing,
sociopolitical instability and violence.
The words in quotation marks are
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those I have been using of late in writ
ings on climate change, but the quote
is actually from an article I published
in USA Today magazine in January of
1995. My review of Alan Weisman’s
new book, Countdown: Our Last, Best
Hope for a Future on Earth, in the June/
July Free Inquiry covered a lot of the
background on this, as does Elizabeth
Kolbert’s much-heralded new book,
The Sixth Extinction (2014).
We know what we have to do.
Conserve resources. Cut waste. Recycle.
Reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
Increase energy efficiency. Greatly expand
use of solar, wind, geothermal, and other
clean resources for electricity generation.
Reduce reliance on animal protein, which
uses far more of ever-scarcer land and
water than foods derived from plants
while also creating more greenhouse
gases. Stop deforestation.
And above all, we must bring human
population growth to a screeching halt.
Now, not later. Access to contraception
must be universal. Abortion must be
available everywhere. That is a large
order, but the future of our human
species depends on it.
What are the barriers to universal
access to contraception and abor
tion? Conservative religious leaders
across the spectrum: Christian, Muslim,
Hasidic, and so on and on. Yet this
problem is seldom discussed.
There is, however, one guy who can
make a big difference with the stroke
of a pen. He is Pope Francis. He could
and should rescind the Vatican’s absurd
ban on contraception, carved in stone
by Pope Paul VI in 1968 in defiance of
nearly all of his own advisers, a ban that

secularhumanism.org

most Catholics ignore anyway. But pol
iticians the world over are afraid to be
perceived as anti-Catholic. The bishops
wield enormous power, and too few
people are bold enough to yell “But
the emperor has no clothes!” Francis
should also have the Vatican give up
its position as the only religious body in
the world to enjoy nonstate permanent
observer status at the United Nations,
which it has used for years to impede
international efforts to advance wom
en’s rights regarding contraception
and abortion.
Francis’s good words about helping
the poor will be meaningless unless he
backs his church away from its stance
on family planning.

New Orleans’ Post-Katrina Disaster
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina smashed New
Orleans to pieces, destroying most of its
beleaguered public schools in addition
to myriad homes and businesses. To
add injury to calamity, Louisiana poli
ticians have conspired to finally elimi
nate public schools altogether in what
is left of the city. Now, New Orleans
has no public schools at all, just charter
schools and voucher-funded church-run
schools not answerable to local taxpay
ers and voters. As The Washington Post
reported on May 19, “After Katrina, the
[so-called] recovery [school] district fired
more than, 7,000 employees—nearly all
of them African Americans—while the
charter schools hired scores of young
teachers, many of them white recruits
from Teach for America. The fired teach
ers sued for wrongful termination and
won a judgment that could total more
than $1 billion.”

What conservative politicians, cor
porate interests, and various hucksters
and pseudoreformers have done to
New Orleans is a preview of what these
interests would like do nationally and
are pushing steadily forward to achieve.
Far too many Americans are blissfully
unaware of what is being steam
rolled through that, unless stopped,
will destroy the great American pub
licschool system, wreck the teaching
profession, and splinter society along
class, ideological, religious, ethnic, and
other lines.
Fortunately, a number of serious and
experienced educators have recently
published excellent, mustread books

Error: The Hoax of the Privatization
exposing the privatizers, pseudore
Movement and the Danger to America’s
formers, and special interests work
Public Schools by Diane Ravitch (2013);
ing to undermine our publicschool
and Charter Schools and the Corporate
system. Let me recommend some: A
Makeover of Public Education by
Chronicle of Echoes: Who’s Who in the
Michael Fabricant and Michelle Fine
Implosion of American Public Education
(2012). Also check out my monograph
by Mercedes K. Schneider (2014); 50
“The Great School Voucher Fraud”
Myths & Lies That Threaten America’s
online at arlinc.org.
Public Schools by David Berliner and
The clock is ticking. The two issues
Gene Glass (2014); Fear and Learning
discussed in this column require toppri
in America: Bad Data, Good Teachers,
ority attention.
and the Attack on Public Education by
John Kuhn (2014); The Public School
Advantage: Why Public Schools
Outperform Private Schools by
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
Christopher and Sarah Theule
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
Lubienski (2014); Reign of
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Freethought History

Dares God—and Lives to Tell the Tale

“I

f there really is a God, I dare Him to
strike me dead in the next fifteen
minutes!” Sounds pretty nervy,
doesn’t it? But has anyone ever actually
said it—and lived? The answer turns
out to be an agreeably complicated
story, featuring a number of central fig
ures in the history of secularism—and a
consistent failure of the Divinity to rise
(or descend) to the challenge.

“‘If there really is a God, I dare
Him to strike me dead in the
next fifteen minutes!’ Sounds
pretty nervy, doesn’t it? But has
anyone ever actually said it—
and lived?”

Let’s start with a well-documented
case of “The Dare,” involving the Nobel
Laureate novelist Sinclair Lewis (1885–
1951) and set in early twentieth-cen
tury Kansas City. Lewis was doing
research for Elmer Gantry, his scathing
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depiction of the venality of Midwestern
fundamentalist preachers. As part of
that preparation, he held Wednesday
lunchtime sessions of what was called
“Sinclair Lewis’s Sunday-School Class,”
and he even gave talks in the churches
of some sympathetic pastors. That pro
cess reached a peak on April 18, 1926,
when Lewis was speaking at a forum
in the Linwood Boulevard Christian
Church. Reports differ on what he
said, but given his position as one of
America’s preeminent writers, it’s no
surprise that a national uproar ensued.
A contemporary magazine article
quotes Lewis as follows, responding
to a letter-writer’s claim that God had
caused the death of the elderly agnos
tic Luther Burbank: “Let us make a real
test,” he said in an almost apologetic
manner. “I am going to suggest some
thing that I know is cheap and theatri
cal but nevertheless has its point. If God
strikes agnostics dead as a warning to
the world, let him take a man in the full
strength of his physical powers and not
an old man with high blood pressure.
I am healthy and my death will prove
something.” Lewis supposedly had put
his watch on the lectern and, when he
finished speaking, held it up; in a let
ter to the Kansas City Times in 1953, a
woman who was on the platform with
him reported that he then said, “Well,
the fifteen minutes are up. I am still
alive, and the writer is wrong. God is
not as he pictures Him.”
secularhumanism.org

Richard Lingeman’s biography
asserts that Lewis knew of some pre
decessors of this challenge, specifically,
Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1899)
and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950).
However, Lingeman offers no references
for that claim, and I have found no evi
dence that Ingersoll ever made such a
provocative statement; Shaw undoubt
edly did—or tried to. The story, found
in a long prefatory essay to Shaw’s play
Back to Methuselah, is so entertaining
that it deserves quotation at length.
Defying the Lightning:
A Frustrated Experiment
One evening in 1878 or there
abouts, I, being then in my earli
est twenties, was at a bachelor
party of young men of the profes
sional class in the house of a doc
tor in the Kensingtonian quarter of
London. They fell to talking about
religious revivals; and an anecdote
was related of a man who, having
incautiously scoffed at the mission of
Messrs. Moody and Sankey, a then
famous firm of American evangelists,
was subsequently carried home on
a shutter, slain by divine vengeance
as a blasphemer. A timid majority,
without quite venturing to ques
tion the truth of the incident—for
they naturally did not care to run
the risk of going home on shutters
themselves—nevertheless shewed a
certain disposition to cavil at those
who exulted in it; and something
approaching to an argument began.
At last it was alleged by the most
evangelical of the disputants that
Charles Bradlaugh, the most formi

dable atheist on the Secularist plat
form, had taken out his watch pub
licly and challenged the Almighty
to strike him dead in five minutes if
he really existed and disapproved
of atheism. The leader of the cavil
lers, with great heat, repudiated this
as a gross calumny, declaring that
Bradlaugh had repeatedly and indig
nantly contradicted it, and implying
that the atheist champion was far
too pious a man to commit such a
blasphemy. This exquisite confusion
of ideas roused my sense of comedy.
It was clear to me that the challenge
attributed to Charles Bradlaugh
was a scientific experiment of a
quite simple, straightforward, and
proper kind to ascertain whether
the expression of atheistic opinions
really did involve any personal risk.
It was certainly the method taught
in the Bible, Elijah having confuted
the prophets of Baal in precisely
that way, with every circumstance
of bitter mockery of their god when
he failed to send down fire from
heaven. Accordingly I said that if
the question at issue were whether
the penalty of questioning the the
ology of Messrs. Moody and Sankey
was to be struck dead on the spot
by an incensed deity, nothing could
effect a more convincing settlement
of it than the very obvious experi
ment attributed to Mr. Bradlaugh
and that consequently if he had not
tried it, he ought to have tried it. The
omission, I added, was one which
could easily be remedied there and
then, as I happened to share Mr.
Bradlaugh’s views as to the absurdity
of the belief in these violent inter
ferences with the order of nature by
a short-tempered and thin-skinned
supernatural deity. Therefore—and
at that point I took out my watch.
The effect was electrical. Neither
sceptics nor devotees were prepared
to abide the result of the experi
ment. In vain did I urge the pious to
trust in the accuracy of their deity’s
aim with a thunderbolt, and the jus
tice of his discrimination between
the innocent and the guilty. In vain
did I appeal to the sceptics to accept
the logical outcome of their scep
ticism: it soon appeared that when
thunderbolts were in question there
were no sceptics. Our host, seeing
that his guests would vanish pre
cipitately if the impious challenge
were uttered, leaving him alone with
a solitary infidel under sentence of
extermination in five minutes,

interposed and forbade the exper
iment, pleading at the same time
for a change of subject. I of course
complied, but could not refrain from
remarking that though the dreadful
words had not been uttered, yet, as
the thought had been formulated
in my mind, it was very doubtful
whether the consequences could be
averted by sealing my lips. However,
the rest appeared to feel that the
game would be played according
to the rules, and that it mattered
very little what I thought so long as I
said nothing. Only the leader of the
evangelical party, I thought, was a
little preoccupied until five minutes
had elapsed and the weather was
still calm.

Shaw’s reference to the famed athe
ist Charles Bradlaugh (1833–1891)
takes us deeper into the nineteenth
century, when such a piece of bra
zen impudence would have been
considered even more outrageous. It
comes as no surprise, therefore, to find
Bradlaugh’s daughter very emphati
cally insisting that her father never said
such a thing—no matter how often it
was ascribed to him, especially by his
enemies. The story loomed so large in
his career that her biography has an
entire chapter, “The ‘Watch’ Story,”
devoted to the subject.
In that chapter, Hypatia Bradlaugh
Bonner assembles an impressive who’s
who of freethinkers who had suppos
edly issued the challenge. After noting
that the earliest ascription to her father
came in 1867, she cites others who had
it attached to their names—although
each one, just as her father had done,
steadfastly denied doing anything so
outré: Abner Kneeland (1774–1844),
said to be the first person to do it;
Emma Martin (1812–1851), a precocious
critic of religion and early supporter
of women’s rights; George Holyoake
(1817–1906), who reportedly began
denying the story in 1854; Harriet Law
(1831–1897), whose outspoken unbe
lief drew her into this elite club in the
1860s; and Annie Besant (1847–1933),
whom Bonner quotes as commenting
that such accusations never come from
contemporary sources—instead, “the
secularhumanism.org

pious Christian always heard about it
twenty years ago and has kept it locked
in his bosom ever since.”*
In 1880, Bradlaugh himself sued a
writer and a publisher for libel because
they had printed the story and refused
to retract it; at trial, the defendants
asserted that the episode had taken
place repeatedly, almost two dozen
times in different places over the pre
ceding two decades, beginning in 1860.
But they, like Besant’s accusers, were
unable to produce persuasive evidence
for even one of those instances. Their
case fell apart, and Bradlaugh, dis
tracted by other concerns and satisfied
that their claims had been shown to be
baseless, eventually let the matter drop.

“Applying a characteristic twist
in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely
prayed to God to strike
his audience dead.”

In retrospect, it seems likely that
the dramatic increase in such accusa
tions against unbelievers was an almost
reflexive response to the wave of sec
ularism that had intensified with the
publication of Darwin’s On the Origin
of Species in 1859—as if one could dis
credit the movement by pinning a truly
offensive act on one of its leaders. That
campaign of course did not succeed:
secularism has had its ups and downs in
the last century and a quarter, but the
overall trend is very encouraging—in
particular, laws against blasphemous
statements have pretty well disap
peared from the landscape.
*For informative summaries of the lives of
these remarkable individuals, see The New
Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books,
2007), edited by Tom Flynn. Our particular
theme is mentioned only in the article on Sin
clair Lewis, which is one reason for gathering
these less-familiar stories here.
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And “The Dare” itself is still alive and
well in our own day. Applying a character
istic twist in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely prayed
to God to strike his audience dead: “See?
Nothing happened. Everybody’s okay? All
right, tell you what, I’ll raise the stakes a
little bit. If there is a God, may he strike me
dead. See? Nothing happened.”* Finally,
not wanting to be left out of this merry
apostate crew, I myself have “dared
God”—at the beginning of a recent
lecture to the Secular Student Alliance
chapter in Austin (“The X-Rated Stories
about Jesus: Weird Tales from the
Apocryphal Gospels,” April 9, 2013). I
added a further variation by asking the
Divine Being to wait forty-five minutes
until I finished the talk—and to zap me
personally rather than the entire audi
ence (a necessary refinement, given
the Being’s well-known propensity for
hitting the wrong target). Obviously,
I’m still here, writing these words—
although if you see a superscript obelus
*A Google search on the appropriate terms
will bring up a YouTube video (tjVLJKR6g7U)
and a transcript of that performance (rense.
com/general69/obj.htm).

(dagger-symbol) in front of my name
on the first page, it might be a sign that
you can push the Divinity only so far.
Seasoned theologians, of course, will
not be impressed by what they might
regard as calculated but empty theat
rics—or be dismayed by the absence of
divine response. The formulaic line of
defense is, “You cannot tempt God,”
although there are quite a few passages
in the Hebrew Bible where the Divinity
was indeed tempted into employing vio
lence by a wide variety of alleged offens
es.† It’s not my purpose in this short essay
to argue fine points of theology; but it
should be clear that “The Dare” does have
an interesting history. More important, it
does seem to demonstrate, as Sinclair
Lewis observed three-quarters of a cen
tury ago, that “the God of the Bible,”
when challenged in a very direct (and
biblical) way, simply fails the test.

†Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, of the Grad
uate Theological Union at Berkeley,
estimates that there are about a
thousand acts of divine violence in
the Old Testament alone (Eerdmans
Dictionary 1357–1358).
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God on Trial

The Fable of the Christ

I

have always been a staunch Bible skep
tic but not a Christ-mythicist. I main
tained that Jesus probably existed but
had fantastic stories foisted upon the
memory of his earthly yet iconoclastic life.
After exhaustive research for my
first book, I began to perceive both the
light and darkness from history. I dis
covered that many prominent Christian
fathers believed with all pious sincerity
that their savior never came to Earth
or that if he did, he was a Star-Trekian
character who beamed down pre-ha
loed and full-grown, sans transvaginal
egress. And I discovered other startling
bombshells.
An exercise that struck me as meri
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torious, even today singular, involved
reviving research into Jesus-era writers
who should have recorded Christ tales
but did not. John Remsburg enumer
ated forty-one “silent” historians in The
Christ (1909). To this end, I spent many
hours bivouacked in university libraries,
the Library of Congress, and on the
Internet. I terminated that foray upon
tripling Remsburg’s count: in my book,
I offer 126 writers who should have but
did not write about Jesus (see the box
on p. 57). Perhaps the most bewildering
“silent one” is the super-Savior himself.
Jesus is a phantom of a wisp of a per
sonage who never wrote anything. So,
add one more: 127.
secularhumanism.org

Perhaps none of these writers is more
fascinating than Apollonius Tyanus,
saintly first-century adventurer and
noble paladin. Apollonius was a mag
ic-man of divine birth who cured the
sick and blind, cleansed entire cities of
plague, foretold the future, and fed the
masses. He was worshiped as a god and
as a son of a god. Despite such non
sense claims, Apollonius was a real man
recorded by reliable sources.
Because Jesus ostensibly performed
miracles of global expanse (such as in
Matthew 27), his words going “unto
the ends of the whole world” (Rom. 10),
one would expect virtually every literate
person to have recorded those events. A

Jesus contemporary such as Apollonius
would have done so, as well as those
who wrote of Apollonius.
Such is not the case. In Philostratus’s
third-century chronicle Vita Apollonii,
there is no hint of Jesus. Nor does
Jesus appear in the works of other
Apollonius epistolarians and scriveners:
Emperor Titus, Cassius Dio, Maximus,
Moeragenes, Lucian, Soterichus Oasites,
Euphrates, Marcus Aurelius, or Damis of
Hierapolis. It seems that none of these
first- to third-century writers ever heard
of Jesus, his miracles and alleged world
wide fame be damned.
Another bewildering author is Philo
of Alexandria. He spent his first-century
life in the Levant and even traversed
Jesus-land. Philo chronicled contempo
raries of Jesus—Bassus, Pilate, Tiberius,
Sejanus, Caligula—yet knew nothing of

the storied prophet and rabble-rouser
enveloped in glory and astral marvels.
Historian Flavius Josephus published
his Jewish Wars circa 95 CE. He had lived
in Japhia, one mile from Nazareth—
yet Josephus seems unaware of both
Nazareth and Jesus. (I devoted a chap
ter to the interpolations in Josephus’s
works that make him appear to write of
Jesus when he did not.)
The Bible venerates the artist for
merly known as Saul of Tarsus, but he
was a man essentially oblivious to his
savior. Paul was unaware of the virgin
mother and ignorant of Jesus’s nativity,
parentage, life events, ministry, mira
cles, apostles, betrayal, trial, and har
rowing passion. Paul didn’t know where
or when Jesus lived and considered the
crucifixion metaphorical (Gal. 2:19–20).
Unlike what is claimed in the Gospels,

Paul never indicated that Jesus had
come to Earth. And the “five hundred
witnesses” claim (1 Cor. 15) is a forgery.
Qumran, hidey-hole for the Dead Sea
Scrolls, lies twelve miles from Bethlehem.
The scroll writers, coeval and abutting
the holiest of hamlets one jaunty jog
eastward, never heard of Jesus.
Christianity still had that newcult smell in the second century, but
Christian presbyter Marcion of Pontus in
144 CE denied any virgin birth or child
hood for Christ. Jesus’s infant circumci
sion (Luke 2:21) was thus a lie, as well
as the crucifixion! Marcion claimed that
Luke was corrupted; Christ self-spawned
in omnipresence, esprit sans corps.
I read the works of second-cen
tury Christian father Athenagoras and
never encountered the word Jesus—
Athenagoras was unacquainted with the

The Silent Historians
Aelius Theon
Albinus
Alcinous
Ammonius of Athens
Alexander of Aegae
Antipater of Thessalonica
Antonius Polemo
Apollonius Dyscolus
Apollonius of Tyana
Appian
Archigenes
Aretaeus
Arrian
Asclepiades of Prusa
Asconius
Aspasius
Atilicinus
Attalus
Bassus of Corinth
C. Cassius Longinus
Calvisius Taurus of Berytus
Cassius Dio
Chaeremon of Alexandria
Claudius Agathemerus
Claudius Ptolemaeus
Cleopatra the physician
Cluvius Rufus
Cn. Cornelius Lentulus Gaetulicus
Cornelius Celsus
Columella
Cornutus
D. Haterius Agrippa
D. Valerius Asiaticus
Damis
Demetrius
Demonax
Demosthenes Philalethes
Dion of Prusa
Domitius Afer
Epictetus
Erotianus
Euphrates of Tyre

Fabius Rusticus
Favorinus
Flaccus
Florus
Fronto
Gellius
Gordius of Tyana
Gnaeus Domitius
Halicarnassensis Dionysius II
Heron of Alexandria
Josephus
Justus of Tiberias
Juvenal
Lesbonax of Mytilene
Lucanus
Lucian
Lysimachus
M. Antonius Pallas
M. Vinicius
Macro
Mam. Aemilius Scaurus
Marcellus Sidetes
Martial
Maximus Tyrius
Moderatus of Gades
Musonius
Nicarchus
Nicomachus Gerasenus
Onasandros
P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus
Palaemon
Pamphila
Pausanias
Pedacus Dioscorides
Persius/Perseus
Petronius
Phaedrus
Philippus of Thessalonica
Philo of Alexandria
Phlegon of Tralles
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
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Plotinus
Plutarch
Pompeius Saturninus
Pomponius Mela
Pomponius Secundus
Potamon of Mytilene
Ptolemy of Mauretania
Q. Curtius Rufus
Quintilian
Rubellius Plautus
Rufus the Ephesian
Saleius Bassus
Scopelian the Sophist
Scribonius
Seneca the Elder
Seneca the Younger
Sex. Afranius Burrus
Sex. Julius Frontinus
Servilius Damocrates
Silius Italicus
Soranus
Soterides of Epidaurus
Sotion
Statius the Elder
Statius the Younger
Suetonius
Sulpicia
T. Aristo
T. Statilius Crito
Tacitus
Thallus
Theon of Smyrna
Thrasyllus of Mendes
Ti. Claudius Pasion
Ti. Julius Alexander
Tiberius
Valerius Flaccus
Valerius Maximus
Vardanes I
Velleius Paterculus
Verginius Flavus
Vindex
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name of his savior! This floored me. Had I
missed something? No; Athenagoras was
another pious early Christian who was
unaware of Jesus.
The original Mark ended at 16:8, with
later forgers adding the fanciful resur
rection tale. John 21 also describes postdeath Jesus tales, another forgery.
Millions should have heard of the
crucifixion with its astral enchantments:
zombie armies and meteorological mar
vels (Matt. 27) recorded not by any historian but only in the dubitable scriptures
scribbled decades later by superstitious
folks.
The Jesus saga is further deflated by
Nazareth, a town without piety and in
fact having no settlement until after the
war of 70 CE—suspiciously, just around
the time the Gospels were concocted.

Conclusion
When I consider those 126 writers, all
of whom should have heard of Jesus
but did not—and Paul and Marcion and

Steck, Arthur Drews, Prosper Alfaric,
Athenagoras and Matthew with a tetral
Georges Ory, Tom Harpur, Michael
ogy of opposing Christs, the silence from
Martin, John Mackinnon Robertson, Alvar
Qumran and Nazareth and Bethlehem,
Ellegård, David Fitzgerald, Richard Carrier,
conflicting Bible stories, and so many
René Salm, Timothy Freke, Peter Gandy,
other mysteries and omissions—I must
Barbara Walker, Michael Martin, D. M.
conclude that Christ is a mythical charac
Murdock, Thomas Brodie, Earl Doherty,
ter. Jesus of Nazareth was nothing more
Thomas L. Thompson, Bruno Bauer, and
than an urban (or desert) legend, likely
others—heretics and iconoclasts and
an agglomeration of several evangelic
freethinking dunces all, it would seem.
and deluded rabbis who might have
If all the evidence and nonevidence
existed.
including 126 (127?) silent writers cannot
I also include in my book similari
convince, I’ll wager that we will uncover
ties of Jesus to earlier God-sons such
much more. Yet this is but a tiny tip of the
as Sandan and Mithra and Horus and
mythical-Jesus iceberg: nothing adds up
Attis, too striking to disregard. The
for the fable of the Christ.
Oxford Classical Dictionary and Catholic
Encyclopedia, as well as many others,
corroborate.
Thus, today I side with
Michael Paulkovich is an aerospace engineer and freeRemsburg—and with Frank
lance writer, a frequent contributor to FREE INQUIRY and
Zindler, John M. Allegro,
Humanist Perspectives magazines, a contributing editor at
Godfrey Higgins, Robert M.
The American Rationalist, and a columnist for American
Price, Salomon Reinach, Samuel
Atheist. His book No Meek Messiah was pusblished in
Lublinski,
Charles-François
2013 by Spillix.
Dupuis, Allard Pierson, Rudolf
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ADVERTISEMENT
In previous issues I have presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will more effectively arouse the attention and interest of those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts. They are short, in plain language, and use the Bible, tenets
of the faith and common sense to prove their case. I hope secular humanists will see the value, organize, find a way; and use the most promising
print media to take them to the public. Here is another.

JESUS CREATED ADAM AND EVE
Jesus was emphatic: “I and the Father are one.”
(John 10:30) Believe me that I am in the Father, and
the Father is in me. (John 14:11). t The Holy Bible
says: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God…The Word
became flesh and made his dwelling among us. (John
1:1 and 14). t The Doctrine of Holy Trinity says:
That God is Father-Jesus-Holy Spirit; One Person in
Three and Three Persons in One; Father is God, Jesus
is God and Holy Spirit is God — all in One, without
beginning or end.
This means that Jesus was in the Garden of
Eden; he guided his chosen people out of bondage
in Egypt; gave the Ten Commandments to Moses and
did everything reported in both the Old and New
Testaments as the words and works of God. t It
means a Christian must believe God commanded both good and evil:
Kill Their Infants v. Heaven Is Made For Such
Their infants shall be dashed to pieces before their
eyes…(Isaiah 13:16). tSuffer the little children, and
forbid them not to come to me: for the kingdom of
heaven is for such. (Matthew 19:14).
Kill Every Boy and All Non-Virgin Women v. Do
Not Kill or Even Be Angry
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying…Avenge the
Israelites on the Midianites…[Moses said] Now, therefore: kill every male among the little ones; kill every
woman who has known a man by sleeping with
him…(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it
was said to them of old: Thou shalt not kill. And
whosoever shall kill, shall be in danger of the judgment. But I say to you, that whosoever is angry with
his brother, shall be in danger of the judgment.
(Matthew 5:21-22).
Keep Young Virgin Girls For Yourselves v. Lust
is Adultery
…but all the young girls…keep for yourselves…
(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it was
said: You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you

that everyone who looks on a woman with lust has
already committed adultery with her in his heart.
(Matthew 5:27-28).
Some want to believe that God changed; that
the obscene commands did not come from Jesus —
even in his capacity in the Holy Trinity and as One
with the Father from all eternity. It surely is not the
Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount. That Jesus cannot
be imagined as commanding: “Their infants shall be
dashed to pieces before their eyes…or “Save the
young girls for yourselves.” Something is very wrong!
But the Holy Bible says God is changeless.
“Every best gift and every perfect give is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no change nor shadow of alteration.” (James
1:17)…For God to change would mean that a new
state was better or more perfect than His previous
state; and that is quite impossible for a God who has
always been and will always be perfect. t Of course,
it cannot be that the changeless, all good, just,
loving and merciful Father ever issued such evil
commands. It is one more proof among many others,
that it is all the concoction of men.
The hand of man fully explains the absurdities,
barbarities, contradictions, cruelties and impossibilities with which the Christian religion it is riddled.
Men told the stories before writing. Men wrote the
stories and the very words ascribed to God by all his
various names. Men translated the stories and made
handwritten copies, of copies, of copies of it. Men
determined which stories would be in the Bible 300
years after Jesus was crucified. Men presume to
know what God wants of us; and it is men benefit
from being thought of as knowing.
Christians face an agonizing choice: Either: God,
the loving, just and merciful Father, never issued the
evil commands the Bible says he did — t or: the
man-written Bible and doctrines of Christianity simply
are not reliable.
It seems it would be easy.

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed and explained
to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com website where you can
read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format. If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Humanism at Large

Too Big for the Drama

M

any writers have long glorified
the drama of human life in the
universe and its accompanying
cooperation, competition, enslave
ment, genocide, and wars in the name
of conflicting human-generated creeds.
Much less concern has been given to
the platform on which the drama is
staged. Let us consider some character
istics of the stage.
Earth is the third of eight planets
in near-circular orbit around the sun.
It rotates on its axis once a day and
revolves around the sun once a year.
The sun and planets, along with smaller
asteroids, constitute the solar system.

“. . . The scale of the universe is
enormous in mass of material,
distances, and time.”

The sun is described as a typical star.
However, the range of kinds of stars is
very wide, from red giants as large as
Earth’s orbit in our solar system (sun
plus planets) to white dwarfs where
a cubic inch of material weighs tons
(atoms stripped of their electrons).
Now, recognize that 1 billion =
1,000,000,000, a thousand times a
million. A trillion is a million times a
million: one followed by twelve zeros.
Astronomers estimate that the Milky Way
galaxy contains a trillion stars, and in turn
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Bruce Martin

Though often conflated in the single
the universe contains one trillion galaxies.
term evolution, life on Earth consists of two
Thus, the universe contains a trillion times
parts: abiogenesis, the appearance of liv
a trillion stars: one followed by twen
ing from inanimate matter, and evolution.
ty-four zeroes.
Abiogenesis occurred sometime at the end
With distances so vast, it is conve
of the first billion years of Earth’s history,
nient to express a distance by the time
about 3.6 billion years ago. We may never
it takes light to traverse it. The speed
learn the mode of abiogenesis, because
of light is phenomenal 186,282 miles
the aggressiveness of existing life would
per second. At 240,000 miles distance,
have wiped out any previously formed
it takes light from the moon but 1.3
materials. Evolution to the current kinds of
seconds to reach us. At ninety-three
life evolved from earlier forms during the
million miles, it takes light from the sun
subsequent 3.6 billion years.
8.3 minutes to arrive at Earth. From the
There are now millions of species extant
nearest star, light requires 4.3 lightand even more that have become extinct,
years to reach us. The distance light
including over one thousand species of
travels in a year is designated a lightdinosaurs that became extinct sixty-five
year, and it is 5.9 trillion miles.
million years ago, after existing on Earth
The distance across the arms of our
for 175 million years. The span of 3.6 billion
spiral Milky Way galaxy is about one hun
years is ample to account for the diversity
dred thousand light-years. There are about
of life. Modern humans (Homo sapiens)
forty galaxies in our stellar neighborhood.
evolved but two hundred thousand years
The distance to the nearest galaxy, the
ago, or in about 1/18,000 (0.006 percent)
Andromeda galaxy, is 2.5 million lightof the time that Earth has existed.
years. It is hurtling toward the Milky Way
Thus, the scale of the universe is
at seventy-five miles per second (one hun
enormous in mass of material, dis
dred times the rate of a speeding bullet).
tances, and time. Is it reasonable that a
The two galaxies are scheduled to collide
universe of a trillion times a trillion stars
in 2.5 billion years. The dimension of the
(one followed by twenty-four zeros),
entire universe is fifteen billion light-years.
spanning fifteen billion light-years, has
In recent years, despite their relatively
evolved beginning fourteen billion
small sizes and vast distances from Earth,
years ago just so that very late-arriving
astronomers have been successful in iden
humans can tussle with interpretations
tifying several hundred planets orbiting
of good and evil on Earth? As stated by
hundreds of stars in the Milky Way galaxy.
the Nobel Prize–winning physicist
Planet formation about stars appears com
Richard Feynman, “The stage is too big
monplace.
for the drama.”
The universe was born in the “Big Bang”
about fourteen billion years ago. The solar
system is younger, born 4.6 billion
years ago. It is estimated that the sun
Bruce Martin is professor emeritus of chemistry
will last another five billion years, at
at the University of Virginia. He is a contributor to
which time it will swell, become a
Skeptical Inquirer magazine.
red giant, and envelop Earth.
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Reviews

Living Well in the Age of Atheism

Bill Cooke

P

eter Watson is a difficult man to
categorize. He’s had a long and suc
cessful career at the higher reaches of
English journalism. He’s a polymath
whose first books were explorations of
aspects of the art world: the spiraling
art market, the trade in stolen artworks,
and intellectual histories of particular
paintings. After that came even more
ambitious surveys of the intellectual
climate of European thought and then,
in 2005, the still more wide-ranging
work, Ideas: A History of Thought and
Invention from Fire to Freud. Since then,
Watson has written a long study of the
German contribution to the develop
ment of art, thought, and culture and
an account of the great migrations
from Asia to the Americas across what
is now the Bering Strait and their subse
quent impact. Whatever their subject,
all Watson’s books are supported by
prodigious reading. And Watson likes
to write long books.

“[Author Peter] Watson takes
as a starting point the claim of
Charles Taylor that living without
God is going to be somehow flat,
uninteresting, and limited.”

His latest is The Age of Atheists: How
We Have Sought to Live Since the Death
of God. Watson takes as a starting point
the claim of Charles Taylor that living
without God is going to be somehow
flat, uninteresting, and limited. With phi
losophers such as Ronald Dworkin and

The Age of Atheists: How We Have Sought to Live
Since the Death of God, by Peter Watson (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2014, ISBN 978-1-4767-5431-4)
587 pp. Hardcover, $35.00.

Thomas Nagel, he explores the sense that
secular lives can indeed feel the lack of
a certain something. But, he asks, is this
a default condition of secular living, or
have we just been looking in the wrong
places? Science has shown us that the
religious views of the world cannot be
true, but, he complains, it has not shown
how to live with the implications of reli
gion being untrue. With these questions
in place, he embarks on a historical study
of atheists since Nietzsche’s declaration
of the death of God.
If you pick up this book expecting
discussions of people such as Robert
Ingersoll, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Charles
Bradlaugh, H. L. Mencken, and Paul Kurtz,
you will be disappointed. None of them
get so much as a mention. Neither do
a host of other atheists and agnostics
important in their respective countries.
But that is not a reason to stop reading.
Watson’s study concentrates on his core
area of interest: the poets, novelists, and
artists. At this point, the book becomes
exhilarating because we are introduced
to a whole new world of people who
have lived godless lives full of meaning
and significance.
Watson is completely uninterested
in the distinctions between atheist and
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agnostic, let alone the other labels that
have been suggested, such as nontheist,
igtheist, and misotheist. Many of the
people Watson discusses are committed
antinaturalists, antirationalists, and anti
humanists. But they are atheists—in the
general sense that Watson works with—
and therefore warrant consideration.
For secular humanists, this can make for
uncomfortable reading. Bolsheviks, some
Nazis, and more than a few other mis
cellaneous racists, irrationalists, and sin
gle-issue fanatics have also been atheists.
All get coverage in The Age of Atheists.
This can get a bit tiring, but it should not
be a surprise for secular humanists. After
all, we have known for a while that athe
ism on its own is an incomplete founda
tion for a satisfying life after the death
of God. The slogan used by the Council
for Secular Humanism—“Beyond athe
ism, beyond agnosticism, secular human
ism”—attests to this insight. Atheism is
only about what we’re not. Rationalism is
about how we operate, and humanism is
about what we commit our lives to.
Watson’s assumption that science
cannot be an agency of salvation is
one with which some secular human
ists might take issue. Science for him
is not the key vehicle to constructing
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an understanding of the world and our
place in it. While he is not antiscience,
neither is he satisfied with the various
science-flavored attempts to frame our
lives without resort to religion. It’s not
that they are wrong, Watson argues;
it’s that they are inadequate. Alongside
the realm of science is what he calls the
“phenomenological realm” of poetry and
art, which looks toward making some
meaning from the bleak scientific under
standing of our total irrelevance to the
cosmos. And there is the realm of desire,
which takes little notice of all that surface
noise and pursues altogether different
goals and urges.
So, to make meaning in our lives in a
world without God, we need some sort
of balance between the realms of sci
ence, phenomenological meaning, and
desire. And for Watson, it is the poets,
novelists, and artists who do this most
profoundly. Whether one accepts this
framework or not, there is much to be
learned from Watson’s account of the
wealth of insights the poets, novelists,

well once the transcendental tempta
and artists have arrived at over the past
tions have finally been put way. And by
century and a half. The reader gets a
ranging as widely as he does, Watson
sense of a broad tradition of thought,
shows how impoverished the doom-say
debate, conjecture, anguish, argument,
ing of people such as Charles Taylor really
and acceptance from some of the most
is. The mistake Taylor and those like him
prominent names of the modern world.
make is to assume that because their
Secular humanists are so used to think
preferred dogmas are in decline, then the
ing of themselves as a small minority
sense of mystery must also be fading
fighting against the tide on these sorts
away. This, of course, is simply not the
of questions that it is edifying to realize
case. The fading away of dogmas does
that’s not the case.
not also mean a life without mystery and
The whole framework of thought
wonder. Indeed, Wat
son adds insight
has changed irrevocably over the past
fully,
there
is
a
great
deal
more to know
few centuries, and the primitive religious
now
than
there
was
before
the death of
stories that pander to human hubris no
God.
And
the
broad
range
of thinkers
longer stand up to the hard new truths.
Watson
surveyed
all
sought
out
contem
The need now is less for lengthy contests
plation of that in their various ways. And
over the existence of God. For a growing
we, reading of their experience, are richer
number of people, that issue has been
for it.
decided. The urgent question
now is: How do we live then?
Peter Watson’s book is part of
Bill Cooke is international director for the Center
this next wave of humanist
for Inquiry and author of A Wealth of Insights:
thought. The Age of Atheists is a
Humanist Thought Since the Enlightenment (Amherst,
powerful, thoroughly researched,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2011).
and clearly written guide to living

How to Come Out of the Atheist Closet

Reba Boyd Wooden

B

eginning in 1999 when I started
the first secular humanist group in
Indiana and continuing in my posi
tion as executive director of Center
for Inquiry–Indiana, I have heard hun
dreds of de-conversion stories. People
hear about our weekly Sunday morn
ing Coffee and Conversation and come
to share their leaving-religion stories.
In most cases, they express concerns
about other people in their lives find
ing out that they no longer consider
themselves religious. For some, it is
fear of losing their jobs, but for most,
it is fear of what will happen when
their spouses, parents, and/or friends
find out. In her newest book, Coming
Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help
Each Other, and Why, Greta Christina
features more “coming out to family”
stories than all the other kinds of sto
ries put together.
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Coming Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help Each
Other, and Why, by Greta Christina (Charlottesville,
VA: Pitchstone Publishing, 2014, ISBN 9781939578198) 440 pp. Paperback, $17.95.

I have seen firsthand how much these
people need community, and it has become
my passion to meet that need. Therefore, I
was especially interested in the book’s chap
ter on community building. My experience
bears out what Greta Christina says: “It’s
easier [to come out as a nonbeliever] when
you know that you’ll have a supportive
community that can give you some or all of
what you got from religion.”
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As she writes, “. . . There’s exactly one
thing, and only one thing, that religion
uniquely provides: a belief in the super
natural. . . . Everything else that religion
happens to provide—social support, rites
of passage, a sense of tradition, a sense
of purpose and meaning, safety nets,
networking, companionship and conti
nuity, etc.—none of that is particular
to religion. All of it can be gotten else

where.” And I share the experience that
Christina describes about being involved
in organized atheism. “One of the things
I love most about being in organized
atheism is how much it’s widened my
circle of friends.” I had never met so many
interesting and intelligent people before
becoming involved.
Through meeting and interacting
with other atheists, newcomers to our
community can see how other athe
ists live happy, fulfilling, moral lives. I
agree with Christina that it is important
that atheists come out of the closet, but
they should not feel obligated to go
around telling everyone about it. One’s
religion—or lack thereof—is a personal
matter and isn’t anyone else’s business.
But on the other hand, if the subject of
religious beliefs comes up, we should
not remain silent, and we should never
apologize for our atheism.
And as Christina says, there are also
good reasons to not come out: for exam
ple, if you think it would seriously endan
ger your safety or the safety of the peo
ple in your life.

Christina addresses the issue of what
name a group should choose. I agree that
different names may appeal to differ
ent communities; however, I am opposed
to using monikers with negative con
notations, such as “Godless Atheists” or
“Heathens.” They perpetuate the stereo
types about the nonreligious that many
people have. When I started a group in
Indiana, I named it “Humanist Friendship
Group of Central Indiana” be
cause I
wanted the name to be positive and
welcoming. That is also why I like the
organizational name “Center for Inquiry.”
It is not negative or limiting; the word

“Through meeting and
interacting with other atheists,
newcomers to our community
can see how other atheists live
happy, fulfilling, moral lives.”

son that Christina interviewed said that
she regretted coming out.
However, if one expects this book
to tell him or her exactly how to come
out as an atheist, he or she will be disap
pointed and rightly so. As Christina says,
“Here are some right ways to come out.”
She lists eleven helpful suggestions but
acknowledges that the process is differ
ent for everyone; we should be patient
and be the bigger person in our interac
tions with people who may be surprised
or upset, know where to draw the line
on how much resistance we are willing
to take, expect fairness in their treatment
of us, and never apologize for our choice.
Although the book is based on four
hundred “coming out atheist” stories
that Christina gathered from responses
to her blog, readers spreading the word,
web sites of other groups, and several
books about atheism, she admits that
it is not a representative sample of all
atheists from all over the world and all
demographics, so readers should take
this limitation into consideration.
My major criticism of this book is
that it is very repetitious and would read
more smoothly and be shorter if some
topics were combined. However, the
short chapters did motivate me to keep
reading—I was not faced with a lengthy
chapter each time I picked up the book.
All in all, I would recommend this
book to those who are struggling with
the decision to come out and how to do
it. Another good book (though there
are many others) is Jim Mulholland’s
Leaving My Religion: A Practical Guide to
Becoming Non-Religious. Mulholland is
a former minister and author of
Christian books who has come out as an
atheist and wants to help others in their
transitions. He says, “When it comes to
your happiness, what you believe is not
nearly as important as your ability to
live out those beliefs with integrity and
authenticity.”

atheist is. CFI’s name is inclusive of all who
are inquiring and allows for the broad
mission of the organization.
A passion of mine that I don’t find
addressed in this book is putting a
positive public face on a group. I have
networked over the years with orga
nizations in the community that share
our stance on issues. Through this, CFI–
Indiana has gained respect among those
in the local progressive community who
are our allies.
Coming Out Atheist is a great book
for people who are in that process. It
would be comforting for them to hear
that others are almost always glad that
they came out and that it has made
their lives better. Very few of the
coming out stories end with dire
Reba Boyd Wooden is executive director of the Center
consequences. Even if there are
for Inquiry–Indiana and director of the Center for Inquiry
some short-term negatives, they
Secular Celebrant Program.
are rarely long-term. Only one per
secularhumanism.org
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The Battle of the Pro-Choice Catholics

Edd Doerr

I

n America, the biggest stumbling
blocks for women’s rights of con
science on reproductive matters are
the Catholic bishops and the leaders of
the various Protestant fundamentalist
camps. Patricia Miller’s excellent new
book, Good Catholics: The Battle over
Abortion in the Catholic Church, deals
primarily with the top-down leadership
of the Vatican and the bishops, who, it
should be very clear, do not represent
the views of most Catholics but are
able to spook many politicians into
thinking otherwise. The fact is, well
over 90 percent of Catholic women
have used contraception of one sort or
another; most Catholics are pro-choice
to one degree or another; and Catholic
women have abortions at about the

“In America, the biggest
stumbling blocks for women’s
rights of conscience on
reproductive matters are the
Catholic bishops and the leaders
of the various Protestant
fundamentalist camps.”

same rate as non-Catholic women.
Separately, it might be noted that most
Catholics disagree with the Vatican,
referred to by some wags as the Old
Boys Club on the Tiber, on divorce and
remarriage, the ordination of women,
clerical marriage, and the need to send
their children to church schools, espe
cially since the last traces of Protestant
hegemony in U.S. public schools van
ished half a century ago.
Miller carefully and meticulously
(with forty-three pages of endnotes and
bibliography) traces how the American
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Good Catholics: The Battle over Abortion in the
Catholic Church, by Patricia Miller (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0520-27600-0) 332 pp. Hardcover, $34.95.

Miller’s book Good Catholics rates five
bishops created and poured resources
stars. Although it is concerned primarily
into the antichoice movement for nearly
with politics, it could be supplemented,
a half-century, how this movement tried
I think, by an addition: discussion of the
unsuccessfully to amend the Constitution
climate change problem and how it has
to reverse Roe v. Wade, how it acquired
been worsened by the Vatican’s interna
the aid of Protestant fundamentalists,
tional efforts to impede access to con
and how it then turned to a strategy
traception, which, ironically, has contrib
of piecemeal chipping away at repro
uted to the forty-million-plus abortions
ductive choice and access, mainly at the
per year worldwide that have cost the
state level. She ends with a discussion
lives of countless women in developing
of the bishops’ efforts to thwart the
countries.
contraceptive insurance mandate in the
Finally, as I wrote this review, the lat
Affordable Care Act. Miller names names
est issue of Conscience arrived on my
and provides abundant documentation.
desk. Two news stories caught my eye.
Importantly, Miller highlights the cou
The Supreme Court in the 80+ percent
rageous Catholic theologians, clergy, and
Catholic Philippines has recently ruled
activists who from the start have worked
that most of the Reproductive Health
publicly and with limited resources to
Law, signed by President Aquino last
counterract the bishops’ all-out efforts
December, is constitutional. The law, long
to impose their patriarchalist misogynist
opposed by the bishops, will make con
theology on all women, Catholic and
doms and birth-control pills available at
non-Catholic alike: Rosemary Radford
government health centers. Second, in
Ruether, Robert Drinan, Daniel Maguire,
Spain, which is over 90 percent nominally
Frances Kissling, and Jon O’Brien, to name
Catholic (though only a third of Spanish
but a few. Much of the book is dedicated
taxpayers opt to have a tiny portion of
to the work of Catholics for Choice, orig
their taxes go to the church), there are
inally Catholics for a Free Choice (CFC),
efforts by the center-Right government
founded in 1973. (Disclosure: I have been
to render illegal 90 percent of the first
privileged to work with CFC staff for
trimester abortions allowed under the
many years.) CFC publishes the quar
country’s 2010 abortion rights law.
terly journal Conscience, which I highly
recommend for its wide-ranging
coverage of reproductive choice
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
and related matters. Miller is a
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
past editor of the journal.
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crepancies” continue to frustrate
researchers. As Kosmin under
scores, the most persistent chal
lenge remains how to determine
the accurate share of authentic
atheists and agnostics as distin
guished from young respondents
whose “Yes” answers to “theo
logical” questions appear con
fused by intellectual ambiguity or
emotional ambivalence.
Based on the Nones cate
gory, for example, the study
implies that 3 percent of the
total sample self-identify as
atheists and agnostic. Based
on the Secular category, the
self-identified share jumps to 8
percent. Speculating on com
bined Worldview (Religious,
Secular, and Spiritual) catego
ries answering “yes” to two
theological questions, the pre
sumed total skyrockets to 28
percent of the sample.
Perhaps the dilemma could
be ameliorated by designing a
questionnaire with qualified
questions covering a range of
coherent beliefs that serve to
clarify atheist or agnostic belief
systems. Examples: Answer “Yes/
No” or “More Likely To Agree/
Less Likely To Agree.”
Atheist
• The natural world, including
human beings, evolved 		
from purely physical causes
without supernatural origins
or interventions.
• Human existence has no
connection to any supernat
ural reality, purpose, or plan.
• While I’m sometimes
immersed in the emotional,
moral, and aesthetic power
of experience, expressed
especially in moving lan
guage, I still believe that
all phenomena can be
explained by science and
reason.
Agnostic
• I’d be open to recognizing
divine revelations or miracles
under convincing circum
stances
• I’m certain that the “mind”
or consciousness dies forever
with the physical brain.
• Though unlikely, people

could possibly have valid
mystical, supernatural or
paranormal experiences that
cannot be explained by sci
ence and reason.
A questionnaire amended
with such questions, as well as
with their religious/spiritual
coun
terparts, might get us
closer to reckoning how many
young atheists and agnostics
might be coming up through
the ranks.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

Religion and the Civil
Rights Movement
Atheists will find Leah Mickens’s
article, “We’ve Come This Far—
in Spite of Faith” (FI, June/July
2014) about the strategies of
the civil rights movement in
the twentieth century appli
cable to our current atheist
strategy. She contrasts the
accommodationist approach
of Booker T. Washington with
the more aggressive, and ulti
mately more successful, actions
of Martin Luther King Jr. The
former did not advocate for
social or political equality but
assumed that “whites would
voluntarily grant” equality
eventually. MLK’s strategy
was more aggressive, seeking
to change public opinion by
“confront[ing] their oppressors
through protests, court cases,
and boycotts.”
We atheists in the spring of
2014 lost two high-profile court
cases, with the additional per
verse effects of thereby expand
ing the rights of Christians at
our expense. So consideration
of changing our current strat
egy is warranted. Since 2000,
and even since 1950, our
approach has not effectively
secured our rights as nonbeliev
ers. Would a strategy similar to
MLK’s work better for us?
To reconsider our options,
the Center for Inquiry should
call together other atheist orga
nizations. We owe it to future

generations of atheists to con
sider alternative strategies that
will more likely move us away
from our current second-class
status and toward full equality.

Kent Munzer
Topeka, Kansas

On Native American
Land Claims and the
Courts
I don’t know if I could more
em
phatically disagree with
George Zebrowski’s “Bully’s Jus
tice” (FI, June/July 2014). Central
to his premise is a notion that
we seculars often and justifiably
decry in the Christian camp. They
urge that we contemporaries are
(and properly should be) pun
ished for the transgression of an
ancient forbearer named Adam.
In a nutshell, it’s the notion of
ancestral guilt. Along the same
lines, Zebrowski urges us to bear
guilt and burden for crimes by
ancestors that were somewhat
more recent (of course also less
mythical).
Regardless, ancestral guilt
is a very tawdry notion. It was
used to justify persecution of
Jews. Its opposite was often (and
sometimes still is) used to justify
monarchical rights. It’s a notion
that stinks to high heaven. Each
contemporary is who he or she
is. Societal policy should judge,
reward, and/or punish each such
person according to what he or
she does—as opposed to because
of what was done by some
antecedent person or group.
I was raised a Mormon.
That sect has several “articles
of faith,” one of which (con
travening most of Christianity)
declares: “We believe man will
be punished for his own sins,
and not for Adam’s transgres
sion.” It’s an obvious statement
of obvious justice. Zebrowski
evidently does not concur.
Speaking more practically,
yes, it’s true European immi
grants were often very bad to
the natives. I wish they had not
been. I feel very badly for how
secularhumanism.org

terrible they sometimes were.
But, how does Zebrowski sup
pose displaced natives them
selves came to dominate the
lands that were involved? Did
they peacefully purchase each
section from previous tenants?
Not likely. Rather more likely
is that each dominant native
group came to its dominance
much as the Europeans later
did: by ruthlessly pushing out
(if not outright slaughtering)
the previous tenants. Thus, if
Zebrowski was consistent in his
premise, it would follow that
these tribes have no greater
intrinsic right to claim these
lands than Europeans did.
But that’s only half the prob
lem. Zebrowski embraces not
only the notion that we should
be punished or rewarded—
now and in our present lives
for what our ancestors did,
he also embraces the notion
that this punishment or reward
should be group/race/ethnic
ity based, as opposed to based
on individuals. I thought that,
as humanists, we were striving
to transcend such parochial,
provincial, and tribal thinking.
I thought we were seeking to
see group-inherited distinctions
as irrelevant, and endeavoring
to instead see each person as
an equal member of a common
humanity.
To give any present group
special privileges today because
of an injustice against their
ancestral group does not undo
that past injustice. It dries
no tears of those who genu
inely suffered. It wipes away
no blood. Instead, it transfers
unearned benefit to those who
have nothing but ancestral con
nection to those that truly suf
fered and burdens (punishing
for Adam’s sin) to those who
committed no injustice or crime.
It answers ancient injustice
(over which we contemporaries
have and had no control) with
current injustice, over which we
have complete control.
Very much related to this
is the notion of reparations
to persons of African descent.
The campaign for that depends
on the very same premise as
Zebrowski embraces.
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We must move past such
things. Justice must be in the
here and now. We must work to
assure we accomplish as much
justice, between persons that
presently exist, as we can. The
past (especially a past in which
none of us participated) must be
left to itself.

Glade Ross
Shelton, Washington

George Zebrowski fails to dis
cuss the injustice of demanding
that the court award the land to
the Onondaga without requir
ing that the tribe reimburse the
presents owners and the State
of New York for all the improve
ments made (roads, schools,
businesses, medical facilities,
etc.) since the 1500s and enjoyed
by the present Onondagas.
And although Zebrowski
may be correct in pointing out
that the origin of the Doctrine
of Discovery can be traced back
to Pope Nicholas V, it should be
noted that Nicholas was only fol
lowing his God’s example of tak
ing over land by force, if neces
sary. The Old Testament is filled
with stories of God ordering the
Israelites to invade nations, kill
entire populations, and capture
slaves (i.e., Numbers 31).

John S. Taylor Jr.
Silver Creek, Mississippi
George Zebrowski replies:
These letters are quite confused.
First, I do not believe in ancestral
guilt and do not say so anywhere.
What I do hold is that if we do
not repudiate past wrongs, if only
in words, then we make a new
compact with the wrongs. In other
words, we are blameworthy today
if we continue with fresh crimes
based on the old ones. This is what
makes the issue contemporary.
The Native American nations
do not want any kind of extreme
solution; only a recognition of
wrongs and individual settlements,
mostly with corporations.
The conclusions drawn by the
letter writers from my article are
not mine. I urge us not to forget and commit new crimes, as
does our criminal-industrial prison
system when it commits “new
crimes” against prisoners, many
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of whom are obviously guilty. As
Santayana reminds us, if we forget
the past, we are doomed to repeat
it. A national reconciliation commision, with no punishments to be
handed down, only truth bared,
would be best, as Bishop Desmond
Tutu organized in South Africa.
Nowhere do these letters decry
silence and denial, which still conceal the present-day effects of slavery and Native American genocide.
Empires rationalize their pasts, as
their descendants continue to benefit from past crimes. I include myself
in these benefits.
What is most interesting in
these comments about my article
is how lightly blameworthiness is
concealed, so poorly denied. The
consequences of genocide and
slavery are still with us, day-today in American life, despite the
effort to shift the debate to class
differences, where the blame
can be put more easily on “economic losers.” The fear of blame
is everywhere, because otherwise
something would have to be done
to fulfill America’s Constitution.
Recognition of crimes might make
progress easier.

Leaving Religion
It has only been a few short years
since I ran across your fine pub
lication in a bookstore. Nothing
had ever so resonated with me,
and I immediately subscribed. I
read each issue from cover to
cover and enjoy the intellectual
stimulation immensely.
However, it is “The Faith I Left
Behind” series that moves me to
write a letter to the editor—my
first ever to any editor. I have
found the variety of experiences
fascinating and the many twists
and turns in people’s lives that led
them to discover and accept athe
ism equally fascinating. Although
I thoroughly enjoy the essays
written by those who are writ
ers by profession and who seem
to live the academic life, I find
“The Faith I Left Behind” essays,
written by people from various
walks of life who are not neces
sarily writers by profession, very
interesting and even refreshing.
I definitely look forward to the
book that includes the essays
already published in Free Inquiry
and more. . . .
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In my humble opinion, FI
should seriously consider having
a “The Faith I Left Behind” essay
as a regular department in every
issue. If there was a standing
invitation, I believe there could
be an ample ongoing supply of
such essays. Maybe it would be
the first step in some atheists’
coming-out process and thus
give the atheist movement a bit
more momentum. I am so grate
ful for Free Inquiry and only wish
to see it flourish!

Mayna Craggs
Paducah, Kentucky

I have been a subscriber to your
magazine for some time, but I
needed to tell you how much I
enjoyed the articles in the last
three issues titled “Why I Am
Not a. . . .” As I was brought up
believing in the ideals of John
Calvin, I certainly appreciated
these articles and thank you for
them.

Joyce H. Bol
Buffalo, New York
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We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

to the understanding of the universe and to the solving
of human problems.

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,
to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology
can contribute to the betterment of human life.

We believe in an open and pluralistic society and that
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting human rights
from authoritarian elites and repressive majorities.

We are committed to the principle of the
separation of church and state.

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

allowed to fulfill their aspirations, to express their sexual
preferences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to have
access to comprehensive and informed health care,
and to die with dignity.

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,
integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.
We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

We are engaged by the arts no less than by the sciences.

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

and we are open to novel ideas and seek new
departures in our thinking.

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

We attempt to transcend divisive parochial loyalties based
on race, religion, gender, nationality, creed, class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity and strive to work together for
the common good of humanity.

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

theologies of despair and ideologies of violence and as a
source of rich personal significance and genuine satisfaction
in the service to others.

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve
it for future generations, and to avoid inflicting needless
suffering on other species.

than despair, learning in the place of dogma, truth instead of
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, tolerance in the place
of fear, love instead of hatred, compassion over selfishness,
beauty instead of ugliness, and reason rather than blind
faith or irrationality.

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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O

n May 5, the United States
Supreme Court issued its decision
in Town of Greece v. Galloway,
upholding the practice of the
Town of Greece, New York, of having prayers open town board meetings. Since the practice was initiated in
1999—replacing the previous practice of
a moment of silence—the prayers have
been overwhelmingly Christian, with frequent explicit references to “Our Lord,
Jesus Christ.” Moreover, the town did
nothing to indicate that the prayers were
not endorsed by the town government.
I cannot say I was optimistic about
the outcome of this case, as I indicated
last year (“The Looming Supreme Court
Showdowns,” FREE INQUIRY August/September 2013, Volume 33, no. 5). In 1983,
in Marsh v. Chambers, the Supreme Court
upheld official prayers in the context of
state legislatures and Congress, principally on the basis that the First Congress
had chaplains. With a conservative
majority on the court, one could envision
the Marsh decision being expanded to
include local government meetings.
However, there is one clear distinction between local government meetings and sessions of Congress or state
legislatures: citizens often have to participate in county or city meetings to
present petitions or arguments on matters that affect them directly, whether
secularhumanism.org

it’s a zoning dispute, complaints about
noise, or the need for another dog
park, whereas they attend sessions
of Congress or their state legislature
only as tourists. When citizens interact directly with their government, the
first order of business should not be a
sectarian prayer, which sends an unmistakable message to religious minorities
and the nonreligious that they are outsiders, second-class citizens.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court
majority was not persuaded by this distinction. More disturbingly, the reasoning of the majority opinion displayed a
contempt for the rights of nonbelievers.
The majority opinion referred to the fact
that religion holds an important place
in the lives of “many Americans.” Well,
that’s undoubtedly true, but humanists
and atheists are citizens also, and it is
decidedly not the role of government
to endorse the religious views held by
“many Americans.” Our Constitution
plainly indicates that the government is
to stay clear of religious matters, allowing the people to come to their own
conclusions about religion without any
compulsion, prodding, encouragement,
or oversight by the state. Deference to
the religious sentiments of the majority
is precisely what the Constitution, in particular the First Amendment, is intended
to prohibit.

The court majority also provided a
tortuous justification for not finding
sectarian Christian prayers impermissible. The majority reasoned that it
would be difficult, if not impossible,
to draft a generic prayer satisfactory
to everyone. In addition, the majority
observed that government should stay
out of the business of editing prayers
and censoring clergy. In a remarkable
statement, the majority asserted, “Once
[the government] invites prayer into the
public sphere, government must permit
a prayer giver to address his or her own
God or gods as conscience dictates”
(emphasis added). I agree completely
that the government should not draft
or edit prayers, but the solution to
this problem is not to grant clergy a
government platform to say what they
want to say. Rather, the solution is
to refrain from “invit[ing] prayer into
the public sphere” in the first place!
Effectively, the majority conceded that
having official prayers at government
meetings entangles the government
with religion but then concluded that
the solution to this unconstitutional
entanglement is to ignore it—provided,
of course, that “many Americans” don’t
object to the practice.
Seldom have so many words been
accompanied by such twisted logic to
obscure the evisceration of a constitutional provision.
Although the case was wrongly
decided and represents a sharp setback
to church-state separation, the court’s
ruling does serve a couple of useful
purposes. First, it should dispel any illusion that this country is quickly becoming more accepting of the nonreligious.
Sure, polls indicate some increase in
our numbers and some decrease in
the level of prejudice, but the nonreligious are still regarded too often as
both suspect and politically toothless.
It is too widely imagined that their
concerns can be brushed aside with
impunity. This situation is not going
to change unless and until humanists,
atheists, and other nonreligious people
resolve to become active, protest, sup-

port the movement’s advocacy groups,
and punish at the ballot box those
politicians who would deny us our constitutional rights. If we are united in
our efforts, changing the legal/political
climate in our favor is not an impossible
dream. Bear in mind that the Supreme
Court’s decision was based on the narrowest of margins—a 5–4 vote. One
vote the other way, and we would have
been able to limit or eliminate payers at
local government meetings.
But we also need to bear in mind
that if another justice is added to the
court’s current conservative majority,
giving it a solid block of six justices,
our government’s current embrace of
majoritarian religious sentiment may
not change for a generation. This could
happen, and it may well happen if we
sit on our hands.

“When citizens interact directly
with their government, the first
order of business should not be
a sectarian prayer, which sends
an unmistakable message to
religious minorities and the nonreligious that they are outsiders,
second-class citizens.”

The decision also highlighted the
renewed aggressiveness of the religious Right. As mentioned above, protest over the Town of Greece’s practice started only after it abandoned a
moment-of-silence to go with in-yourface sectarian prayers. This was not a
case that involved some centuries-old
venerable tradition. It was a case of
some religious activists wanting to turn
a government meeting into a pulpit—
and daring anyone to do something
about it. We’ve all heard the many
claims by members of the Christian
Right that they are being discriminated
against by those horrible militant
secularhumanism.org
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atheists. Poppycock! It’s the Christian
Right that is spoiling for a fight. They
are the ones trying to throw up Ten
Commandments monuments or displays everywhere and continually devising schemes to try to circumvent court
rulings on school prayer. Significantly,
immediately after the decision in Town
of Greece v. Galloway, a member of

“. . . Disturbingly, the reasoning
of the majority opinion
displayed a contempt for
the rights of nonbelievers.”

the Roanoke (Virginia) County Board
of Supervisors stated that the board
should explicitly prohibit non-Christian
prayers being said during invocations.
The renewed aggressiveness of some
religious groups is also evidenced by
the other major Supreme Court case
this term, Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby. This

is the case in which some corporations
generally applicable laws and regulations, the consequences will be signifiare arguing that due to the religious
cant. Such a ruling would threaten one
beliefs of their owners, they should be
of the cornerstone principles of a secuexempt from government regulations
lar state—namely, that one law applies
that require employer-provided insurto all, with no special preferences
ance to cover contraceptive care. The
based on religion. Moreover, in comreligious Right claims that religious libbination with the decision in Town of
erty is imperiled by these government
Greece v. Galloway, it would transform
regulations. This is nonsense, of course.
the wall separating church and state
The regulations do not require anyone
into a sieve. Religious institutions and
who objects to contraception on relipractices would officially be granted
gious grounds to use contraception.
favored status—again, provided they
What the religious groups really want
appeal to “many Americans.”
is the right to impose their religious
If we’re confronted with such a situviews on third parties, in this case,
ation,
we can either meekly accept it or
those employees who may want to use
we
can
unite and use all our resources
contraception.
to
resist
and reverse this pernicious
I am writing this in late May, about
coupling
of
government and religion. I
fifty days before the publication of
prefer
the
latter
course.
the issue of FREE INQUIRY in which it will
appear. By the time you read this, the
Supreme Court will have decided the
Hobby Lobby case. If the
Supreme Court upholds
Ronald A. Lindsay is the CEO and president of the Center for
the right of corporations
Inquiry, a supporting organization of the Council for Secular
to claim a wide-ranging
Humanism.
religious exemption from

CFI’s Michael De Dora elected president of the United Nations
NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief
On Monday, June 16, CFI's representative to the United
Nations, Michael De Dora, was elected president of the United
Nations NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The
Committee was formed to promote and defend international
agreements protecting the rights to freedom of religion and
belief and consists of more than two dozen religious and nonreligious groups.
The Committee is composed of representatives of Non-Governmental
Organizations working in the UN community and was formed in New York
in 1991 to seek to strengthen the effectiveness of the United Nations in the
prevention of religious intolerance and discrimination and the advancement of freedom of religion or belief. The purpose of the committee is to
promote freedom of religion or belief through enhanced NGO relations
with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, other relevant UN Offices, and UN member states, and through improved communications between concerned
NGOs in New York and Geneva. The role of the Committee is to coordinate NGO activities in New York
so as to reinforce the efficacy of the United Nations in the areas of promotion and protection of the
right of freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and meets six times a year.
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OP-ED

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

L

ater I’ll have something to say
about Barbara Ehrenreich’s frustrating recently published apologia for mystical experience. But first,
it’s time to cast a new word—no,
two—alongside spirit into my personal
Dungeon for Words Secular Humanists
Should Try Really Hard Not to Use.
In a 2013 Guardian blog post bewailing atheism’s poverty as a supporting
matrix for secular ceremonies, British
writer Suzanne Moore wrote: “We may
find the fuzziness of new age thinking
with its emphasis on ‘nature’ and ‘spirit’
impure, but to dismiss the human need
to express transcendence and connection
with others as stupid is itself stupid.”
If you’ve been looking for an elevator
speech about the differences between
religious and secular humanism, this is
a great place to start. Religious humanists may well yearn to “express transcendence and connection with others.”
How do secular humanists differ? While
we cherish “connection with others” as
warmly as anyone else, insofar as we are
secular, we reject “transcendence” out
of hand. For secular humanists, there’s
simply no such thing as transcendence
or the transcendent.
A core aspect of the secular view is
the insight, rooted in science, that reality is mundane. Reality is the domain of
matter, energy, their interactions, and
(so far as we can tell) nothing else.* On
the secular view, then, words such as
spirit and transcendence simply have no
referents. To the degree that reverence
is understood transitively—as denot*Okay, there may be dark matter and dark
energy, but I’m betting that when we find
out if—or what—they are, they too will take
their places among the ordinary constituents
of the cosmos.

ing awe, veneration, or respect toward
something beyond—it has no referents
either. The domain of everyday experience can’t be transcended. There is
nothing above it, nothing beyond or
over it, nothing to revere . . . only reality.
That’s not to say that secular humanists can’t have sweeping aesthetic or
emotional experiences—but we understand them naturalistically. Yes, that
symphony swept me away, though I
recognize that my experience was brain
states all the way down. It is to say
that when religious or congregational
humanists craft rituals that speak to
“spirituality” or “reverence” or “the universal human quest for the transcendent,” they shouldn’t be surprised when
secular humanists decline to join in.
Is the yearning for the transcendent a
human universal? Maybe so—the jury’s
still out—but even if it is, what does that
prove? The yearning for eternal life is
probably universal too, and humanists
make no bones about pointing out that
there is none of it to be had. The yearning for immortality is achingly real; its
target is an illusion. What is so difficult in
recognizing that “the quest for the transcendent” might be more of the same?
More Americans than ever acknowledge that there’s no god. A smaller
number also realize that there exists
no transcendent realm, not even a
shadowy impersonal one. Those who
recognize this are secular humanists,
and let’s admit it, many of us find the
religious-humanist impulse to play in
the cracks of a world-picture that we
know actually leaves no room for the
transcendent somewhat sad. To borrow Suzanne Moore’s harsh word, yes,
some of us find it stupid.

secularhumanism.org

In late 2013, I posted a version of
the above on the Center for Inquiry’s
Free Thinking blog. The comments it
sparked were revealing and convinced
me that it’s time for us to consign
transcendence, reverence, and their
cognates to the linguistic hoosegow
alongside spirit and its cognates.
A little background: back in 1994, I

Religious humanists may yearn
to “express transcendence
and connection with others.”
Secular humanists cherish
“connection with others” as
warmly as anyone, but reject
transcendence out of hand.

wrote a piece in the Secular Humanist
Bulletin urging secular folks to abandon words such as spirit, spiritual, and
spirituality. I argued that spirit and
its cognates are so deeply associated
in the popular mind with immaterial
agency that secular people simply can’t
wield them without being misinterpreted as confessing to a belief in gods
or ghosts, undermining our credibility
as advocates for naturalism.
Today, I’m proposing to triple the
population of spirit’s slammer. Here’s
why: one blog commenter assured me
that “Transcendence IS used in mod(Continued on page 48)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

“F

undamentalist believers want
everything to be simple. They
want their moral choices to be
straightforward: they want a clear rulebook that outlines their choices, written for them by a perfect god. They
want the world divided up into clearly
labeled categories, with good people
in one box and evil people in another.
It’s so childish. The world isn’t like that.
And the world shouldn’t be like that.
It would be horrible. Why would they
even want that?”
Lots of atheists I know say stuff like
this. I sometimes say it myself. And then

I have one of those days when I’m hit
with a barrage of difficult, complicated
choices that have no clear answers, and
by the end I’m exhausted with decision
fatigue and couldn’t even tell you what
kind of ice cream I wanted. I have one
of those days when someone I thought
I knew well does something that’s not
just appalling but completely out of
character, unlike anything I’ve ever
seen this person do, and the ground
starts to crack under my feet as I wonder how many of my other friends are
hiding crucial parts of their faces and
their characters and their lives. I have
one of those days when the sun is shin-

ing and our backyard is beautiful and
tranquil, and people on the other side
of the globe are kidnapping schoolgirls
and selling them into sex slavery, and
I don’t know how to live in the world
with it being so astonishingly wonderful and at the same time so deeply terrible. I have one of those days, or weeks,
or months, or years. Or the world has
one of those days, or weeks, or months,
or years. And I suddenly get a lot more
sympathy for the desire to have an
either/or world.
I don’t agree with the black or white
view, of course. I’ll get to that in a minute. I don’t think it’s an accurate view
of the world, and ultimately, I don’t
think it’s a desirable one. I’m just saying
that I get why some people yearn for it.
Nuance is hard. Nuance is one of the
hardest things to accept and manage.
Many decisions are messy; different values come into conflict, and there is no
one clear answer. (Do I take a bath every
day, which contributes to the California
drought but helps alleviate my depression? Do I buy computer equipment
made in China, which supports appalling labor conditions but enables me to
do the work I do?) Many differences
don’t have clear demarcations: they’re
spectrums, continuums; even good
and evil shade into each other imperceptibly. (Where do forgiveness and
flexibility shade into being a doormat
with no boundaries—and where does
enforcing boundaries and insisting on
justice shade into being an unforgiving
hard-ass with no compassion or understanding of human frailty?) Trusting
people doesn’t mean you have absolute certainty: it means being closer
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“I don’t agree with the black or
white view . . . I’m just saying
that I get why some people
yearn for it.”
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to one end of the trust spectrum than
the other, and no matter how careful
or smart you are about who you trust
and when, you have no guarantee that
your trust will be rewarded. Absolute
safety is impossible: no matter how
rich we are, how strong, how healthy,
how well-insured, how many gates and
guards we put between ourselves and
the world, we can never be 100 percent
protected from harm. (If nothing else,
an asteroid could crash into the planet
and destroy us all.)
Decisions are messy, distinctions are
blurry, life is uncertain. And yet we
have to make decisions, and make distinctions, and move forward in our lives
with some sort of confidence.
And we have to take responsibility for it. When the lines aren’t clearly
drawn for us, we have to draw them
ourselves. When we draw them wrong,
we have to take responsibility. We learn
from our experiences as best we can, so
we can draw those lines better in the
future—but we do this with the understanding that the parameters constantly
change and without any certainty that
we’ll get it right.
There are moments when I find this
liberating, even exhilarating. I’m free!
My life is mine! And there are moments
when I find it exhausting, overwhelming, when the burden of responsibility literally feels like a physical burden,
like sandbags hanging from my shoulders. Those are the moments when I
understand the desire for an either/or
world—the desire for clear rules to follow and for an absolute certainty that
the rules are perfect.
(Continued on page 50)

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal
Public Schools Persist

O

n May 17, 1954, when a unanimous Supreme Court ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education that
racially segregated public schools are
inherently unconstitutional, I was elated.
At last, the high court’s former, disgraceful, un-American decision in Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) legitimizing “separate
but equal” public education had been
overturned. I had been following a series
of court cases, particularly the one led by
lawyer Thurgood Marshall that finally
expelled Jim Crow from the lives and
futures of American schoolchildren.
But over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education disintegrated. The extent to which the
Fourteenth Amendment’s “equal protection of the laws” is now denied to so
many students was starkly shown in a
May 16, 2014, New York Times report by
Sheryl Gay Stolberg: “Today about four
in 10 Black and Latino students attend
intensely segregated schools, the federal Department of Education reported
on its official blog Friday, adding that
only 14 percent of white students
attend schools that could be considered
multicultural.” *
And consider this statement by the
Department of Education’s assistant
secretary for civil rights, Catherine E.
Lhamon: “We have slowly and very
steadily slipped backward. All over the
country we are seeing more and more
racially segregated schools.”
Ocynthia Williams, a United Parents
of Highbridge (the Bronx) parent organizer, pinpointed the basis for this
thriving segregation in another arti-

cle: “The way it is now, your zip code
defines your destiny. It’s shameful and
it’s really sad.”†

*“Michelle Obama Cites Views of Growing
Segregation,” New York Times, May 16, 2014.

†“Regents Woe for Minorities,” New York
Daily News, May 18, 2014.

Added Ernest Logan, president of
the Principals Union: “We forget to
consider the social ills. Housing, poverty, hunger and health. How can a kid
worry about what he’s learning if he’s
not eating? We’ve been talking about
it for 40 years.”
Summarizing what our founders
were unable to foresee—though some
were uneasy about the breadth and
depth of independence—Mona Davis,
president of the New York City Parents
Union, which focuses on the kids in
New York City schools, said: “Our students are receiving a separate and
unequal education.”
I live and work in New York City,
wrongly regarded by its many domestic and foreign tourists as the most
culturally advanced of American cities.
So it is in many cities—and yes, even
suburbs—throughout this hypothetical
land of liberty. Will this crisis be a compelling issue in the 2016 presidential
and congressional elections?
In her commencement speech
before twelve thousand high-school
seniors in Topeka, Kansas, where the
Brown v. Board of Education case originated, First Lady Michelle Obama said:
“Today, by some measures, our schools
are as segregated as they were when
Dr. King gave his final speech. Many
districts in this country have actually
pulled back on efforts to integrate
their schools, and many communities
have become less diverse.” I commend

secularhumanism.org

her for speaking out. Maybe her husband—until, thank goodness, he leaves
office—will address this betrayal of
Brown v. Board of Education.
For years, the leading national expert
on separate and unequal public schools
has been Dr. Gary Orfield, codirector
of the Civil Rights Project at University
of California, Los Angeles. On May 15,
2014, for that project, he coauthored a
report, “Brown at 60; Great Progress, a
Long Retreat and an Uncertain Future.”
Among his conclusions: “Black and

“. . . Over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education
disintegrated.”

Latino students tend to be in schools
with a substantial majority of poor
children, but white and Asian students
are typically in middle-class schools.
Segregation is by far the most serious in
central cities of all sizes and suburbs of
the largest metro areas, which are now
half nonwhite.” And dig this: “Latinos
are significantly more segregated than
blacks in suburban America.”
How did this happen? The Civil Rights
Project report adds: “The Supreme Court
has fundamentally changed desegregation law, and many major court orders
have been dropped. Our statistical analysis shows that segregation increased
substantially after the plans were termi(Continued on page 51)
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

When Does Human Life Begin?

W

hen does human life begin?
For those in the “personhood”
movement in the United States,
there is no doubt about when that
happens—it is at conception, when
the sperm meets the egg. The personhood movement has gained a foothold among antiabortion activists who
are looking to pass laws that define
embryos as people with full rights.
Personhood advocates aim to outlaw all
abortions, along with in vitro fertilization, embryonic stem-cell research, and
emergency contraception. Granting
embryos personhood would also mean
that someone who killed a pregnant
woman at any stage in her pregnancy
would be at risk of prosecution for a
double homicide. And in those states
that restrict a woman’s right to utilize
a living will if she is pregnant, no living
will could apply from the moment of
conception.
A personhood law has been enacted
in North Dakota. Wisconsin, Florida, and
Colorado are seeing the most recent
attempts by personhood proponents to
write their stance into state law.
Personhood measures have made
the Colorado ballot twice before, in
2008 and 2010, led by the efforts of a
Denver-based nonprofit group called
Personhood USA. Those measures did
not pass. Last year, nine states had personhood bills either introduced in their
state legislatures or put forward as ballot initiatives, as occurred in Colorado.
So far, none has passed.
Put aside the fact that those who
advocate for personhood never say
when personhood precisely begins—
when a sperm reaches an egg, when
it penetrates the egg, when genetic
recombination begins, or when a new
genome is formed. There is plenty
about personifying an embryo that

makes no empirical sense.
Those who argue that personhood
begins at conception base their claim
on the assertion that every human life
begins with conception. That is true.
But what they fail to acknowledge is
that conception does not always create
an embryo life, much less a baby. In
fact, it usually does not.
Why is this fact not well publicized?
Because scientists and doctors have,
sadly, held themselves aloof from the
whole contentious argument. Many
endorse the view of the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences (NAS), which
stated in 1981 that the existence of
human life at conception is “a question to which science can provide no
answer.” Since that time, scientists and
physicians have remained more or less
mum—or self-censored—on this issue.
While it is true that the law or theology can stipulate when life and personhood begin, it is also true that science
and medicine have found facts that
bear on the possible answers to that
question. While the facts, as the NAS
noted in 1981, do not tell us what we
ought to say about when personhood
begins, they do certainly, contrary to
the NAS view, lay out boundaries for
what can be said about the starting
point. So what are the facts?
Sometimes, conception creates more
than one life—twins or triplets, but
then one of those lives is absorbed into
the body of another—fetal resorption.
It really is not clear how many lives can
be started at the moment of conception, and to say that a person always
begins at conception is patently false.
The biggest empirical problem with
the view that personhood begins at
conception is the scientific fact that
a large percentage of embryos lack
the capacity, under any circumstances,
secularhumanism.org

Caplan Receives National
Science Board Award
The National Science Board (NSB) has
named Arthur L Caplan the 2014 recipient of its Public Service Award for an
individual for his exemplary service in
fostering public understanding of science and engineering.
“Years before the cloned sheep
Dolly appeared on the global stage,
Arthur Caplan was working to raise
public awareness and discussion
about ethical implications of science,”
said Ruth David, Chair of the NSB’s
Committee on Honorary Awards.
“Arthur engaged with reporters, wrote
and talked about ethical and policy
questions related to science, medicine
and bioengineering, and encouraged
his peers and students to do likewise.”
Caplan is the founding head of
the Division of Bioethics at New York
University Langone Medical Center in
New York. He is the author or editor of
thirty-two books and over six hundred
papers in peer-reviewed journals. He
has chaired a number of national and
international committees and writes
several columns, including one for FREE
INQUIRY since 2006. He is also a fellow
of several professional organizations,
including the Hastings Center, the
American College of Legal Medicine,
and the American Association for the
Advancement of Science.
Caplan has previously received the
McGovern Medal of the American
Medical Writers Association and the
Patricia Price Browne Prize in Biomedical
Ethics, and he was named a Person of
the Year for 2001 by USA Today.
—Andrea Szalanski, FREE INQUIRY

Managing Editor
(Continued on page 51)
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Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

OP-ED

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

I

’ve met Maryam Namazie (the spokesperson for Iran Solidarity, One Law for All,
and the Council of Ex-Muslims of Britain)
several times now. I will be speaking at
her conference in London in October.
Namazie is one of the leading proponents of adopting the label “ex-Muslim”
as one’s principal identifier, in preference to, say, “atheist” or “humanist.” She
argues for this because atheists or
humanists who come from a Muslim
background face great difficulties that
other atheists or humanists might not. Of
course, those living in Muslim-dominated
countries face greater difficulties still.

“Thirteen countries prescribe the
death penalty for atheists, all of
them Muslim-dominated.”

I think I agree with her partly in principle. I hail from a Muslim-dominated
country (Iraq), where I faced extensive
discrimination and even death threats.
Thirteen countries prescribe the death
penalty for atheists, all of them Muslimdominated: Afghanistan, Iran, Malaysia,
the Maldives, Mauritania, Nigeria,
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Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia,
Sudan, the United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen. I would add Iraq to the list as
well; although Iraqi law does not define
atheism as a capital offense, atheists
(Christians and secular Muslims too) are
constantly targeted by the militias that
pretty much control most of the country.
But part of me disagrees with choosing “ex-Muslim” as one’s primary identifier. I am uncomfortable with it because
of my general opposition to tribalism
and favoritism. Some might accuse me
of suffering from “big city” syndrome (I
was raised in Baghdad and now live in
Washington, D.C.; in between, I lived in
cities such as Beirut and Kuala Lumpur),
but I see cosmopolitanism as a virtue.
Because of it, I prefer to identify myself
with atheism and humanism as parts
of a larger national and global movement, rather than identifying principally with people who happen to come
from the same religious background
that I do. Another way to express it is
that I would rather identify with what
I hope to accomplish, not just with the
circumstances I came from.
Another reason not to embrace the
label “ex-Muslim” uncritically is that
from research and also from personal
experience, I know that a great many
atheists of Muslim background still
hold attitudes toward LGBT issues and
women’s rights that aren’t far removed
from those of still-practicing Muslims.
Not long ago, I had a conversation with
someone who identifies as an ex-Mus-
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lim from Kuwait. He told me matter-offactly that he believes women should
be stoned to death for not being virgins. Yes, he actually believes that, in
the twenty-first century. He lives in New
York City. And he’s far from alone. Since
I came to the United States, I’ve traveled to more than twenty-five states
and met great numbers of ex-Muslims.
Quite a few of them may be atheists,
but they have a long way to go before
they will be considered rationalists or
humanists.
For that reason, after weighing the
arguments I’ve decided that describing
myself primarily as an ex-Muslim is not
for me. It’s a label that captures only
the past and speaks nothing about
one’s code of ethics or one’s vision for
the world. The focus of my work has
always been on what’s next.
I believe in advocating for rational and critical thinking, for skepticism,
human rights, and the importance of
the scientific method because I think
these things lead to a better world in a
way that just being an ex-Muslim does
not. Additionally, if men and women of
reason can unite under one umbrella
regardless of our backgrounds of faith,
we can achieve much more and present
a more united front to our opponents
than if we remain divided by our religions of origin.
Speaking of divisiveness, I’ve found
that ex-Muslims in the United States
tend to be divided by ethnicity. There
(Continued on page 49)

Nigel Barber

OP-ED

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

T

he separation of church and state
in the U.S. constitution is more
honored in the breach than in the
observance. Those who want to escape
from organized religion must fight for
that freedom against those in power
who would foist religious views upon
them at every turn. The religious Pledge
of Allegiance continues to be recited in
public schools, despite its being clearly
unconstitutional.
Religious oppression is far worse in
other countries than it is in the United
States. Living here is not like living in an
Islamic republic, where rejecting Islam
(apostasy) is punishable by death. Still,
that is a very low bar. Countries that
lack religious freedom have a very bad
quality of life in other respects, as I
pointed out in my book Why Atheism
Will Replace Religion.
It is not unreasonable to expect that
the home of modern democracy would
grant its citizens the same freedom
to reject religion as residents of other
developed democracies enjoy, especially
when that right is written into the U.S.
Constitution in the sense that no religion may be established by the state.
Yet the establishment of the Christian
religion is apparent everywhere. I would
like to know why my taxes are used to
pay a Christian chaplain who is hired by
Congress to lead that body in prayer.
Why do the U.S. Armed Forces, including
the National Guard, use my tax money
to pay chaplains who lead the troops in
prayer?

I am not a constitutional scholar,
but it is hard to see how these activities
could be interpreted as anything but
establishment of religion by the state.
Why is the president sworn into office
using a Bible and religious language
implying that the office draws strength
from God, in violation of the Article VI
prohibition on religious texts as a condition for holding public office?

would certainly explain why he might
bother to visit the pope in Rome, seeming like a supplicant before the outlandish pomp and circumstance of the
Vatican. It would also explain his fondness for hosting “prayer breakfasts.”
I have some questions for the president and the Supreme Court about the
presumed separation of church and state.

In Our Thoughts and Prayers
It would be easy to write off the presidential oath as an exercise in tradition
were it not for the fact that the head
of state engages in a constant flow of
religious cheerleading. If something bad
happens to Americans, the president
informs their families that the victims
are “in our thoughts and prayers.”
This is an ambiguous formulation.
Who is doing the praying, the Obamas
or the government? A more irritating
interpretation is that all Americans are
praying for the victims. When the head
of state is responding to a national
disaster, that seems the most plausible
interpretation.
President Barack Obama is not alone
in his frequent reference to religion;
most other recent presidents did exactly
the same, suggesting that religious
utterances are perceived as safe ground
for American presidents. Indeed, if one
listened to the content of Obama’s public statements, one might be forgiven
for concluding that he was a religious
leader rather than a secular one. That
secularhumanism.org

“The religious Pledge of
Allegiance continues to be
recited in schools, despite its
being clearly unconstitutional.”

Questions for the President and the
Supreme Court
• Why, so long after the Cold War has
ended, do we still have “In God we
trust” on our coins and paper money?
• How can the governor of Alabama,
on his first day in office, say that people who are not Christians are not
his brothers or sisters? Why does my
local TV weatherman in Alabama tell
me that I will need an umbrella on my
way to church?
(Continued on page 50)
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Lauren Becker

OP-ED

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

I

t’s 1784, and James Madison has a
problem: the General Assembly of
Virginia has just proposed a bill that
would establish a special tax to pay for
“teachers of the Christian Religion.”
The bill has wide support because
the Episcopal Church—the dominant
church—will benefit greatly from
having taxpayers pay for its teachers.
Madison, however, knows better. He
knows the bill is an attack on the principle of freedom of conscience and
a threat to the liberties so recently
wrenched from King George III.

“In their minds, there is a causal
link between secular government
and societal decay, so—‘to protect our country’—they’ve been
hacking away at what Jefferson
called the ‘wall of separation’
between church and state.”

So what does he do? What does the
future Founding Father, Father of the
Constitution, Father of the Bill of Rights,
and fourth president of the United
States do? He sits down and writes out
a list of fifteen reasons that Virginians
should reject the bill and any other
attempt to mix religion and government. Then he puts it in a petition and
sends it all over the Commonwealth.
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Remarkably, Madison’s “Memorial
and Remonstrance” and dozens of other
petitions collected over ten thousand
signatures. When the General Assembly
gathered again in 1785, the bill died
before it even made it to the floor.
The success of Madison’s petition set the stage for the passage of
Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia Statute of
Religious Freedom. Then, in 1787, when
the Constitutional Convention met to
create a new American system of government, the language of the Virginia
Statute became the law of the nation
and inspired the first secular republic in
history.
This is our history—unless of course
you’re one of countless people who
think America is a Christian nation
founded on biblical principles.
Right now, millions of Americans are
convinced that our society is in the midst
of a steep moral decline. To slow the
decay, many right-wing political and
religious leaders and their followers are
demanding a “return” to the foundation
of American virtue, which they believe
to be the Bible and Christian doctrine.
They believe that, if we just do what
God tells us to do, he will make it all better. Alarmingly, they also believe that if
we don’t do what God tells us to do, he
will punish us. In their minds, there is a
causal link between secular government
and societal decay, so—“to protect our
country”—they’ve been hacking away
at what Jefferson called the “wall of
separation” between church and state.
For them, goodness comes from God, so
if we are to be a good country, we must
be a godly one.

secularhumanism.org

James Madison’s
‘Memorial and
Remonstrance’
Madison’s reasons of 1785 are still relevant today and remain a compelling
argument against the impulse to mingle church and state. To paraphrase
(with apologies to the most eloquent
Madison):
1. A person’s relationship with God
is between that person and God,
so a majority of people should
not be able to impose its religious
opinion on individuals.
2. Government gets its power from
the people. Since people should
not impose their religious opinions on one another, government
should not impose religion on
individuals either.
3. We just fought really hard to win
our liberties from England—why
would we want to start giving
them away again?
4. If we expect to be free to worship
God in our own way, we have
to let everyone else do the same
thing. A just God is more offended
by inequality than by uncertainty.
5. The president isn’t an authority on
religious truth, and the state is not
the means of salvation.
6. Are you worried that religion
will fail without the support of
the government? Isn’t your faith
stronger than that?
(Continued on page 46)

LETTERS
was legal—but at the husband’s
behest, not the wife’s.
If antifeminists want to wail
against abortion rights, they
should answer one question:
If a woman cannot control the
functioning of her own womb,
then who does and why? As this
question is answered candidly
and with unabashed historical
accuracy, we shall have uncovered the true plight of women
down through the ages.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Stigma of Abortion
Re “Fingernails” by Ophelia Benson, FI, June/July 2014: there
can be no question that negative public stigmas can be far
more oppressive than adverse
laws. There is no greater example of this than in the historic
struggle for women’s equality.
In America women have had
the right to vote since 1919. But
it is the prejudicial stigma that
“nice girls don’t do that” that
has held women in check for
generations. This was certainly
true in the fight for artificial
birth control. It is now true in
the fight for unfettered abortion rights.
As the U.S. Supreme Court
has ruled, a safe abortion is a
Fourth Amendment right subject to some statutory limitations. This being the case, a
woman wanting an abortion
should not have to beg the
indulgence of any adverse and
demeaning person, organization, or moral judgment.
An abortion is not an “unfortunate last resort.” It is not a
postdated act of birth control
that a woman should have prevented. It is not a selfish evasion
of parental responsibility: that,
as we have historically known,
was invented by men for men’s
purposes with women having
no say in the issue. For example, in ancient Rome, abortion

and so forth. There are things
that I would prefer were not
known by family and friends,
but it is most rational for me
to realize I could either not do
such things or accept that it is
OK to do them and not worry
about possible reactions.
The more we know about
what others are doing, the more
likely we will be able to reduce
and prevent the morally and
socially unacceptable actions
that are occurring worldwide.

Bill Evers
West Lafayette, Indiana
Nat Hentoff replies:

The New Age of
Surveillance
Re “Are You Ready for a New
Age of Surveillance?” by Nat
Hentoff (FI, June/July 2014): I
have difficulty understanding
all the concerns related to people knowing what other people
are doing. Anything that might
diminish privacy is seen as a
sign of the downfall of civilization. What is it that people feel
needs to be kept from others?
Are they acting in a manner
that is illegal or possibly just
very embarrassing to them? We
shouldn’t be committing illegalities, so that is not a legitimate
reason for wanting privacy. If
we have been socialized to feel
embarrassed by some behaviors, it is time to try and get past
that sort of cultural pressure.
Easy to say, hard to do, I agree,
but still it is not an argument for
wanting to prevent others from
knowing what we are doing.
One could argue that people
may try and use such “private”
information to harm an individual. This would not be acceptable but should be dealt with
by education, socialization, and
laws that prevent discrimination based on factors such as
sex, ethnicity, health conditions,

I suggest that Mr. Evers read the
Fourth Amendment to the Bill of
Rights to be more aware of the
widespread concerns that the
government—without informing us—can wholly and boundlessly invade our privacy. When
British officials did that to us colonists, it was one of the precipitating causes of the American
Revolution. As for when private
sources—from corporations to
personal enemies—do the same,
this spying is also most rationally
un-American. It is most remarkable to meet someone who is so
open to being spied on.

who agree that outlawing them
does not serve a public interest.
It would be absurdly wasteful for
our houses to be served by three
or four competing electrical grids,
but to achieve the efficiency of
a single grid, government must
regulate its owners so they do
not extract ruinous rents or provide unreliable service. People
don’t like to pay taxes, but without them we would not have
roads or bridges, or educated
children—investments that are
essential to the welfare of us all.
Government alone can protect
the commons—such as the atmosphere and drinking water. We
can debate how stringent these
protections should be and how
they should be achieved, but
without them we would all be
less healthy and die sooner, at
best.
The public interest is often
contested and elusive, but the
concept is indispensable. Without
it, we would live in the anarchic
squalor of Somalia, which is the
best extant example of the libertarian paradise.

M. Barton Laws, Assistant
Professor
Brown University School of
Public Health
Providence, Rhode Island

Public Choice Theory
Tibor Machan (“Understanding
Public Choice Theory,” FI, June/
July 2014) does a valuable service by regularly revealing that
libertarianism—like the concept
of God—is incoherent and inconsistent with observable reality. It
is certainly true that politics and
policy making must process contending interests and influences.
However, there are innumerable
actions of government that are
very broadly beneficial. For example, people who want to rape
children or rob banks are disadvantaged when these practices
are outlawed, but Machan will
be hard-pressed to find people

secularhumanism.org

American Secular
Identity 2014
Barry A. Kosmin (“American Secular Identity: Twenty-First Century Style,” FI, June/July 2014)
persuasively measures further
advances among American college students toward secular
identification based on findings
from his 2013 ISSSC online survey. Nevertheless, stubborn “dis(Continued on page 65)
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How Morality Has the Objectivity
that Matters—Without God
Ronald A. Lindsay

T

he thesis of this essay is that morality is not objective in
the same way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective in the ways
that matter: moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can be
mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the world are
relevant to and inform our moral judgments. In other words,
morality is not “subjective” as that term is usually interpreted.
Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive statements
about the world—factual assertions about cars, cats, and cabbages—but neither are they merely expressions of personal
preferences.
This thesis has obvious importance to our understanding
of morality. Moreover, this thesis has special relevance to
humanists and other nonreligious people, because one of the
most frequently made arguments against atheism is that it is
incompatible with the position that morality is objective and
that rejecting the objectivity of morality would have unacceptable consequences.

The Need for God: The Argument from Morality
For centuries now, those who argue for theism have been
running out of room to maneuver. Things that once seemed
to require a supernatural explanation—whether it was thunder, volcanoes, diseases, human cognition, or the existence of
the solar system—have long since become the domain of science. (Admittedly, some, such as Bill O’Reilly, remain unaware
that we can explain the regularity of certain phenomena,
such as the tides, without reliance on divine intervention.)
So the theists have changed tactics. Instead of using God to
explain natural phenomena, theistic apologists have increasingly relied on arguing that God is indispensable for morality.
At first, this contention often took the form of an accusation
that atheists can’t be trusted; they’re immoral. In the last
few decades, however, many theists have—in the face of
overwhelming evidence—grudgingly conceded that at least
some atheists can be good people. So has God now become
irrelevant? Do we need a deity for anything?
Yes, says the theist. Sure, some individual atheists can be
relied upon to act morally, but, as political commentator
16
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Michael Gerson put it, “Atheists can be good people; they just
have no objective way to judge the conduct of those who are
not.” In other words, without God, atheists cannot explain
how there are objective moral truths, and without objective
moral truths, atheists have no grounds for saying anything is
morally right or wrong. We atheists might act appropriately,
but we cannot rationally justify our actions; nor can we criticize those who fail to act appropriately.
Furthermore, this contention that God is required for
morality to be objective has become the new weapon of
choice for those wishing to argue for the existence of God.
For example, the Christian apologist William Lane Craig has
made what he regards as the reality of objective moral truths
the key premise of one of his favorite arguments for the existence of God. According to Craig, there can be no objective
moral truths without God, and since there are objective moral
truths, God must exist.
One traditional counter to the argument that God is
required to ground objective morality is that we cannot possibly rely on God to tell us what’s morally right and wrong. As
Plato pointed out long ago in his dialogue Euthyphro, divine
commands cannot provide a foundation for morality. From a
moral perspective, we have no obligation to follow anyone’s
command—whether it’s God’s, Putin’s, or Queen Elizabeth’s—
just because it is a command. Rules of conduct based on the
arbitrary fiats of someone more powerful than us are not
equivalent to moral norms. Moreover, it is no solution to say
that God commands only what is good. This response presupposes that we can tell good from bad, right from wrong, or, in
other words, that we have our own independent standards for
moral goodness. But if we have such independent standards,
then we don’t need God to tell us what to do. We can determine what is morally right or wrong on our own.
This response to the theist is effective as far as it goes.
Contrary to the theist, God cannot be the source of morality.
However, this doesn’t address the concern that morality then
loses its objectivity. It becomes a matter of personal preference.
We cannot really criticize others for doing something morally
wrong, because all we’re saying is “we don’t like that.”

It’s this fear that without God we’ll have a moral vacuum
and descend into nihilism that sustains some in the conviction that there is a God or that we need to encourage belief
in God regardless of the evidence to the contrary. It sustains
belief in God (or belief in belief) even in the face of the argument from Euthyphro. Logic does not always triumph over
emotion, and the dread that without God we have no moral
grounding—“without God, everything is permitted”—can be
a powerful influence on many.
The notion that God’s word is what counts and what
makes the difference between moral and immoral actions
comforts some because it provides them with the sense that
there is something beyond us, something outside of our ourselves that we can look to determine whether some action is
morally right or wrong. Is murdering someone wrong? Sure,
God tells us that in the Bible. For the devout, that’s a fact. A
fact that can be confirmed, just like the fact that ripe tomatoes are red, not blue. It’s not a matter of subjective opinion.
And if morality isn’t objective, then it must be
subjective, correct?
For these reasons—and also because we
want a firm grounding for morality ourselves—it is incumbent upon humanists, and
secular ethicists generally, to address squarely
the contentions that without God there is no
objectivity in morality and that this situation
would be something dreadful. The problem is
that most try to do this by arguing that morality is objective in a way similar to the way
in which ordinary descriptive statements are
objective. The better argument is that morality is neither objective nor subjective as those
terms are commonly understood.

Secular Attempts to Make Morality Objective
Some secular ethicists have tried to supply substitutes for God
as the moral measuring-stick while adhering to the notion
that morality must be objective and that moral judgments
can be determined to be true or false in ways similar to statements about the world. Some argue that facts have certain
moral implications. In this way, morality is based on natural
facts, and statements about morality can be determined to
be true or false by reference to these facts. Often, the starting
point for such arguments is to point out undisputed facts,
such that pain is a bad thing and, all other things being equal,
people avoid being in pain. Or, if one wants to approach the
issue from the other direction, well-being is a good thing, and,
all other things being equal, people want to have well-being.
The argument will then proceed by using this foundation to
argue that we have a moral obligation to avoid inflicting pain
or to increase well-being. But this will not do. Granted, pain is

“bad” in a nonmoral sense, and people don’t want it, but to
say that inflicting pain on someone is presumptively morally
bad implies we have some justification for saying that this
action is morally bad, not just that it’s unwanted. From where
does this moral obligation derive and how do we detect it?
The problem with trying to derive moral obligations
directly from facts about the world is that it’s always open
for someone to ask “Why do these facts impose a moral obligation?” Sure, well-being may be desirable, and I may want
well-being for myself and those close to me, but that doesn’t
imply that I am obliged to increase well-being in general.
Certainly, it’s not inconsistent for people to say that they want
well-being for themselves and those close to them, but that
they feel no moral obligation to increase the well-being of
people they don’t know. This is not the equivalent of saying
ripe tomatoes are both red and blue simultaneously.
The difficulty in deriving moral obligations directly from
discrete facts about the world was famously noted by the

“. . . Morality is not objective in the same
way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective
in the ways that matter. . . .”

eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume, who
remarked that from a statement about how things are—an
“is” statement—we cannot infer a moral norm about how
things should be—an “ought” statement. Despite various
attempts to show Hume wrong, his argument was and is
sound. Note that Hume did not say that facts are not relevant to moral judgments. Nor did he claim that our moral
norms are subjective—although this is a position often mistakenly attributed to him. He did not assert that the truth
of moral judgments is determined by referring to our inner
states, which would be a subjectivist position. Instead, he
maintained that a factual statement, considered in isolation,
cannot imply a moral norm. An “is” statement and an “ought”
statement are distinct classes of statements.
Some have tried to circumvent the difficulty in deriving
moral obligations directly from factual statements by arguing
that “nonnatural” facts or properties supply the grounding
for morality. However, all such attempts to do so have founsecularhumanism.org
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dered on the inability to describe with precision the nature of
these mysterious nonnatural facts or properties and how it is we
can know them. “Intuition” is sometimes offered as a method for
knowing moral facts, but intuitions notoriously differ.
Derek Parfit, an Oxford scholar whom some regard as one
of the most brilliant philosophers of our time (and I so regard
him), recently produced a massive work on ethics titled On
What Matters. This two-volume work covers a lot of ground,
but one of its main claims is that morality is objective, and we
can and do know moral truths but not because moral judgments describe some fact. Indeed, moral judgments do not
describe anything in the external world, nor do they refer to
our own feelings. There are no mystical moral or normative
entities. Nonetheless, moral judgments express objective
truths. Parfit’s solution? Ethics is analogous to mathematics.
There are mathematical truths even though, on Parfit’s view,
there are no such things as an ideal equation 2 + 2 = 4 existing
somewhere in Plato’s heaven. Similarly, we have objectively
valid moral reasons for not inflicting pain gratuitously even
though there are no mystical moral entities to which we make
reference when we declare, “Inflicting pain gratuitously is
morally wrong.” To quote Parfit, “Like numbers and logical
truths … normative properties and truths have no ontological
status” (On What Matters, vol. 2, p. 487).

So secular attempts to provide an objective foundation
for morality have been … well, less than successful. Does this
imply we are logically required to embrace nihilism?
No. Let me suggest we need to back up and look at morality afresh. The whole notion that morality must be either
entirely subjective or objective in some way comparable to
factual (or in Parfit’s case, mathematical) truths is based on
a misguided understanding of morality. It’s based on a picture of morality in which morality serves functions similar to
factual descriptions (or mathematical theorems). We need to
discard that picture. Let’s clear our minds and start anew.

The Functions of Morality

So, if we are starting from the ground up, let’s ask basic questions. Why should we have morality? What is its purpose?
Note that I am not asking, “Why should I be moral?”—a
question often posed in introductory philosophy courses. I
do not mean to be dismissive of this question, but it raises a
different set of issues than the ones we should concentrate on
now. What I am interested in is reflection on the institution of
morality as a whole. Why bother having morality?
One way to begin to answer this question is just to look
at how morality functions, and has functioned, in human
societies. What is it that morality allows us to do? What can
we accomplish when (most) people behave morally that we
would not be able to accomplish otherwise?
Broadly speaking, morality appears to serve these
related purposes: it creates stability, provides
security, ameliorates harmful conditions, fosters
trust, and facilitates cooperation in achieving
“. . . Moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
shared and complementary goals. In other words,
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can
morality enables us to live together and, while
doing so, to improve the conditions under which
be mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the
we live.
world are relevant to and inform our moral judgments.”
This is not necessarily an exhaustive list of
the functions of morality, nor do I claim to have
explained the functions in the most accurate and
precise way possible. But I am confident that my
list is a fair approximation of some of the key
functions of morality.
How do moral norms serve these functions? In
following moral norms we engage in behavior that enables
Parfit’s proposed solution is ingenious because it avoids
these functions of morality to be fulfilled. When we obey
the troublesome issues presented when we tie moral judgnorms like “don’t kill” and “don’t steal,” we help ensure
ments to facts about the world (or facts about our feelings).
the security and stability of society. It really doesn’t take
However, ingenuity does not ensure that a theory is right.
a genius to figure out why, but that hasn’t stopped some
Parfit provides no adequate explanation of how we know
geniuses from drawing our attention to the importance of
ethical truths, other than offering numerous examples where
moral norms. As the seventeenth-century English philosopher
he maintains we clearly have a decisive reason for doing X
Thomas Hobbes and many others have pointed out, if we
rather than Y. In other words, at the end of the day he falls
always had to fear being injured or having our property stoback on something such as intuition, with the main differlen, we could never have any rest. Our lives would be “solitary,
ence between his theory and other theories being that his
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Besides providing security
intuitions do not reference anything that exists; instead they
and stability by prohibiting certain actions, moral norms also
capture an abstract truth.
18
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promote collaboration by encouraging certain actions and by
sure some will consider it simplistic. I have covered in a couple
providing the necessary framework for the critical practice of
of paragraphs what others devote thick tomes to. But it sufthe “promise”—that is, a commitment that allows others to
fices for my purposes. The main points are that in considering
rely on me. Consider a simple example, one that could reflect
morality, we can see that it serves certain functions, and these
circumstances in the Neolithic Era as much as today. I need a
functions are related to human interests. Put another way,
tool that you have to complete a project, so I ask you to lend
we can describe morality and its purposes without bringing
it to me. You hesitate to lend me the tool, but you also believe
God into the picture; moreover, we can see that morality is
you are obliged to help me if such help doesn’t significantly
a practical enterprise, not a means for describing the world.
harm you. Moreover, I promise to return the tool. You lend me
Moral Judgments Versus Factual Assertions
the tool; I keep my promise to return the tool. This exchange
The practical function of morality is the key to understanding
fosters trust between us. Both of us will be more inclined to
why moral judgments are not true or false in the same way
cooperate with each other in the future. Our cooperation will
that factual statements are true or false. The objective/sublikely improve our respective living conditions.
jective dichotomy implicitly assumes that moral judgments
Multiply this example millions of times, and you get a
are used primarily to describe, so they must have either an
sense of the numerous transactions among people that allow
objective or subjective reference. But, as indicated, moral
a peaceful, stable, prospering society to emerge. You also can
judgments have various practical applications; they are not
imagine how conditions would deteriorate if moral norms
used primarily as descriptive statements.
were not followed. Going back to my tool example, let us
imagine you do not respond positively to my
request for assistance. This causes resentment
and also frustrates my ability to carry out a
beneficial project. I am also less likely to assist
you if you need help. Or say you do lend me
a tool, but I keep it instead of returning it as
promised. This causes distrust, and you are less
“Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive
likely to assist me (and others) in the future.
Multiplied many times, such failures to follow
statements about the world . . . but neither are they merely
moral norms can result in mistrust, reduced
expressions of personal preferences.”
cooperation, and even violence. If I do not
return that tool peacefully, you may resort to
brute force to reacquire it.
Fortunately, over time, humans have acted
in ways that further the objectives of morality
far more often than in ways that frustrate
these objectives. Early humans were able to
Consider these two statements:
establish small communities that survived, in part, because
Kim is hitting Stephanie.
most members of the community followed moral norms.
Without provocation, we ought not to hit people.
These small communities eventually grew larger, again, in
Do these statements have identical functions? I suggest
part because of moral norms. In this instance, what was critthat they do not. The first statement is used to convey factual
ical was the extension of the scope or range of moral norms
information; it tells us about something that is happening.
to those outside one’s immediate community. Early human
The second statement is in the form of a moral norm that
communities were often at war with each other. Tribe memreflects a moral judgment. Depending on the circumstances,
bers acted benevolently only to fellow members of their tribe;
the second statement can be used to instruct someone, conoutsiders were not regarded as entitled to the same treatdemn someone, admonish someone, exhort someone, confirm
ment. One of the earliest moral revolutions was the extenthat the speaker endorses this norm, and so forth. The second
sion of cooperative behavior—almost surely based initially
statement has primarily practical, not descriptive, functions.
on trade—to members of other communities, which allowed
Admittedly, in some circumstances, moral norms or descriptive
for peaceful interaction and the coalescing of small human
counterparts of moral norms also can be used to make an
groups into larger groups. This process has been repeated
assertion about the world, but they do not primarily serve to
over the millennia of human existence (with frequent, sanconvey factual information.
guinary interruptions) until we have achieved something like
In rejecting the proposition that moral judgments are
a global moral community.
equivalent to factual statements about the world, I am not
This outline of morality and its history is so simple that I am
secularhumanism.org
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endorsing the proposition that moral judgments are subjective. A subjective statement is still a descriptive statement
that is determined to be true by reference to facts. It’s
simply a descriptive statement referring to facts about our
inner states—our desires, our sentiments—as opposed to
something in the world. To claim that moral judgments are
subjective is to claim that they are true or false based on how
a particular person feels. That’s not how most of us regard
moral judgments.

But if Moral Judgments Do Not Refer to Facts, How Do We
Decide What’s Right and Wrong?
It’s obvious that people disagree about moral issues, but
the extent of that disagreement is often exaggerated. The
reality is that there is a core set of moral norms that almost
all humans accept. We couldn’t live together otherwise. For
humans to live together in peace and prosper, we need to
follow norms such as do not kill, do not steal, do not inflict
pain gratuitously, tell the truth, keep your commitments,
reciprocate acts of kindness, and so forth. The number of core
norms is small, but they govern most of the transactions we
have with other humans. This is why we see these norms in all

“. . . This contention that God is required if
morality is to be objective has become the new
weapon of choice for those wishing to argue
for the existence of God.”

functioning human societies, past and present. Any community in which these norms were lacking could not survive for
long. This shared core of moral norms represents the common
heritage of civilized human society.
These shared norms also reflect the functions of morality
as applied to the human condition. Earlier I observed that
morality has certain functions; that is, it serves human interests and needs by creating stability, providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering trust, and facilitating
cooperation in achieving shared and complementary goals.
One can quibble about my wording, but that morality has
something like these functions is beyond dispute. The norms
of the common morality help to ensure that these functions
are fulfilled by prohibiting killing, stealing, lying, and so forth.
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Given that humans are vulnerable to harm, that we depend
upon the honesty and cooperation of others, and that we are
animals with certain physical and social needs, the norms of
the common morality are indispensable.
We can see now how morality has the type of objectivity
that matters. If we regard morality as a set of practices that has
something like the functions I described, then not just any norm
is acceptable as a moral norm. “Lie to others and betray them”
is not going to serve the functions of morality. Because of our
common human condition, morality is not arbitrary; nor is it subjective in any pernicious sense. When people express fears about
morality being subjective, they are concerned about the view
that what’s morally permissible is simply what each person feels
is morally permissible. But morality is not an expression of personal taste. Our common needs and interests place constraints
on the content of morality. Similarly, if we regard morality as serving certain functions, we can see how facts about the world can
inform our moral judgments. If morality serves to provide security
and foster cooperation, then unprovoked assaults on others run
counter to morality’s aims. Indeed, these are among the types of
actions that norms of the common morality try to prevent. For
this reason, when we are informed that Kim did
hit Stephanie in the face without provocation, we
quickly conclude that what Kim did was wrong,
and her conduct should be condemned.
Note that in drawing that conclusion, we are
not violating Hume’s Law. Facts by themselves do
not entail moral judgments, but if we look upon
morality as a set of practices that provide solutions
to certain problems, for example, violence among
members of the community, then we can see how
facts are relevant to moral judgments. Part of the
solution to violence among members of the community is to condemn violent acts and encourage
peaceful resolution of disputes. Facts provide us
with relevant information about how to best bring
about this solution in particular circumstances.
Similarly, with a proper understanding of morality, we can
also see how we can justify making inferences from factual
statements to evaluative judgments. Recall that the fact/value
gap prevents us from inferring a moral judgment from isolated
statements of fact. But if we recognize and accept that morality
serves certain functions and that the norms of the common
morality help carry out these functions, the inference from facts
to moral judgments is appropriate because we are not proceeding solely from isolated facts to moral judgments; instead, we
are implicitly referencing the background institution of morality.
An isolated factual observation cannot justify a moral judgment,
but a factual observation embedded in a set of moral norms can
justify a moral judgment.

Objection 1: Just Because Morality Serves Certain Functions
Does Not Imply It Should Have Those Functions
At this point, the perceptive reader might object that even
assuming that the functions of morality I have described
correspond to functions served by morality, this does not
address the question of what the functions of morality should
be. Haven’t I just moved the fact/value gap back one step,
from the level of an individual factual statement to the level
of a description of the institution of morality as a whole?
Put another way, explaining how morality functions doesn’t
address the issue of how it should function.
This is a reasonable objection, but it is one I can meet. So
let’s consider this issue: Should morality have objectives that
reflect the functions of morality that I have described, that
is, serving human interests and needs by creating stability,
providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering
trust, and facilitating cooperation in achieving shared and
complementary goals? Perhaps the best way to answer this
question is with another question: What’s the alternative? If morality should not aim to create stability,
provide security, ameliorate harmful conditions,
and so forth, what’s the point of morality otherwise? To increase the production of cheese? One
could maintain that cheese production is an overriding imperative, and one could label this a moral
imperative, but the reality is that for humans to live
and work together we would still need something
to fulfill the functions of what we now characterize
as morality. Perhaps we’d call it “shmorality,” but
we’d still have a similar body of norms and practices, whatever its name.
Granted, some philosophers have argued that morality
should have objectives somewhat different than the ones
I have outlined. Various philosophers have argued that
morality should aim at maximizing happiness, or producing a
greater balance of pleasure over pain, or producing virtuous
characters. Without digressing into a long discussion of ethical theory, I believe these views grasp certain aspects of the
moral enterprise, but they mistakenly elevate part of what we
accomplish through morality into the whole of it. There is no
single simple principle that governs morality. Yes, we want to
encourage people to be virtuous—that is, to be kind, courageous, and trustworthy—but to what end? Likewise, we want
people to be happy, but exactly how do we measure units of
happiness, and how do we balance the happiness of different
individuals against one another or against the happiness of
the community? If we look at morality as a practical enterprise, something like the objectives I have outlined represents
a better description of what we want morality to accomplish.
(I say “something like” because I am not claiming to give the
best possible description of morality’s objectives.)

Objection 2: I Haven’t Explained Why Moral Norms Are Obligatory
A second important objection to my argument is that I have
not explained how it is that moral norms are binding on us.
Even if we accept that there is a common morality, why must
we follow these norms?
There are two types of answers I can give here. Both are
important, so we need to keep them distinct. One answer
would appeal to human psychology. The combination of
our evolutionary inheritance and the moral training most
of us receive disposes us to act morally. We should not lose
sight of this fact because if we were not receptive to moral
norms, no reference to a divine command, no appeal to an
ethical argument, could ever move us to behave morally. For
a moral norm to act as a motivating reason to do or refrain
from doing something, we must be the type of person who
can respond to moral norms. Ethicists as far back as Aristotle
have recognized this. Good moral conduct owes much to
moral training, and the most sublime exposition of the mag-

“. . . Morality is neither objective nor
subjective as those terms
are commonly understood.”

nificence of the moral law will not persuade those who have
been habituated into antisocial behavior.
But in addition to a casual explanation of why we feel a
sense of moral obligation, we also want an explanation of the
reason for acknowledging moral obligations. In my view, it’s
largely a matter of logical consistency. If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms. We cannot logically maintain that moral
norms apply to everyone except us. If we think it is morally
wrong for others to break their promises to us, as a matter
of logic we cannot say that we are under no obligation to
keep our promises. In saying that an action is morally wrong,
we are committed to making the same judgment regardless
of whether it is I or someone else performing the action. In
accepting the institution of morality, we are also accepting
the obligations that come with this institution. Hence, there
is a reason, not just a psychological cause, for acknowledging
our obligation to follow moral norms.
What if someone rejects the institution of morality altogether? The perceptive reader will not have failed to notice
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argument, the notion that God could provide such an external
standard is highly questionable. Second, and more important,
what is lost by acknowledging that morality is a wholly human
phenomenon that arose to respond to the need to influence
behavior so people can live together in peace? I would argue
that nothing is lost, except some confused notions about
morality that we would do well to discard.
The temptation to think that we need some standard
external to morality in order to make morality objective and
to make moral obligations really binding is buttressed by the
fear that the only alternative is a subjectivist morality—but
recognizing that morality is based on human needs and
interests, and not on God’s commands, doesn’t make one a
subjectivist. As already discussed, when those
who don’t think that morality is derived from
God say that something is morally wrong, they
“. . . Secular attempts to provide an objective
don’t (typically) mean that this is just how they
foundation for morality have been . . . well, less than
as individuals feel, which would be a true subjectivist position. One cannot argue with feelsuccessful. Does this imply we are logically
ings. But most nonreligious people think we can
required to embrace nihilism?”
argue about moral issues and that some people
are mistaken about their conclusions on moral
matters.
To have genuine disagreements about moral
morality altogether. One can coherently and consistently preissues, we need accepted standards for distinguishing correct
fer what one regards as one’s own self-interest to doing the
from incorrect moral judgments, and facts must influence
morally appropriate thing. However, leaving aside those who
our judgments. Morality as I have described it meets these
suffer from a pathological lack of empathy, few choose this
conditions. All morally serious individuals accept the core
path. Among other things, this would be a difficult decision
moral norms I have identified, and it is these core norms that
to make psychologically.
provide an intersubjective foundation for morality and for
That said, there is no guarantee that people will not make
disagreements about more complex moral issues. For examthis choice. But notice that bringing God into the picture
ple, all morally serious individuals recognize that there is a
doesn’t change anything. People can make the decision to
strong presumption that killing is wrong, and our knowledge
reject morality even if they think God has promulgated our
that we live among others who also accept this norm allows
shared moral norms. Indeed, many believers have made this
us to venture outside instead of barricading ourselves in our
decision, as evidenced by the individuals who throughout
homes. There is no dispute about this norm. But there are
history have placed themselves outside the bounds of human
discrete areas of disagreement regarding the applicability of
society and have sustained themselves by preying on other
this norm, for example, in the debate over physician-assisted
humans. Many ruthless brigands and pirates have had no
dying. Such disputes on complex issues do not indicate that
doubts about God’s existence. They robbed, raped, and murmorality is subjective; to have a dispute—a genuine dispute,
dered anyway.
and not just dueling statements of personal preference—the
parties to the dispute must have shared premises. In discussing
You may say: “But what they did was objectively wrong”—
and trying to resolve such moral disputes, we make reference
and an atheist can’t say this. As you have admitted, there is
to norms of the common morality (such as the obligation not
nothing outside the institution of morality to validate this instito kill versus the obligation to show compassion and prevent
tution, so the obligations of morality are not really binding.” If
suffering), interpret them in light of relevant facts, and try
one means by “objectively wrong” something that conforms to
to determine how our proposed resolution would serve the
a standard of wrongness that exists completely independently
underlying rationale of the applicable norms. Only the morally
of the human condition and our moral practices, then, correct,
inarticulate invoke subjective “feelings.” (In my forthcoming
an atheist might not use “objectively wrong” in this sense.
book, The Necessity of Secularism: Why God Can’t Tell Us What
(Some ethicists who are atheists might, as I have already
To Do, I devote a chapter to illustrating how we can express
discussed.) But so what? First, as indicated by the Euthyphro
that I italicized “if” when I stated, “If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms.” I emphasized this condition precisely to
draw attention to the fact that, as a matter of logic, there is
nothing preventing an individual from rejecting the institution of morality entirely, from “opting out” of morality, as it
were—that is, apart from the likely unpleasant consequences
for that person of such a decision. There is nothing to be
gained by pretending otherwise. There is no mystical intuition
of “the moral law” that inexorably forces someone to accept
the institution of morality. Nor is there any set of reasons
whose irresistible logic compels a person to behave morally.
Put another way, it is not irrational to reject the institution of
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disagreement on public policy matters without invoking God
or just saying “that’s how I feel.”)
From the forgoing, we can also see that morality is not
arbitrary. People can argue intelligently about morality and
can also assert that an action is morally wrong—not just for
them, but wrong period. They can condemn wrongdoers,
pointing out how their actions are inconsistent with core
norms (although most wrongdoers are already aware of their
transgressions). Furthermore, if the offense is serious enough,
they will impose severe punishment on the wrongdoer, possibly including removal from society. All that seems pretty
objective, in any relevant sense of the term. Granted, it’s not
objective in the same way that the statement that it is raining
outside is objective, but that’s because, as we have already
established, factual statements have a different function than
moral judgments.
At this point, the believer might protest, “But there has to
be something more than that. Morality is not just a human
institution.” Well, what is this something more? Why is it not
enough to tell the wrongdoer that everyone condemns him
because what he or she did violated our accepted norms,
which are essential to our ability to live together in peace? Do
we have to add, “Oh, by the way, God condemns you too?”
Exactly what difference would that make?
What some believers (and, again, some secular ethicists)
appear to want is some further fact, something that will make
them more comfortable in claiming that moral norms are
authoritative and binding. Somehow it is not sufficient that a
norm prohibiting the gratuitous affliction of violence reduces
pain and suffering and allows us to live together in peace,
and has, therefore, been adopted by all human societies. No;
for the believer there has to be something else. A moral norm
must be grounded in something other than its beneficial
effects for humans and human communities. The statement
that “it was wrong for Kim to hit Stephanie” must pick out
some mystical property that constitutes “wrongness.” For the
believer, this further fact is usually identified as a command
from God, but as we have already established, God’s commands cannot be regarded as imposing moral obligations
unless we already possess a sense of right and wrong independent of his commands.
Those who cling to the “further fact” view—that is, the
view that there must be something outside of morality that
provides the objective grounding for morality—are not unlike
those naïve economists who insist that currency has no value
unless it’s based on gold or some other precious metal. Hence,
we had the gold standard, which for many years provided
that a dollar could be exchanged for a specific quantity of
gold. The gold standard reassured some that currency was
based on something of “objective” value. However, the whole
world has moved away from the gold standard with no ill

effects. Why was there no panic? Why didn’t our economic
systems collapse or become wildly unstable? Because currency doesn’t need anything outside of the economic system
itself to provide it with value. Money represents the value
found within our economic system, which, in turn, is based on
our economic relationships.
Similarly, moral norms represent the value found in living
together. There is no need to base our moral norms on something outside of our relationships. Moral norms are effective
in fostering collaboration and cooperation and in improving
our conditions, and there is no need to refer to a mystical
entity, a gold bar, or God to conclude that we should encourage everyone to abide by common moral norms.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the claim that we need God to provide morality
with objectivity does not withstand analysis. To begin with, God
would not be able to provide objectivity, as the argument from
Euthyphro demonstrates. Moreover, morality is neither objective
nor subjective in the way that statements of fact are said to be
objective or subjective; nor is that type of objectivity really our
concern. Our legitimate concern is that we don’t want people
feeling free “to do their own thing,” that is, we don’t want morality to be merely a reflection of someone’s personal desires. It’s
not. To the extent that intersubjective validity is required for
morality, it is provided by the fact that, in relevant respects, the
circumstances under which humans live have remained roughly
the same. We have vulnerabilities and needs similar to those of
people who lived in ancient times and medieval times, and to
those of people who live today in other parts of the world. The
obligation to tell the truth will persist as long as humans need to
rely on communications from each other. The obligation to assist
those who are in need of food and water will persist as long as
humans need hydration and nutrition to sustain themselves. The
obligation not to maim someone will persist as long as humans
cannot spontaneously heal wounds and regrow body parts. The
obligation not to kill someone will persist as long as we lack the
power of reanimation. In its essentials, the human condition has
not changed much, and it is the circumstances under which we
live that influence the content of our norms, not divine commands. Morality is a human institution serving human needs, and
the norms of the common morality will persist as long as there
are humans around.
Ronald A. Linsday is the president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry, a
supporting organization of the Council for Secular Humanism. This article
is drawn in part from his forthcoming book, The Necessity of Secularism:
Why God Can’t Tell Us What To Do. The editors of F REE I NQUIRY gratefully
acknowledge the permission of the publisher, Pitchstone Publishing, to use
excerpts from this book.
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 4
Below, we present the final group of essays in a series begun in our February/March 2014 issue presenting personal statements
of individuals’ journeys away from religious belief. We begin with a powerful essay that demanded publication even though it
significantly exceeded our requested length.—EDS.

Why I Am Not a Catholic:
Sundays with Estelle
Mark Cagnetta

I

n a recent telephone conversation with my mother, Estelle—
from whom I am geographically separated by over two
thousand miles—the topic of miracles arose. Our discussion
quickly degenerated into an argument. Her parish priest, she
informed me, had imparted a story about his sick eighty-yearold aunt who had been admitted into hospice care with little
chance of surviving. Out of the country at the time, the priest,
upon hearing of his aunt’s sudden illness, offered to return
to be by her side. Apparently, his relatives convinced him to
remain where he was because there was nothing he could
do. When he returned, the aunt had recovered and had been
discharged from the hospice facility. This, according to the
priest, was a true miracle! Being the devout Catholic that she
is, my mother fully embraced the priest’s conclusion. For me,
an atheist, this was a serious point of contention.
My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church. She
was, as are all Catholics, indoctrinated into her religion shortly
after her birth, having her so-called original sin washed away
through baptism. She was then sent away to an all-girls boarding school to be prepared for a life of suffering at the hands of
the nuns of the Religious for Jesus and Mary sect. The school,
of course, saw it differently and claimed its program enhances
young women spiritually and academically.
Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity was duly
forced upon her unsuspecting children. As far back as I can
remember, I was a doubter, but I played along to maintain
appearances. During my childhood, I was bored during church
services and used the time for meditation; namely, I spent the
time thinking of all the things I could be doing outside of that
ridiculous detention. When I went to confession, I made things
up. As for performing the penance doled out by the troll-like
being firmly embedded in a type of religious indoor outhouse,
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his face obscured by a thin mesh screen, I would cheerfully make
my way to the altar, feign praying, and quickly leave.
I was subjected to four years of Catholic school and mercifully made the change to public school at grade five. I routinely found my way to church every weekend until one fateful Easter Sunday in 1980 while I was away at college. I had an
epiphany. I watched all the hypocrites who had donned their
most elaborate clothing to impress no one but each other and
realized that this wasn’t for me. I turned around and walked
away, never to return.

L

osing my religion was a slow process. In my mid-twenties,
I married the girl of my dreams and undertook a career in
law enforcement. In 1986, my beautiful daughter was born.
Having a second child would prove to be far more difficult.
Conception was made nearly impossible because of my wife’s
endometriosis. We tried everything available to us—testing,
medication, and even surgery, all to no avail. Years passed.
These were trying times. My wife returned to the church, taking my daughter along, mainly to expose her to some form of
spirituality. As a youngster, my child’s sentiments mirrored my
own at that age: “I don’t like all this God stuff.”
In 1999, life seemed to be on a magnificent course. I was
getting my first promotion, we purchased a new car, my wife
had somehow become pregnant, and, with that news in our
holster, we bought ourselves a brand-new home. Maybe
there is a God after all, I thought.
My son was born in May 2000. Three months into his life,
he stopped breathing not once but regularly for short periods.
At first, we thought it was our imaginations, but the realization that something was dreadfully wrong soon sunk in. The
pediatric neurologist on staff at the hospital emergency room

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4

diagnosed my son with lissencephaly, a rare genetic anomaly
acknowledge coincidence. Instead, they would spotlight their
brought on by the mosaicking of chromosome 17. Literally
great humbleness by attributing everything to God. This was
meaning “smooth brain,” lissencephaly is characterized by a
a petty god that they worshiped, and I wanted no part of him.
lack of neuronal migration to the cerebral cortex, essentially
Which brings to mind a famous Susan B. Anthony quote:
bringing normal cognitive and physical development to a
“I distrust those people who know so well what God wants
halt. Our situation was painful and nightmarish; this was
them to do because I notice it always coincides with their
the kind of thing that happened to other people. Our son’s
own desires.”
prognosis was heartbreaking: severe mental retardation, a
Rather than viewing my son’s affliction as some type of sick
lack of motor skills, blindness, seizures, and a life expectancy
castigation for my parting ways with God, I began to examof two years.
ine it for what it really was. I began to read about genetics,
I can’t say that I had been having second thoughts about
evolution, and atheism. I took the words of Richard Dawkins,
God, but when Michael was born, he did seem to be a blessChristopher Hitchens, and especially Jennifer Michael Hecht
ing. Maybe this was a terrible mistake, this lissencephaly. I
as my gospel. Other than our highly developed brains, we are
immediately went to the hospital chapel and prayed. I had no
merely animals, susceptible to germs, cancers, acts of nature,
qualms about my disbelief and asked only for divine intervenand genetic mutations. If Michael’s genetics produced a trait
tion for my son. Surely God could rectify his error and reverse
that improved his life, it probably would have been passed
this tragic turn of events. Michael was, after all, just an innoon generationally. Sadly, the opposite was true and, cruelly,
cent bystander.
Needless to say, nothing changed. All sorts
of crazy notions went through my head: Was
this punishment for my incredulity? Was I
being tested in a Job-like fashion? Did I smoke
too much marijuana as a teenager? Is God
playing a bad joke on me? Regardless of what
the answer was, Michael needed us to love
“My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church.”
him and care for him, and we did that to the
best of our abilities. Nothing can prepare you
to carry out such an enormous task.
Michael was a handsome little guy and,
despite the severity of his handicap, he would
laugh and raise his arm as a signal that he
wanted to be held, which he loved more than
anything. While holding him and enduring his
survival was not in his future, for he was far from being the
many seizures together—which were often quite dramatic
fittest. Michael was the purest of human beings; he never
and painful—I again began to doubt the existence of a loving,
thought a bad thought, he never misbehaved, he never lied,
omniscient, all-powerful god. I began to see how easy it is
and he surely never hated. (Perhaps highly developed brains
to adopt religion when life is going swimmingly. Heck, I was
are overrated.) He loved unconditionally, and he was loved
guilty of it myself. But it’s rough times, when a miracle would
unconditionally by everyone that knew him. The first two
be extremely welcome, that push the limits of belief, simply
years of his life came and went. He made it clear he wasn’t
because those miracles never come.
going anywhere soon.
My mother prayed for Michael every day. I assume prayer
theists often joke about movie stars and athletes thanking
made her feel better about the situation. She had lost her
their lord and savior Jesus Christ when they win a game or
mother to breast cancer, and her daughter—my sister—to
an award or are recognized for their achievements. In reality,
leukemia. Her father abandoned her and her three siblings
giving such praise to a supernatural being—particularly for
when they were still children. She managed to uphold her
such trivial endowments as the ability to throw a ball, make a
faith despite much neglect on God’s part. Others would pray
tackle, or to recite a line—is egotistical to the point of being
for Michael, too. Routinely, people would say to me, “God
moronic. Hearing people say that they are “truly blessed” beonly hands out situations like yours to people who can hancause they have healthy kids, were able to land a job, or won
dle them.” I still ponder that statement to this day. So God is
the lottery were, for me, sources of irritation. More and more,
somehow rewarding me for my strength with a grievously
I began to notice that these God-fearing folk were just too
self-deprecating to accept credit for their own actions or to
disabled child? Isn’t that a bit perverted?

A
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M

ichael’s diagnosis was textbook, and his life progressed
as the doctors had predicted. The prayers, though innocuous, were ineffectual. Through various conventional
and experimental medications, the neurologists at Boston’s
Children’s Hospital made great strides in controlling Michael’s
maturing seizures. These epileptic episodes began as “blue
spells,” then morphed into petit mal seizures, infantile spasms,
and eventually culminated in grand mal seizures. Powerlessly
watching my child suffer was excruciatingly painful. Knowing
that my friends and family were praying to God—who, if he
actually did exist, would be held responsible for Michael’s
dilemma—was not only painful, it was outright contradictory. We needed those hands clasped in prayer to help us

“Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity
was duly forced upon her unsuspecting children.”

with Michael’s care, but no offers ever materialized. Michael’s
problems worsened. His joints were dislocating, he developed
kidney stones, and eating was becoming an ever-increasing
problem. My faith was waning concomitantly. By Michael’s
fifth year of life, I considered myself a full-fledged agnostic.
Looking back, I was restrained in my misgivings only by the
fact that, deep down, I didn’t want to give up on the possibility of a miracle for my little boy.
By the eighth year of Michael’s tortured existence, it
became glaringly clear that there wasn’t going to be a life-altering supernatural phenomenon. The biblical god, creator
of the universe, humankind, and all of the flora and fauna
on Earth—he who could part seas, speak through burning
bushes, and raise the dead—had proven, through his neglect
and impotence, his fictitiousness. Natural selection gouged
out the eyes of religion and exposed the pretentiousness of
those who follow such an ineffectual spiritual leader.
Unbeknownst to us, Michael began aspirating his food,
a common consequence of the neurologically challenged.
Inevitably, this led to bronchopneumonia. Due to Michael’s
frail condition, the doctors advised us that there was little
they could do: my little boy was going to die. I can’t imagine
there being anything worse in life than watching your child
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fade into nonexistence. I can, in fact, speak with authority on
this subject.
There isn’t.
To appease my mother, I allowed one last act of piousness
into Michael’s life. Although she had trouble finding one of
the priests from her parish to conduct a final prayer over my
son, someone did finally materialize. Ironically, when the
priest placed his hand on Michael’s forehead, eyes closed
and deep into prayer, he witnessed the feebleness of his god
firsthand. At that very moment, Michael had a violent seizure.
You would think, with one of his agents asking for his succor
in a time of great need, that God could, at the very least, give
my son the peace that he deserved.
It was probably at that moment that I
became a full-fledged, impenitent atheist. God
was nothing more than a myth. A few days
later, Michael died. Naturally, we heard the
standard words that are supposed to comfort
the grieving: “He’s with God now,” or “He’s in
a better place.” The better place, in my eyes,
would have been here on Earth, with me and
his family. I am no better or no worse than most
humanly fathers, but to those who refer to
God as their “Heavenly Father,” I can only ask,
“Why?” He is notoriously the antithesis of what
we would consider the apogee of fatherhood:
he is without patience, merciless, unforgiving,
and shows a great unwillingness to help those truly in need.
But there is a reason for his faults; he was created by man, in
his image, as a form of control. Acts that are “miraculous” and
attributable to the hand of God are nothing more than mere
coincidences. Some people live; some die. Some can throw a
perfect spiral; some can’t. Some recover from their illnesses;
others don’t.

M

y parting ways with God has never sat well with my
mother. To her and many like her, the term atheist
conjures images of pure evil. Quite often I point out to her
the atrocities of the Catholic Church—the Inquisition, the
Crusades, the aid to the Nazis, and the pederasts both past
and present who pass themselves off as disciples of God. In
contrast, atheists have a live-and-let-live philosophy. There
is no hatred. No threats. No punishments. We are only temporary guests here on this not-so-uncommon planet we call
Earth, so why not enjoy life to its fullest, never causing harm
along the way? My mother’s immersion into Catholicism is
too deep, however, and her blinders too securely fastened,
to see life any differently. Following unseeingly and keeping
your mind closed like a vault is exactly what religion dictates.
Never question the authority of the church!
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At the beginning of this essay, I relayed the story of my
mother describing a not-so-miraculous miracle to me, one
that was pronounced so by a priest; therefore, it was so. An
eighty-year-old who was sick and on the verge of death, who
got better—if only to the extent that she no longer needed
hospice care. I made clear that the situation could have gone
either way: I’m sure lots of eighty-year-olds in hospice care all
around the world expired that day. Was this geriatric patient
chosen to live over all the others? It was foolhardy of the
priest, and quite narcissistic at that, to think that God showed
a preference because the life he saved was the sister to the
mother of a cleric. But still, they believe.
Strangely, we never see “true” miracles any more. With
the progression of science and its meticulous explanations
for natural phenomena, God’s awesome powers have been
relegated to making cameos in bags of Cheetos, on pieces
of French toast, and on flour tortillas. Needless to say, I was
incredulous to hear my mother’s story about a sick eightyyear-old who felt well enough to leave the hospice facility
and trivially attributing her newfound health to an act of
God. A “miracle,” she called it.

“Why would God come to the aid of an elderly woman and
not to my little boy?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Michael be more
deserving of a miracle than an octogenarian?” Her reply, as
usual, was that she didn’t want to talk about it. Such a foolish
hypothesis is, of course, indefensible. A believer’s typical
response would be, “You have to have faith,” or “God works
in mysterious ways.” But my faith has run out, and I have little
time for mind games. God had his chance, and he let the
opportunity slip away. The world was deprived of a vital
young person who loved his brief existence. Life is better
without religion. I’m better able to face life’s challenges, and
I’ve discovered that making a difference in people’s lives is far
more rewarding than waiting around for some nonexistent
supernatural being to make changes in mine. I simply believe
in the power of the human spirit. I am an atheist.

Mark Cagnetta is a retired police officer. He has a EdD in organizational
leadership. He is married and has a daughter and two grandchildren.

Why I Am Not a Believer
Harry Greenberger

B

ecause I was born an atheist, I was spared the indoctrination (brainwashing, child abuse) that produces helpless
followers of one’s parents’ religion. With nonpracticing
Jewish parents—including a father who’d become a Christian
Scientist following his successful salvation from death (the
prognosis of his medical doctors)—and living in a small
Southern town that had neither a synagogue nor a Christian
Science church, on weekends I attended neither Sunday
school nor church rituals.
I later realized that my mother was a closet atheist who
had worked out how to live comfortably among the Baptist
and Methodist townspeople. But inside our home, there were
never any nighttime prayers for my siblings nor me.
Somehow in my teens I became aware of the HaldemanJulius “Little Blue Books,”* which I could secretly order for five
cents each, and I learned that I was an atheist—and not the
only one in the country either.

No life experience I have had in my four-score years has
convinced me of the existence of a supreme being and an
afterlife, and I can say with confidence and pride that “I am
not a believer.”
*Emanuel Haldeman-Julius (1889–1951) arguably invented paperback
publishing by marketing excerpts of classic literature, sex-education
texts, and a stunning number of short freethought tracts into several
series of booklets sized to fit in a working man’s shirt pocket. The bestknown of these series, the Little Blue Books, debuted in 1923 and
eventually included hundreds of titles.—EDS.

Harry Greenberger was an organizer of the New Orleans Secular Humanist
Association (NOSHA) and its president for thirteen years. He delivered
secular invocations for the New Orleans City Council on six different
occasions. In 2012, NOSHA presented him with its Humanist Award,
renaming it the Harry Greenberger Humanist Award for future recipients.
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
Greg Hladky

I

had barely stepped into the shower when my “reverse”
epiphany occurred. Although I had a degree in theology
from a Jesuit university and had spent a year in seminary,
one flash of insight revealed what nearly four decades of
faith had obscured. The simple truth was this: the God I had
always believed in does not exist.
With my delusion fully exposed, I had to face a new reality.
All of my prayers had been directed to an imaginary friend,
not a living God. Discerning God’s will for my life had been
difficult, not because God remains hidden from the best of
us but because he simply isn’t there. Terrfiying as that revelation was, I I felt relieved to end the charade of prayer and
ritual that had increasingly become impossible to justify. With
the fog lifted, I enjoyed a moment in the sun, setting a new
course far from the familiar shore of faith.

“. . . One flash of insight revealed what nearly
four decades of faith had obscured . . . the God I
had always believed in does not exist.”

Navigating this new reality was not easy. I was invested in
a world that no longer existed, and the relief from cognitive
dissonance was replaced by the hard work of finding new
meaning for my life. The glaring truth was difficult to accept
all at once, and over the next twelve years I had to gradually
disengage from religion and faith.
It was easy to avoid evidence that contradicted my faith
when I lived in the believer’s bubble. That is where I was
for thirty-seven years. I was born into a Catholic family, and
my parents’ lives revolved around our local parish. We went
to a small Byzantine Catholic church with a liturgy sung in
Slavonic. I was an altar boy who dreamed of becoming a
priest—not because the priest was respected and feared as if
he were God himself or because he ruled the parish with the
power of a feudal lord. I yearned to become a priest because
I sincerely believed that God was real and that he was calling
me to serve him.
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That earnest devotion was the logical outcome of a complete acceptance of faith as an epistemology, a way of knowing what is real. I had compartmentalized my faith, making it
immune to the typical queries that a rational person would
make. Thinking in that compartment was limited to confirming faith rather than challenging it.
When I graduated from my Catholic high school, I would have
gone straight into the seminary but for the intervention of my
biology teacher, a Catholic brother. Wisely sensing that my parochial vision was in need of expansion, he suggested that I attend
university first. He planted the seed that ultimately, ironically,
bore fruit in an epiphany completely at odds with faith.
I enrolled in Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles.
Seminary school required no particular undergraduate degree,
so my choice of study was wide open. I tried engineering for
a year and then math, and I eventually earned
a degree in theology, graduating magna cum
laude. After a year back at my parish, I was off
to a seminary in Pittsburgh, where I completed a
full year of studies. During that year, I found that
I wasn’t suited for the priestly life.
To say that I was a bit annoyed that God
hadn’t clued me into this earlier would be an
understatement. Couldn’t he have looked down
the road and nudged me in another direction?
Now what was I supposed to do? Hey, God, are
you listening?! That little seed of doubt was
beginning to grow.
I crossed the United States in search of something meaningful to do with my life. I hung onto my faith with white knuckles
while riding the ups and downs of various careers: teaching at
a Catholic high school, flying jets off a carrier as a Navy flight
officer, working at a Catholic conference center, opening a
bakery, and teaching blind students to use computers.
Ironically, again, it was the Catholic Church itself that was
the most responsible for nurturing my growing doubt. In
the late eighties and early nineties, Marywood, a Catholic
conference center in Jacksonville, Florida, was a bastion of
liberal thought and theology that stood out in a conservative
diocese. I joined in 1991 and worked with its director in planning conferences that brought in speakers such as Richard
Rohr and covered environmental concerns, nonviolence, and
Native American spirituality. When the director was fired on
what I considered to be trumped-up charges, I became angry
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at the church for the first time. When the interim director,
a friend of mine, was fired in a similar manner a year later, I
could no longer enter a church without visibly shaking. For
the first time in my life, I stopped going to church.
I finally had enough distance from the church I grew
up in to see it from a new perspective. It wasn’t the sinful
human institution used by God to do his will that Catholics
are taught to obey. It was just an institution as flawed as the
human condition. It is subject no differently than any other
institution to politics and the corruption of power. It has the
weight of history behind it, but that weight is not stabilizing;
it is oppressive. It chains the mind to tradition and closes the
door to free inquiry.
The God I had confided in, trusted my life with, and sought
direction from was not answering my prayers. How could this
God who claimed to be my father not speak to me? Why the
silence despite my daily prayers, dogged attendance at Mass,
and even fasting? (Once I did a bread-and-water-only fast for
all forty days of Lent.)
Most Catholics accept this silence as part of the mystery of
God. They try to discern God’s will through a priest or spiritual
director; in the writings of the saints, the Bible, and church
doctrine; or from the events in their lives. Like a shaman reading tea leaves, they grope for a sign.
But the sign from heaven never comes. God never speaks.
There is only silence. . . . The rational mind can draw only one
conclusion. God . . . poof! . . . isn’t there.
The next twelve years were not easy. The world I knew was
swept from under my feet; I had nowhere to land. I didn’t
know any atheists or support groups. I went to a few Unitarian

Universalist services, and though their search for truth and
meaning is commendable, they still hold onto faith, just in a
less defined way than Catholics. I had married a woman of
Mennonite faith four years prior to my epiphany, and we had
a Catholic wedding at Marywood. We settled in Cincinnati,
Ohio, got involved in the local Mennonite church, and had
two children. I found projects to work on around our house
on the weekends and gradually withdrew from church life
completely.
After avoiding the subject for years, I finally decided to
read more about atheism. I began to redirect my thinking
with The Universe Story by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry,
Bishop John Shelby Spong’s Why Christianity Must Change
or Die, and Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World: Science
as a Candle in the Dark. I read Richard Dawkins’s The God
Delusion, which led me to subscribe to FREE INQUIRY, which has
opened an entire world of freethought to me that I had only
glimpsed before. That led to the discovery of one of my favorite authors and speakers, Christopher Hitchens.
Thanks to FREE INQUIRY, I now embrace secular humanism,
and that has put the world solidly back under my feet.

Greg Hladky lives in Ohio with his two children and a cat named Domino.
He enjoys writing short stories and poems on faith and reason. He is
currently working on a book based on two years of correspondence he
has had with members of the Cincinnati Mennonite Fellowship and his
seven siblings, who remain devoutly Christian.

Why I Am Not a Jehovah’s Witness
Thomas J. Lawson

I

was born in Long Beach, California, to parents who were
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and if not for my father’s conscientious
objection to the Vietnam War, I would either be Canadian or
not exist at all. (I do live in Canada now, coincidentally.) But
therein lies the conflict for a staunch atheist who thinks that
our world would be better off without religion—my father’s
religion may have been necessary to allow my birth. I shrug off
this “debt” to religion by recognizing that African Americans
do not owe anything to the slavery that brought their ancestors to the United States stuffed into ships like cordwood, nor
was Manifest Destiny a justifiable means to the ends we enjoy
today. So what were the circumstances that resulted in my

not being a Jehovah’s Witness? It’s complicated.
When it thunders, God is bowling. When lightning strikes,
God is taking pictures. This was the extent of my God-belief in
my toddler years. I was being “educated” weekly at Kingdom
Hall. I rather enjoyed my yellow book of children’s Bible stories. I enjoyed books in general. Two pictures from that book
stay fresh in my mind: the poor sinners being swept away by
God’s Great Flood and Lot’s wife being turned into a pillar of
salt. I thought about Lot’s wife often, wondering if she was
still living and breathing under all that salt. Nothing about
going to the Kingdom Hall was all that bad. I was bored, of
course, like all toddlers, but it was not a painful experience.
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Until one day.
Until the day I became an apostate at the age of four.
I was sitting in the family living room watching my favorite
children’s show—Romper Room. The show went off the air in
the early nineties, so some readers may not know of it. It was
simply a televised version of preschool. In the United States,
most large cities had their own local versions (smaller markets
ran a syndicated version), but mine was based in Los Angeles
and had a Latina teacher, Miss Soco, who reminded me of my
half-Portuguese mother.
The “class” began with the Pledge of Allegiance and ended
with the teacher looking through her “Magic Mirror” to see
the kids out in TV land. A “Tommy” was often found in that
mirror, so this part of the program was a never-miss for me. I
loved that show.
If you know anything about the Jehovah’s Witnesses, you
know exactly where this is going, but for others, I will fill you in.
Perhaps you never had any school classmates who grew up in
a Jehovah’s Witness household, so you never experienced the
oddity of reciting the Pledge of Allegiance while one student
remained seated or standing with his or her head bowed in
silence. To the Witnesses, the Pledge of Allegiance is considered idolatry—as are Christmas trees, crucifixes, and other
trinkets—so my children’s program that emulated a regular
preschool class was already skating on thin ice in my house. But
the last straw—the conveyor of damnation, if you will—was
the closing scene of every episode. Looking through that magic
mirror at the kids in TV land was considered sorcery, of course,
and poor Miss Soco would have to have been an insufferably
powerful witch in order to possess a mirror capable of seeing
all the child viewers in the greater Los Angeles area. (I have a
good idea what the kids of Jehovah’s Witnesses went through
a few years ago during the popularity of the Harry Potter
books.) My memory is foggy, being that I was four years old,
but my mother’s recollection is that one day I informed her
in no uncertain terms that I was not going to be going to the

Kingdom Hall anymore. To this day she claims ignorance as to
why, but this decision of mine just so happened to occur the
day I was forbidden to watch Romper Room.
My mother responded to my declaration by announcing
that I was four and unable to stay home while the rest of the
family attended church, so she said I would have to continue
to accompany them. I said that I would go but that I would
not listen, that I would sleep or play with my toys instead. I was
true to my word. I would either sleep or play quietly at her feet.
She says I had an uncanny ability to wake up immediately upon
hearing everyone’s Bible close at the end of the meetings. She
also says that I was probably the most well-behaved child at the
Hall every week, while other mothers had to constantly take
their bored and fussy children to the restroom for a Solomonic
smacking.
Coincidentally, just a few months after this episode, my
parents’ marriage began to fracture, and my mother fell in
love with a young Catholic man. Again, if you know anything
about the Witnesses, you know that even talking to Catholics
is grounds for a private meeting with church elders. Witnesses
and Catholics are polar opposites: Witnesses stay away from
blood at all costs (even life-saving blood transfusions), while
Catholics drink Jesus’s blood on a weekly basis! By the time
I was five years old, we had severed our ties with the church
and were trying hard to maintain a relationship with my mother’s Witness parents. All I remember is celebrating my first
Christmas later that year, finding out about that jolly old false
god Santa Claus, and being able to watch Romper Room again.
I do not consider myself to have been an atheist at that age,
but I was most definitely not one of Jehovah’s witnesses.
Thomas J. Lawson lives in British Columbia, Canada. After a few years of
making movies and television shows, he swtiched to the glamorous life
of full-time dad to two kids and a pug. When they are busy playing, he
is busy writing. He is the author of the nonfiction book Letters from an
Atheist Nation (CreateSpace, 2011) and is currently working on a novel.
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Why I Am Not a Mystic
Alice Leuchtag

A

s I lay in my bed at night in my early childhood, I could
hear my parents’ lowered voices drifting in from the
living room, talking in the strange, esoteric language
of mysticism. Mysterious phrases such as “planes of vibration,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “astral bodies” resounded
in my head as I floated off to sleep to dream dreams that
maybe only a child of mystics can dream.
My mother had found a substitute for the Catholicism
in which she’d been raised in Madame Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky’s Theosophy, as put forth in her
book The Secret Doctrine. As a brilliant young
woman, my mother worked for a man whose
followers called “The Master.” She ghostwrote
the texts of the weekly lectures he gave to the
mystical cult he led, lectures that always began
“Dearly Beloved.” While doing research for
The Master’s presentations, she met my father,
newly arrived from New York City, in the religion section of the Los Angeles downtown library, where
Blavatsky’s writings were on the shelves. My father, too, was
dissatisfied with traditional religion, in his case Judaism.
At first, perhaps to better woo my mother, but later
in earnest, he also took up the cudgels of mysticism. He
read friends’ palms while my mother cast their horoscopes.
Blavatsky’s particular set of occult teachings, derived from the
Hindu religion and westernized by her, became my parents’
mutually adopted “liberation” from their traditional Western
religions. My parents considered these teachings a form of
“free thought” and proudly passed them on to me.
There were attractive—even seductive—features to the
mysticism they inculcated in me. I spent many a daydream
hour trying to visualize the different “planes of vibration”
my mother told me about. Eating supper with my parents at
the round kitchen table, I thought I sensed the presence of
people existing on another plane who somehow occupied
the identical space and time I did but whom I couldn’t see or
hear or touch and who couldn’t see or hear or touch me. How
intriguing that was!
There were comforting aspects too. I was assured that no
one I knew and loved, such as my grandmother, was ever
really lost to me. If I were patient and receptive, I would be
able to see and even communicate with her undying astral

form. And phrases such as “beyond the beyond” evoked
images suggesting the dizzy thrill of a roller-coaster ride’s
downward plunge. What was it like to fall into and merge
with the great “cosmic consciousness?” My mother claimed
that she merged when she meditated, and I hoped that one
day I, too, would master that secret.
Never mind that there was no logical connection between
these various ideas. After all, a child doesn’t demand much
logic. It would be a long time before I would be able, in my

There were attractive—even seductive—features
to the mysticism my parents inculcated in me.

mind, to separate mysticism from real freethought and before
I would understand that mysticism, traditional religion, and
magical thinking all share a common core—a suspension of
the recognition of the fundamental law of cause and effect,
upon which all science is based.
How, then, did I eventually become a materialist and a
humanist, serving a term as president of the Humanists of
Houston (HOH) and editor of the HOH newsletter in the early
1990s? Multiple cumulative experiences led up to my materialist philosophy, but only a few of them stand out clearly
in my memory. A growing recognition of the inevitable and
irreversible nature of death stirred up the first inklings of
materialism in my thinking. My beloved kitten Robin caught
a cat disease that was going through our neighborhood. She
dragged herself under a toolshed to die. No amount of coaxing and calling her name could bring her out.
In a wild windstorm one spring, baby birds in their nests,
featherless and with their eyes still closed, fell out of the palm
trees in front of my house, breaking their tiny, scrawny necks.
Despite my tears and pleas, no one could restore them to life
and put them back in their nests in the trees.
When at the age of seven I learned the game of chess, I
became totally absorbed in it. Soon I was checkmating my
father and members of the Hollywood Chess Club. Seeing the
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board both from my point of view and that of my opponent
took away many of the mystical tendencies I still harbored.
The logic of chess excludes mysticism. Every move I and my
opponent made had an effect on the outcome of the game.
In the small universe of sixty-four squares, I could see in detail
the operation of cause and effect.
Though I waited patiently and receptively, my grandmother, who died when I was ten, never appeared to me in
her astral body. At her funeral, I had gazed at her immobile,
marble-like features and touched her cold hand, feeling the
stark reality of physical irreversibility. Little by little, it was
dawning on me that no matter how much one engaged in
wishful thinking, life and death and chess proceeded according to their own immutable laws.
In college, I studied the social sciences and learned from
the writings of Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict the importance of cause and effect in the social world. The writings of
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels gave me new conceptual tools
to help me understand the economic and social forces that
drive history. When I married a physicist, I learned to appreciate materialist philosophy even more, while he learned from
me to appreciate the ideas of historical materialism.
Later, on a job, given a large data set of children’s burn
accidents to analyze statistically, I used the concept of cause
and effect to tease out a strong relationship between a family
move and an accidental burn injury.
Through the years, as my family grew, I came to realize
that materialist philosophy alone was not enough. Becoming
a humanist helped me round out my materialist philosophy

with an ethical outlook in which pragmatism, as expressed by
John Dewey, played a role. Feeling that materialism supplemented by humanism and pragmatism was still not enough,
I drew into my philosophical mix certain ideas and values
developed by feminists such as Catharine MacKinnon and
Kathleen Barry. I was able to apply these ideas in helping to
organize a group of women in Houston whose purpose was
to educate ourselves and the public about the global problem
of trafficking women and girls.
Do I ever want to return to the seductive comforts of my
childhood wishful thinking? Absolutely. Do I ever long to see
my dead mother and father again; am I occasionally tempted
to secretly search a room for their astral forms? Yes. Do I ever
experience pleasure in contemplating the fairy tale of a cosmic consciousness? Indeed I do. But underneath these brief
reversions to childhood states of mind, I value the solid foundation of materialism, humanism, pragmatism, and feminism
that I have spent a lifetime building.

Alice Leuchtag has a BA from the University of California at Los Angeles
and an MA from San Diego State University, both in sociobiology. She
has worked as a migrant farmworker, a journalist, a cabdriver, a social
worker, a college instructor, and a researcher. She has published poetry,
epidemiological research on burn injuries, and other articles. She lives
with her husband in Texas Hill Country; they have a son, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.

Why I Am Not an Episcopalian
Richard Hall

I

am no longer a communicant in the Episcopal Church or
even a professing Christian, though for aesthetic reasons
I retain affection for the forms and rituals of the Anglican
service. In this way, I resemble the agnostic novelist Thomas
Hardy, who was enamored of church liturgies, and the atheist philosopher John McTaggart, who defended the established Church of England. You might say that I am a cultural
Christian in the same way that Freud was a cultural Jew.
Christianity, irrespective of its truth, must be appreciated and
understood as an inexpungable part of Western culture.
I was baptized in 1946 in the church of St. Andrews in
Darmsden, a hamlet in rural Suffolk, England. Curiously, the
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church had been consecrated exactly eight hundred years earlier,
in 1146, though the current building dates from the Victorian
era. The decision to have me baptized there was not an expression of personal piety on the part of my parents. It was simply a
matter of custom, and the location of the church was convenient.
Though my maternal great-grandmother was a strict Wesleyan
Methodist and my paternal grandfather twice removed was the
great Baptist preacher Charles H. Spurgeon, my immediate family
was not religious. My mother attended church regularly, mostly
for social reasons. My father, a confirmed agnostic, did not.
I accompanied my mother to the Congregationalist church,
which was doctrinally liberal and pastored by Unitarians. The
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sermons (more accurately, lectures) were all sweetness and
light and gave no excuse for rebellion. I did not give much
thought to religion, though I was somewhat preoccupied with
the question of God’s existence, which had something to do
with my decision to pursue a course of philosophy in college.
While there I remember Max Wilson, a professor of philosophy,
admonishing me not to get involved in religious philosophy.
However, in the late 1980s, while pursuing graduate work,
I encountered some evangelical students of
divinity. And under their influence (I am embarrassed now to admit it), I gave my life to Christ.
Afterward, I attended services in the Episcopal
“You might
Church with regularity, recited and prayed the
Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer, and
undertook a systematic study of Scripture.
And then, the doubts began crowding in on
me. As I prayed, I often wondered whether there
was anyone out there listening. Worship services consisted
mainly of praising God. I asked myself, what was the point
of praising him? What kind of being, I thought, demanded
constant praise? To meet this crisis, I decided to intensify my
doubts to the breaking point. I began to read the classic religious skeptics and atheists, thinking that if I could answer their
doubts my faith would be strengthened; if not, it would be
lost. Needless to say, my faith did not survive a month of this
regimen of critical inquiry.
I had an epiphany of sorts. One Memorial Day weekend,
I went on a church retreat at a North Carolina beach. During
an open-air service on the oceanfront, I saw the metallic backs
of dolphins arched and glinting in the sun and pelicans diving
into the waves, and I heard gulls chorusing in the air against
the roar and hiss of the breakers. I thought to myself: there is
truth! How this spectacle of the sea contrasted with the church
service, with its dull liturgy and the insipid songs of praise
accompanied by guitars and tambourines! I was reminded of
an episode in the life of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his “Divinity
School Address,” he recalls sitting in a church while a blizzard
raged outside: “A snowstorm was falling around us. The snowstorm was real; the preacher merely spectral; and the eye felt
the contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window
behind him, into the beautiful meteor of the snow.” This was
exactly my experience on the seashore.
With the abandonment of faith, my doubts quickly evaporated. Apparently, the French composer Camille Saint-Saens,
popularly known for his orchestral piece Carnival of the Animals
and his opera Samson and Delilah, was also plagued with serious doubts about his Catholic faith, only to have them vanish
when he left the church. The loss of my faith, which I had had
for but a few years, was liberating. Like Saint-Saens, I was free
of those doubts that persistently gnawed at me.
By converting to the Christian faith and entering the
Episcopal Church, I was guilty of the unforgivable sin against

the spirit of truth—the sin of intellectual dishonesty. I had
not really thought through the matter of faith to determine
whether it was worth receiving, whether there was any truth
in it. It was only after I received it that, prompted by doubt,
I undertook my critical inquiry into its truth. I remember the
case of John Ruskin, the great art critic and defender of J. M.
Turner, who underwent a similar de-conversion from his evangelical Protestant faith after attending a service in Turin. As

say that I am a cultural Christian in the same way
that Freud was a cultural Jew.”

he describes it in Fors Clavigera, “I went away to a Waldensian
chapel, where a little squeaking idiot was preaching to an
audience of seventeen old women and three louts, that they
were the only children of God in Turin; and that all the people
in Turin outside the chapel, and all the people in the world
out of sight of Monte Viso, would be damned. I came out of
the chapel, in sum of twenty years of thought, a conclusively
un-converted man.” As Emerson was distracted by the beauty
of the snowstorm, Ruskin was lured away by the beauty of art.
Afterward, as he states in Praeterita, he went “up into the gallery where Paul Veronese’s Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
glowed in full afternoon light. The gallery windows being
open, there came in with the warm air, floating swells and falls
of military music, from the courtyard before the palace, which
seemed to me more devotional, in their perfect art, tune, and
discipline, than anything I remembered of evangelical hymns.”
So, what of my “faith” now? I suppose it might be called a
“mystic pantheism” with elements drawn from Lucretius,
Spinoza, Goethe, and Emerson—no mean company! I regard
myself as nothing more than nature become conscious of itself
and overwhelmingly conscious of its staggering beauty and
sublimity, which fills me with wonderment. Nature is nothing
less than the Apostle Paul’s god, the one “in whom we live,
move, and have our being.” The fundamental belief to which I
now adhere is something akin to what John Dewey described
as natural piety. It is more than enough.
Richard Hall is professor of philosophy at Fayetteville State University
and the author of The Ethical Foundations of Criminal Justice and The
Neglected Northampton Texts of Jonathan Edwards: Edwards on Society
and Politics. He also edited and contributed to The Contribution of
Jonathan Edwards to American Culture and Society. In addition, he has
published articles on the history of American philosophy, aesthetics, and
the philosophy of art, ethics, and religion.
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Why I Am Not a Gutless Atheist
Rob Earle

“M

adalyn Murray O’Hair once said, ‘an agnostic is
just a gutless atheist.’” I was sixteen years old. My
mother’s partner, Sheila, a former Catholic nun,
had asked me about my religious beliefs. When I told her that
I was an agnostic, she quoted O’Hair. And she was right, at
least about me. For years I had been struggling to let go of a
childhood acceptance (if not strong belief) in the supernatural, including a belief in God. At some point, I decided that
there was no way to know for sure and declared myself an
agnostic. But my agnosticism wasn’t just about being fairminded. I knew there was no logical reason to believe in even
the possibility of the existence of God. So why not go all the

“I knew there was no logical reason to believe
in even the possibility of the existence of God.
So why not go all the way to atheism?”

way to atheism? Was I afraid of being wrong? Was I afraid to
let go of the last shreds of comfort that belief in the supernatural offered? The answer was probably a bit of both.
Like most people, I grew up believing the same things
as my parents did. I guess you would call my family “casual
Christians.” Once, when I asked Dad what our religion was,
he said simply “Methodist.” What did that mean? Who knew?
Probably not even Dad. At the time, I thought it involved
drinking a lot of coffee. As a kid, if the subject came up at
all, I just referred to myself as “Christian.” What that meant, I
had no idea. I believed in God. I said grace before dinner and
the “NowIlaymedowntosleep” prayer as quickly as possible
before crawling into bed, but by the time I was in elementary
school, I—and my parents—had lost interest even in that.
We rarely went to church except for weddings and funerals, where I began to get the idea that not everyone was as
causal about being a Christian as I was. Everyone around me
seemed to know the songs and the prayers, when to stand up
and when to sit down or kneel, and what to say back to the
guy talking at the front of the church.
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Our neighbors weren’t casual, either. If I was playing with
the neighbor kids and blurted out “God!” or “Jesus Christ!,”
I would promptly get a lecture from my best friend, Toby,
about “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” If Toby’s mom heard
me, I’d be sent home to “get a spanking.” I never actually got
a spanking, usually just a lecture on respect.
My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Buist, started a unit on
mythology by talking about the Greek gods. Some of the
kids were confused, so she explained briefly the difference
between these “myths” and “our god.” Now I was confused.
“How do we know those gods are myths but our god is
real?” I asked. Some of the other kids giggled, but some had
thoughtful looks on their faces, as if they suddenly
had the same question. I don’t remember Mrs. Buist’s
answer, only that it was obvious even to me that she
was uncomfortable with the whole subject.
By the time of my conversation with Sheila, I’d
learned that nobody, no matter what he or she
believed, could explain why those beliefs were true.
So I left the questions on the table and grew comfortable calling myself an “agnostic.” There was no way
of knowing, so why debate it? Why take a side?
My gutless atheism met its greatest test when I was in high
school. My family had moved to a new school district, and I
had no friends. I was feeling lonely and vulnerable. I started
hanging out with the born-again Christian crowd, whom the
other kids called the “Bible Buddies.” This was during the early
Reagan administration, and fundamentalist Christianity was a
powerful force in America. Spurred on by the writings of Hal
Lindsey, Chuck Smith, and others, many believed the end-times
would arrive in the next decade; the threat of atomic annihilation hanging over us all just reinforced that idea.
The Bible Buddies nearly scared me into buying into their
whole apocalyptic vision by the simple tactic of being nice to me.
I never went to the morning Bible studies, and I never accepted
Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I did read an entire paperback
version of the King James Bible and Lindsey’s The Late, Great
Planet Earth in my room at night so my family wouldn’t know. I
devoured the endless supply of tracts my Christian friends always
seemed to have. I genuinely feared that the world was coming
to an end in the near future. Luckily for me, my gutless atheist
combined with my inner geek, and I fell into the orbit of the

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4

Dungeons & Dragons crowd and away from the Bible Buddies.
My crisis of credulity passed.
At the University of Michigan, I began to see the real harm
religion could do. As a reporter for the student newspaper, I
was assigned one weekend to cover a speech by Palestinian
scholar Edward Said on Friday night and a neo-Nazi rally on
Saturday morning. The editor came right out and told me
that I drew these assignments because “none of the Jewish
reporters can stand the thought of it.” Whether it was being
assigned a story because of my religion or studying the religiously inspired parade of horrors that is history in my freshman Western Civilization class, I rejected the idea of religion
in general and of God in particular.
It wasn’t until after the September 11, 2001, attacks,
nearly two decades later, that I started to feel comfortable
talking about my atheism. Despite the political rhetoric in the
West, especially President George W. Bush’s use of the term
evildoers, I knew the hijackers on those planes didn’t think
of themselves as evil. They believed they were doing God’s
will and would be rewarded for it in the afterlife. They were
wrong, and Bush was right: they were evildoers, and beliefs
that encourage evil acts must be challenged. Another few
years passed before I read Sam Harris’s The End of Faith, but I
already knew that religious beliefs must no longer be out of
bounds to criticism.
There was one final step for me to take, though, and it was
a personal one. My father died in 2008 after getting progres-

sively sicker over the previous few years. I knew it was coming,
and while obviously this was not the foremost thought on my
mind, part of me wondered how my atheism would hold up
under the emotional strain. Would I pray to God to make it
not true or at least to give me comfort? No, as it turned out.
There was a lot to think about in the immediate aftermath of
Dad’s death, but through it all I was surprised to find that I
did not fall back on the comforts of religion in this, one of the
most stressful and upsetting times of my life.
That I was surprised at all made me realize that somewhere
deep inside, there had been at least a small part of me that
wasn’t gutless after all.
That’s all gone now. The loss of that last thread of gutlessness gave me real comfort that the false comfort of religion
never could. I’m not afraid of God. I’m not afraid of religion.
I’m not afraid of speaking my mind, especially against evil,
even if the source of that evil is someone else’s sacred belief.
I have the courage to face the world without a supernatural crutch. I am unafraid. I am free.

Rob Earle is a ship captain and writer living in Seattle. From 2009 to
2012, he wrote The Misunderstood Mariner, a blog devoted to busting maritime myths and misinformation. He is also a poet; his most
recent poem, “The Ballad of Captain Zero,” won first place in the 2014
Northwest Seaport Stories of the Sea Competition.

Why I Am Not a Progressive Christian
James Metzger

T

hough I was raised in a conservative evangelical Protestant
home, I had the good fortune of completing a graduate
program in theology at a progressive seminary of the
United Methodist Church. There, I was introduced for the first
time to Christianity’s social justice tradition and its progressive
political theologies. In the classroom and at weekly chapel services, outdated patriarchal metaphors for God such as “King,”
“Lord,” or “Father” were replaced by far more agreeable ones:
“Life-giving Spirit,” “Liberator,” or “Mother.” Traditional doctrines such as the Trinity or the atonement were overshadowed
by an emphasis on Jesus’s solidarity with the victims of Roman
imperial power, which was believed to mirror God’s own predilection for the poor and disenfranchised. God was no longer

the distant, austere sovereign whose primary preoccupation
amounted to culling sheep from goats: he loved all creatures
infinitely, labored earnestly for their well-being in the here and
now, and stood side by side with any who had suffered injustice—particularly women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians,
and subaltern peoples.
Initially, I found these new models of God very attractive.
Even more important was the ethical orientation they authorized: inclusion of and equality for all, care for Earth and its
fragile ecosystems, a more capacious stance toward people
of other faiths, and an abiding commitment to rectifying
the wrongs of imperialism, racism, sexism, and heterosexism.
After graduating from seminary, I brought these new val-

secularhumanism.org

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

FREE INQUIRY

35

In addition to these epistemic concerns, I also found it
odd that progressive theologians always assumed God must
be favorably disposed toward all living things. They portray
him only in the most glowing terms, which is why Elizabeth
Johnson, in her recent survey of progressive theologies, is
able to claim: “If it were possible to sum up [these theologians’] rediscoveries in one metaphor, it would be the classic
Christian belief that God is Love.” Sallie McFague’s landmark
monograph Models of God is emblematic of these
“rediscoveries,” for she only considers exploring metaphors that “express the trustworthiness and graciousness of the power of the universe for our time,”
settling finally on “Friend,” “Lover,” and “Mother.” In
“I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have his In the Face of Mystery, Gordon Kaufman likewise
little interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching constructs the divine in such a way that believers may
learn “to live with a deep confidence in the basic order
their future ministers.”
and goodness and meaning of the world.” Put simply,
among progressives God is only ever spoken of as
wholly good—as “for us.”
Even though most theologians won’t hesitate to
affirm that the universe is self-expressive of the divine
nature, very rarely are the implications of all the suffering and waste of sentient life in our world taken seriously. By
selves do not belong. Like conservative Christians, most still
far, their most common solution to the problem of suffering is
want to be reassured that they will be reunited with loved
to divest the deity of power, so that he becomes incapable of
ones at death, that God really does hear and answer prayers,
alleviating gratuitous suffering or of altering the fundamenand that God has taken an active interest in their lives.
tal laws of the universe in any way. This God is said to feel our
Admittedly, I was disappointed that so few shared my
pain, to suffer with us; yet he remains impotent to introduce
enthusiasm for these newer models, but this is not what led
any changes in how his own universe operates. If, however,
me finally to abandon them. I had always been troubled by
the world is taken to be self-expressive of God’s character
how any theologian could possibly know—really know—that
(as, again, most any theologian will agree), I think it is far
these recent portraits of the divine better approximate God’s
more probable that writers such as Annie Dillard, Herman
character and will than older, Eurocentric portraits. It wasn’t
Melville, and Richard Rubenstein have it right: God doesn’t
clear to me why, for instance, a poor farmer living under a
give a damn about whether we suffer or even whether we
repressive regime in Argentina necessarily had better purlive or die.
chase on the sacred than an elite theologian who taught at
Theologians who work explicitly within a postmodern
Notre Dame and had all of his physical needs amply met. Or
framework do helpfully acknowledge that all theology is conwhy a transgender person intimately acquainted with disstructive in character, inescapably rooted in the theologian’s
crimination necessarily possessed greater clarity on the divine
unique social and historical context. Postmodern theologians
will than a straight white woman who had experienced virtudo not believe we can press back behind our language
ally no discrimination.
games to a transcendent signified—“God” or “the Real,” for
How can we really know whether God is on the side of the
instance—that then may be used to authorize moral norms
poor and the marginalized? It certainly would be nice if God
or objective truths. Furthermore, because there is no longer
were a god of justice and compassion who took a keen intera neutral God’s-eye viewpoint to which we have access, these
est in all who suffered, but this new deity seemed to be more
theologians confess they are in no position to adjudicate
a product of what people desired, more a response to recent
between competing models of God or reality. Although they
social changes, than a genuine discovery that propelled these
may be able to speak about which ones are more conducive
social changes. As Freud observed long ago, when we conto human well-being, they cannot claim to know which of
struct precisely the god we most desire, we open ourselves to
them more accurately reflects the divine character and will.
the charge of wishful thinking. Is the creator of the universe
Postmodern theology, then, as McFague puts it, is “mostly
really just as we moderns wish him or her to be?
ues and models of God with me into my first two parishes.
I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have little
interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching their
future ministers.
Even progressive Christians are resistant to discarding traditional metaphors for “Mother” or “Life-giving Spirit,” and
they often feel disconnected from a deity who takes special
interest in a small marginalized group to which they them-
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fiction,” and the theologian is reduced to an artist. Gone is
the metaphysician who speaks with authority on the nature
of being.
Of course, the problem that postmodern theologians face
is why anyone not already immersed in their language games
should accept their accounts of the sacred and of divine-human relations. By their own admission, their narratives come
with no authority, no proof or evidence. They may sound nice,
and they may be used to inspire a progressive ethic, but what
possible reason do we outsiders have to believe that even a
shred of their narratives is true?
I still happen to believe strongly in the importance of epistemic justification: for any worldview on offer, there ought to be
plenty of evidence to back it up, and postmodern theologians
are unwilling to provide it. Furthermore, in order for any
Christian worldview to appear credible today, it must take seriously the enormity of gratuitous suffering and the waste of
sentient life, and progressive political theologies routinely fail
to do so. To honor God with the title “creator” while simultaneously claiming that he has no power whatsoever to alleviate
suffering, as most all progressive theologians do, strains credulity. And to claim that “God is love” is to turn a blind eye to the
brute—often brutal—facts of existence. It all seems a rather

The Shrine That Wasn’t
Chris O’Carroll

transparent exercise in wishful thinking and self-deception,
and there came a point when I could no longer participate in it.
Some well-educated Christians undoubtedly have the ability to
assume the stance of the postmodern ironist and just play
along, fully aware that the Christian language game is “mostly
fiction,” that its models of reality have little (if anything) to do
with the world we actually inhabit. But for me, this no longer
satisfies. I need evidence. I need models of reality that are justifiable, models grounded in the latest research the social and
natural sciences have to offer.
Further Reading
Johnson, Elizabeth. Quest for the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the
Theology of God. New York: Continuum, 2012.
Kaufman, Gordon. In the Face of Mystery: A Constructive Theology.
Boston: Harvard University Press, 1995.
McFague, Sallie. Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear
Age. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1987.

James Metzger received his PhD in religion from Vanderbilt University. He
now teaches religious studies, ethics, and critical thinking. Prior to a career
in academics, he served as a minister to several United Methodist Church
and United Church of Christ congregations.

New FI Literary Editor
FREE INQUIRY welcomes Cheryl Quimba as its new
Literary Editor. Quimba is a graduate of the MFA

Thanking our hosts for food and wine, we said

Program in Creative Writing at Purdue University.

We’d take a walk around their neighborhood

She lives in Buffalo, New York, where she works at

Before we caught a late train home to bed.

the fiction publisher, Starcherone Books, and is a

Just down the block, the smell of fresh-cut wood

Teaching Artist at the Just Buffalo Literary Center.

Drew us to the sawdusted grassy verge.
The whorl we spied inside the severed limb
Begot a prankish, troublemaking urge.

Please send poetry submissions of up to five poems
to her at cquimba@centerforinquiry.net. Poems can
be included in the message body or in one file as a
.doc, .docx, .rtf, or .pdf attachment. Hard-copy sub-

The standard cowled outline of Her or Him

missions may be mailed to Free Inquiry, ATTN: Poetry

Adorned the stump. Let’s call a TV crew,

Editor, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.

Undo streetlamp-haloed serenity!
A Fatima-like frenzy will ensue
As pilgrims throng to worship at this tree!
We didn’t call. Our laughter was a prayer
Keeping real faith with what was really there.

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His poems have appeared in
Angle, Light, Literary Review, Measure, and The Rotary Dial, among
other print and online journals.
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INGERSOLL’S BASIC IDEAS
Explained by Herman E. Kitteridge — His Friend and Biographer
[Ingersoll had solid philosophic — and scientific — reasons
underpinning his unbelief in anything supernatural. His
friend Herman E. Kitteridge, discussed these questions with
him and goes into detail about them in his biography of Ingersoll.
This can be found in its entirety at theingersolltimes.com
website on the second page under ABOUT INGERSOLL —
KITTERIDGE BIOGRAPHY.
Kitteridge makes it clear that Ingersoll thought of himself
as an atheist, despite his depiction as the Great Agnostic.
He was positive he does not believe there is a God; but,
because of lack of knowledge, cannot make the positive
assertion that God does not exist.
Still,as demonstrated below, he felt that the attitude of the
agnostic — not pretending to know — was in specific applications the only tenable one.
Ingersoll's science was that of over 134 years ago. That
confirmed for him that the universe had always existed and
that both matter and energy were in constant transformation but never created or destroyed.
As always , he explained himself in accessible language.
This is well demonstrated in the following extracts from the
biography which relate to the source of his knowledge and
how that explains why different people have different
conclusions.
This goes directly to the crucial foundation of the Christian
religion — the absolute assertion than all humans (except
children, mentally incompetent and those forced.) have free
will by which they know the right course when they seriously deliberate a moral question; and are free to take the
right course, irrespective of all that went into their making;
and in becoming who they are.
This must be, as it is the foundation for guilt; need for
atonement, forgiveness and Jesus. If ones views and
actions are caused by factors beyond their control — as
acknowledged in the exceptions noted — then there can be
no just guilt. St. Augustine made that explicit. ff]

Source of My Knowledge
Now, I examine my own mind, and I find that I know two
things.

n First, I know that I exist. How do I know this? Because
“I examine.” How could I examine if I did not exist? In
other words, I am conscious; therefore, I exist — “I
think, hence I am.”
n Second, I perceive that my stream of consciousness is
subject to continuous interruptions, or changes; and
these interruptions, or changes, I call phenomena.
I know phenomena. Above, below, behind these phenomena, I cannot logically and honestly go.
Whether the multitudinous divergent phenomena manifest
in my subjective consciousness, through the five senses are
mere seemings; whether they represent objective realities,
and, if so, whether those realities are different from, or
greater or less than, the phenomena themselves, I do not
and can not know.
Whether the paper on which I write, my limbs, my body,
are objective realities, and, if so, whether they are precisely
what they seem to be, I do not and can not know. Why can
I not know? Because everything concerning them must
reach my consciousness through one or more of the
senses, and be perceived as phenomena.
What then, shall be my attitude?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
idealist, that back of subjective phenomena, there is no
objective reality, no material substance?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the dogmatic materialist, that back of subjective phenomena,
there is an objective reality, an eternal material substance which is the cause of those phenomena?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
theist, that back of subjective phenomena is God, their
"Great First Cause"?
What shall be my attitude?
"Whoso has mastered the elements of philosophy knows
that the attribute of unquestionable certainty appertains
only to the existence of a state of consciousness so long as
it exists; ....” “For any demonstration that can be given to
the contrary effect, the ‘collection of perceptions’ which
makes up our consciousness may be an orderly phantasmagoria generated by the Ego, unfolding its successive

ADVERTISEMENT

scenes on the background of the abyss of nothingness;…

Where did he get his weights?

“On the other hand, it must no less readily be allowed that,
for anything that can be proved to the contrary, there may
be a real something which is the cause of all our impressions; that sensations, though not likenesses, are symbols
of that something; and that the part of that something,
which we call the nervous system, is an apparatus for supplying us with a sort of algebra of fact, based on those
symbols. A brain may be the machinery by which the material universe becomes conscious of itself.”

Where did you get yours?

What, then, I ask again, shall be my attitude?
Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the idealist,
of the dogmatic materialist, or of the theist?
I shall do none of these. I shall say, with Ingersoll, “I do
not know.”.…until it shall have been blotted out, the attitude
of the Agnostic, it seems to me, must be recognized as the
only tenable attitude of the human mind.
Says Ingersoll: —“Let us be honest with ourselves. In the
presence of countless mysteries; standing beneath the
boundless heaven sown thick with constellations; knowing
that each grain of sand, each leaf, each blade of grass, asks
of every mind the answerless question; knowing that the
simplest thing defies solution; feeling that we deal with the
superficial and the relative, and that we are forever eluded
by the real, the absolute, — let us admit the limitations of
our minds, and let us have the courage and candor to say:
We do not know.”

Can you change your weights at will?
To him, the assertion that an infinitely wise and powerful
Being created and governs this world was a monstrous absurdity; but he did not deny, because, as already stated, he
realized that the mental scales in which he was obliged to
weigh the evidence for and against might be wrong, —
might have erroneously tipped to the negative side.
And so he never claimed to know the right weight: he
simply read his scale.
Moreover, he knew that there were millions of other
“scales,” every one differing from his own, and that, consequently, in spite of themselves, they would all give different
weights to the same matter.
This is the golden kernel of Ingersollism — …every
mind [has its] its own “weights and measures.”
He knew that the theist and the dogmatic atheist alike must,
too, have weighed the matter in their scales, and must have
reached, unavoidably, their respective conclusions.
He did not blame them for their conclusions: he simply
demanded that they, like himself, tell them as conclusions,
not as facts.

............

FREE WILL — Ingersoll’s Weights
and Your Weights

Ingersoll tells of a missionary trying to convince an Indian
of the wonderful truths of Christianity. The red man listened
attentively, then stooped and, with a stick, drew a little
circle in the sand. “This,” said he, “is what Indian knows.”

I once asked Ingersoll why he had accepted Agnosticism,
instead of either theism or dogmatic atheism. He replied, in
effect, that he possessed, as his only guide in this and all
other matters, a brain capable of certain things: there were
limits within which its processes were confined. Under given
conditions, it reached given conclusions — we will say beliefs.

Then, tracing a very large circle around the first, he added,
“and this is what white man knows; but out here [pointing
outside both circles] Indian knows just as much as white
man.”

These beliefs unavoidably resulted from evidence, as that
which is called “weight” results from the gravitation of
matter placed upon a scale. As far as he could see, his
beliefs, — his weights, — were right, but he did not
affirm that they were right; for he recognized the
fact that, after all, his brain, — his mental scales, —
might be wrong.

............

“It is insisted that man is free, and is responsible, because
he knows right from wrong. But the compass does not navigate the ship; neither does it in any way, of itself, determine the direction that is taken. When wind and waves are
too powerful, the compass is of no importance. The pilot
may read it correctly, and may know the direction the ship
ought to take, but the compass is not a force. So men,
blown by the tempests of passion, may have the intellectual
conviction that they should go another way; but of what
use, of what force, is the conviction?”

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed
and explained to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com
website where you can read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format.
If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Anticipating Hamlet in the Gospels:
God’s Plan, Mere Coincidence, or
Intentional Deception?
Mark Rubinstein

I

magine you are an educated Roman aristocrat during the
mid-second century CE. You know about the growing number
of Christians, followers of that strange new religion that has
broken away from Judaism. They have worked hard to convert
you, but you have heard their story before: a dying and rising
Savior is nothing new. Many “messiahs” have claimed to work
miracles, but the world marches on and nothing changes.
But suddenly, for you, everything changes. One day in
the marketplace, you are drawn to a crowd listening to
Justin Martyr, the brilliant defender of Christianity. He has
a novel proof that the Gospel narratives about Jesus must
be true: Justin claims that almost every event reported in
them was prophesied centuries earlier in the Hebrew Bible!
Systematically, detail by detail, Justin proves his claim. You are
dumbfounded and on the spot decide to convert.
Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible became an early Christian
industry, known today as “typology,” to which even so brilliant a scholar as Augustine devoted much of his life and writings. Typology provides a mirroring form of proof: we can use
it to show that the Gospels must be true since they were anticipated by the Hebrew Bible, and we know the Hebrew Bible
is true because it anticipates the Gospels. Moreover, typology
embodies a primitive theory of history based on reverse causality: God first decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it. History is thus endowed with a purpose,
but that will only become intelligible after we experience the
future. Christians argue that if we look only to the Hebrew
Bible, we will not understand history. Only with the New
Testament does God’s real plan come into focus.
In the modern world, typological proof remains alive and
well. As stated in the current edition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church (1:1:107), “The New Testament lies hidden
in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.” If
you have ever heard the Messiah, Handel’s sublime oratorio,
you may not have realized it, but you were exposed to this
kind of proselytizing logic. Much of the lyrics are not from the
Gospels but from the Old Testament book of Isaiah, written
five centuries before Jesus was born. Do you remember these
borrowed verses?
40
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Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son. . . . The people
that walked in darkness have seen a great light. . . . For unto
us a child is born, unto us a son is given. . . . Then the eyes of
the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be
unstopped. . . . He is despised and rejected of men. . . . Surely
he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows . . . But he
was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
inequities . . . and with his stripes we are healed. . . . And the
Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of
thy rising. (Isaiah 7:14; 9:2, 6; 35:5; 53:3–5; 60:3)

There is no more influential passage from the Hebrew Bible
favored by Christians to show that the coming of Christ, their
true Messiah, had been anticipated for several centuries. Based
on this authoritative testimony, Christians could argue that
the Messiah was to be rejected and suffer and die for the sins
of others. Of course, Jesus is never mentioned by name in the
Hebrew Bible; but, nonetheless, Christian theologians have
found him in every story and in every psalm.
To take a famous example among hundreds, Christians
found in Isaac an early Jesus and in Abraham a stand-in for
God. Like Abraham, God is willing to sacrifice his only son. Just
as Isaac carries wood to his pyre for his own sacrifice (Genesis
22:6), so too Jesus was forced to carry the crossbeam to the
place of his crucifixion (John 19:17). And just as the ram or
lamb was “caught in a [thorny] thicket by its horns” (Genesis
22:13), Jesus was mockingly crowned with a wreath of thorns
just before his death (Mark 27:29).
The source of the error is failure to appreciate the Astonishing
Law of Coincidences: they happen far more easily than you
think. If you have a big enough pile of stuff (the Hebrew Bible),
and if you sift through all of it, you can find whatever you are
looking for (a detail from the life of Jesus). The Astonishing
Law of Coincidences has an even more astonishing corollary:
if things are rigged, they happen even more frequently. Could
many details of the life of Jesus recounted in the Gospels have
simply been copied from the Hebrew Bible playbook? To show
that any sufficiently rich literary source can seem to anticipate
another, I will now “prove” that the real reason the Gospels
were written (drum roll, please) . . . was in preparation for
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, written 1,500 years later!

Jesus and Hamlet
I have read perhaps fifty books about Shakespeare’s plays,
and not one of them mentions this connection. Yet, the evidence for this contention is even stronger than the evidence
supporting the idea that the Old Testament was written with
Jesus in mind.* To get us started: I have long wondered about
the uncertain identities of the authors of each of the four biblical Gospels; but, of course, the purpose of this mystery was
to prepare the way for the controversial attribution of Hamlet
to an Elizabethan actor, about whom little is also known,
called William Shakespeare.
Who is Jesus? is the central question of the Gospels. The
first verse of Mark states that Jesus is the son of God, but
it takes the entire Gospel to tell us what that could mean.
What kind of young man is Hamlet? That is a central question
of the play. The very first line of the play, which so often in
Shakespeare laconically summarizes the drama,
asks who Hamlet is: “Who’s there?” (1:1:1). In
each case, as readers, we are kept in suspense:
in the Gospels, will Jesus defeat Satan and his
demons or die trying, and in Shakespeare’s
play, will Hamlet avenge the murder of his
father or die trying? Ironically, both figures
emerge victorious and will be recognized as
kings, Jesus as “King of the Jews” and Hamlet
as King of the Danes. But both will die moments
later, each wounded, Jesus by a spear and
Hamlet by a sword.
Like Jesus, Hamlet is a superior human being
in a number of ways, a nearly perfect man ethically and intellectually and possessing great verbal skill. At
age thirty, like Jesus, he discovers that he lives in a corrupted
world and then within months is unjustly cut down in his
youth at the hands of his adversaries and rivals. His words (or
perhaps Shakespeare’s), pregnant with a transcendent wisdom like those of Jesus, have become the most widely quoted
of any person, real or fictional, in Western history.
Both the Gospels and Shakespeare’s play are much concerned
with death and the afterlife: Jesus preaches the doctrine of
heaven and hell, while Hamlet’s dead father complains he must
soon render himself up “to sulph’rous and tormenting flames”
(1:5:4–5), and Hamlet later wonders about “the dread of something after death—the undiscover’d country from whose bourn
no traveler returns” (3:1:86–88). Reminiscent of the Trinity and
the baptism of Jesus, at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play,
Hamlet’s dead father, the previous king (= God-the-Father-like
figure), comes to Earth as an apparition (= Holy-Ghost-like
figure) to charge Hamlet (= Jesus-the-Son-like figure) with his
responsibility to restore the moral balance of Denmark (= Judea):
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (1:5:100). Both
*Comparative word counts: about 32,000 words are in Hamlet; 86,000
words are in the Gospels (KJV, which contains four versions of the same
story); 602,000 words are in the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament
(KJV). So it is far more likely that by chance something in the Gospels
will have an “anticipatory” story or verse in the Old Testament compared
to the odds of finding similar connections between Hamlet and the
Gospels.

the Gospels and the play are concerned with iniquity and perversion. For Jesus, it is demons and the current religious authorities.
Similarly, the play is full of images of corruption: rottenness,
maggots, cankers, unweeded gardens, incestuous sheets, compost, leprous distilments, the vicious moles of nature, pestilent
vapors, and worms feasting on corpses. Hamlet is enjoined to
root out the evil (= Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, chief priests,
scribes, Satan, demons), even, as it turns out in the end, at the
cost of his life. He is forced to hide his true intentions (= messianic secret) except from his great friend of a lower social rank,
Horatio (= disciple), in order to gain time to carry out his mission.
The Gospels have spawned a two-thousand-year-old confusion between reality and appearance. Is Jesus an invention
of their authors, or is he really God’s son? Is the Ghost, Hamlet
wonders, an invention of the Devil sent to seduce him into
evil, or does he really represent his father? Is Hamlet mad or

“Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible
became an early Christian industry. . . .”

merely feigning madness? At one point (Mark 3:21), Jesus’s
neighbors and family mistake his behavior for madness. Is
the new king a murderer or merely a fortunate and clever
statesman? Is Satan the source of all evil, or is he merely God’s
advisor, as he appears in the Hebrew Bible book of Job? Was
Hamlet’s mother an adulteress? Was Jesus’ mother a virgin?
Is Polonius a wise advisor and loving father or a conceited
fool? Is Jesus a great moral teacher or another failed pretend messiah? Just as Jesus frequently upbraids those who
physically see but do not intellectually see and praises those
who can see intellectually without first seeing physically,
Shakespeare’s play is saturated with images of seeing, seeming, and assuming a false shape or appearance.
The state has been thrown out of kilter. Claudius (= Satan)
has usurped the throne rightfully belonging to Hamlet by
murdering his brother (Hamlet’s father) and marrying his
queen (Hamlet’s mother). Similarly, in Genesis, the first real
proof that Adam had brought sin into the world is his son
Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. As a result, “the time is out
of joint” and, like Jesus, Hamlet must “set it right” (1:5:210–
211). For Hamlet, even the smallest detail of the world is pregnant with meaning. So he says, “There is a special providence
in the fall of a sparrow” (5:2:210). But Jesus’s similar interest
in sparrows has long ago prepared us for this insight: “Are
not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall
not fall on the ground without your Father” (Matthew 10:29).

secularhumanism.org

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

FREE INQUIRY

41

Immediately following his baptism, Jesus goes into the wilderness where he is tempted by the Devil: “The devil taketh
him up into an exceedingly high mountain, and sheweth him
all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; and
saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt
fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:8–9). Similarly, at
the beginning of the play, Hamlet is tempted by Claudius to
set aside the mission that will be assigned to him by his true
father. Claudius slimily tries to bribe Hamlet with promises of
worldly status and encourages him to think of him as his new
father: “Think of us as a father; for let the world take note,
you are the most immediate to our throne, and with no less
nobility of love than that which dearest father bears his son
do I impart toward you” (Hamlet 1:2:96–99).
In Hamlet’s baptism/transfiguration scene, he is accompanied by Horatio and others who witness Hamlet meeting
his father’s apparition. The Ghost will speak only to Hamlet,

“. . . Typology embodies a primitive theory of
history based on reverse causality: God first
decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it.”

while God in the Gospels speaks only to Jesus. Afterward,
Hamlet instructs them to “never make known what you have
seen” (1:5:160), while Jesus instructs the disciples who have
witnessed his Transfiguration that “they should tell no man
what things they had seen” (Mark 9:9).
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount prefigures Polonius’s advice
to his son Laertes: “My blessing with thee. And these few precepts in thy memory look thou character. Give thy thoughts
no tongue, nor any unproportioned act his thought. . . . Give
every man thy ear, but few thy voice. Take each mans censure,
but reserve thy judgment. . . . Neither a borrower nor a lender
be. . . . This above all, to thine own self be true, and it must
follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to
any man” (Hamlet 1:3:62–86).
Jesus begins his ministry declaring, “Repent ye, and believe
in the gospel” (Mark 1:15), and Hamlet advises, “Confess
yourself to heaven, repent what’s past, avoid what is to come”
(3:4:170–171). Like Mark’s demons and like Satan, Claudius,
who has committed both fratricide and regicide, in part so
he could marry his brother’s wife, laments, “Try what repentance can: what can it not? Yet what can it, when one cannot
repent?” (3:3:66–67).
Shortly before his death, Jesus predicts an end of days:
“But in those days . . . the sun shall be darkened, and the
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moon shall not give her light. And the stars of heaven shall
fall, and the powers that are in heaven and earth shall be
shaken” (Mark 13:24–25). A similar prediction appears in
Shakespeare’s play: “As stars with trains of fire and dews of
blood, disasters in the sun; and the moist star [the moon] . . .
was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. And even the like
precurse of feared events, as harbingers proceeding still the
fates and prologue to the omen coming on have heaven and
earth together demonstrated” (Hamlet 1:1:129–136; also
1:1:257).
Although Judas was Jesus’s trusted disciple, he ended up
betraying his master and dying for it. Similarly Hamlet’s good
friends from childhood, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (or is
it Guildenstern and Rosencrantz?) (= Judas), are condemned
to death by their own act of betrayal. It seems the Gospels
had Shakespeare’s drama in mind when they invented the
character of Judas, since we find in Hamlet: “So oft it chances
in particular men that for some vicious mole of nature in them
as in their birth . . . that these men, carrying, I say, the stamp
of one defect . . . shall in the general censure take corruption
from that particular fault. The dram of evil doth all the noble
substance of a doubt to his own scandal” (Hamlet 1:4:26–40).
Jesus is rejected, denied, or abandoned by almost everyone including his disciples, his family, and the two criminals crucified with him. Similarly, Hamlet is betrayed by
Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia, and, of course,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern—every significant living character apart from his alter ego, Horatio. Jesus and Hamlet are
forced to confront the evils of their worlds alone.
Peter tempts Jesus to turn aside from his mission, and Jesus
rebukes him saying, “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Mark 8:33).
This clearly prefigures Hamlet’s remark, “The spirit that I have
seen may be the devil and the devil hath the power t’ assume
a pleasing shape” (2:2:627–629) and Polonius’s warning,
“with devotion’s visage and pious action we do sugar o’er the
devil himself” (3:1:53–55).
As Jesus contemplates his death in the Garden of
Gethsemane, he says to his disciples: “My soul is exceedingly
sorrowful unto death . . . and he went forward a little, and fell
on the ground, and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour
might pass from him. And he said, Abba, Father, all things are
possible unto thee; take away this cup from me: nevertheless
not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:34–36). This
theme also is important in Shakespeare’s play when Hamlet,
because of his birth, must consider the larger polity over his
own needs: “His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,
for he himself is subject to his birth. He may not, as unvalued
persons do, carve for himself for on his choice depends the
safety and the health of the whole state” (Hamlet 1:3:20–24).
And in the most famous soliloquy in literature, Hamlet,
like Jesus, must choose between living a normal life or taking
responsibility, fighting back, and risking his own death: “To
be or not to be—that is the question: whether ‘tis nobler in
the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous for-

tune, or take arms against a sea of troubles and, by opposing,
end them” (Hamlet 3:1:64–68).
In Mark, the last words of Jesus are: “My God, my God,
why has thou forsaken me?” (15:34), while Hamlet says, “O
God, God, how weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to
me all the uses of this world!” (1:2:136–137). In John, Jesus’s
last words before his death are “It is finished” (19:30), while
Hamlet’s dying words are “The rest is silence” (5:2:395).
Immediately after Jesus dies, “graves were opened; and
many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of
the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city”
(Matthew 27:52–53), while in Hamlet we hear that immediately after the death of Julius Caesar, “The graves stood
tenantless, and the sheeted dead did squeak and gibber in
the Roman streets” (1:1:127–128).
Just as Jesus, in his final request, charges his disciples
to take his message to “all nations,” as he is dying, Hamlet
enjoins Horatio: “Things standing thus unknown, shall I leave
behind me! If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart . . . in this
harsh world draw thy breath . . . to tell my story” (5:2:379–
384).

I know that Christians see the resurrection of Jesus as the
cornerstone of their faith, but actually its main purpose was
preparation for Shakespeare’s lines: “Why the sepulcher,
wherein we saw thee quietly interred, hath oped his ponderous and marble jaws to cast thee up again” (1:4:53–56).
I could point to many other anticipatory verses, such as
how John 20:25 anticipates Hamlet 1:1:66, Mark 10:19 anticipates Hamlet 1:2:135–136, Matthew 7:3 anticipates Hamlet
1:1:124, Mark 12:17 anticipates Hamlet 2:2:47–48, and
Matthew 23:28 anticipates Hamlet 3:1:155–156. And here are
some verses the Gospel evangelists missed that Jesus must
have said: Hamlet 1:2:67, 86–87; 2:2:99; 4:3:9–11; and 3:2:356–
357. Verily, our cup runneth over. How better for God to explain
the crucifixion to Jesus than to use Hamlet’s words to his mother:
“I must be cruel only to be kind” 3:4:199.

Mark Rubinstein is a columnist for F REE I NQUIRY and a retired professor
of finance at the University of California at Berkeley.

I think that our most functional criterion for identifying proposals as
knowledge is physical observation, repeatable on demand. What I’d like
to understand, at last, is the ostensibly more powerful basis upon which theists seek to deny this. They must have one, as their defining proposals stand
in direct opposition to our entire body of on-demand-repeatable physical
observation based knowledge. Reality has no option for showing us, more
clearly than it already has, that the purportedly physical miracles upon which
our theists base their initial beliefs in their Supernatural Beings never really
happened.
To make this challenge explicit, I am not merely claiming that the theists are
wrong. I’m claiming that they are wrong by any criterion through which right
and wrong can be coherently distinguished. This claim is a lot stronger, and
it’s testable. For example, if Christians can show any functional basis for
knowledge-selection that validates the existence and power of Yahweh over his logically exclusive
alternatives (Allah, Vishnu, Wotan, etc.), or if Muslims can show any such basis that preferentially
validates Allah, then my claim would be invalidated.
Most succinctly, we have never been able to win at the level of “our truths” against “their truths,” but I
think that we can now win at the level of on-demand-repeatable physical observation vs. our species’
common-sense concept of “truth” itself. I think that we have had all of the needed philosophical pieces
in place, for about the 80 years since publication of Karl Popper’s Logic of Scientific Discovery, to
definitively call the theist’s bluff at this deepest accessible epistemic level. My book’s essays therefore
argue and provide ammunition for such a bluff call, between ourselves and all who still proselytize for
emotionally seductive irrational knowledge systems (systems that fundamentally don’t make sense,
and so can only be propagated as “truths”). If I can get enough of you in my own camp to understand
and help me to spread this call, then – like Archimedes with his lever – we will start to move the world.
For more information please visit our website, at poppersinversion.org , or buy my book Leaving Truth. As a paperback,
from B & N; or as an eBook, from any of the main e-retailers.
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Scientific Ethics and the Scriptures
of Abrahamic Faiths
Steve Sklar

T

his article presents the view that science is sufficient to
establish at least the basis of an ethical system through
indicating human identity and purpose. We have evolved
as our planet evolves, and we can now understand ourselves as
the forefront of that evolution. Science can also be instrumental
in shaping goals through morality. We are the most conscious,
responsible, and powerful creatures on planet Earth. Our actions
modify our world more profoundly than any other living creature
ever has. This shapes our task, our place, more clearly and more
emphatically than any scripture can.

“The scriptures of Abrahamic faiths have many
concepts of the world and
humankind’s place in it that differ
fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these two conflicting realms….”

Our lives have been impacted by science and advanced technologies, yet many of us who are comfortable with this modern
technology accept traditions formulated thousands of years ago.
We use these traditions to maintain a sense of who we are and
to define the meaning of our lives. The scriptures of Abrahamic
faiths have many concepts of the world and humankind’s place
in it that differ fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these
two conflicting realms, oblivious to the glaring contradictions
between them.
There are critical differences between a scientific worldview
and that of these scriptures. Science studies billions of years,
while the scriptures deal with only a few thousand years. Science
portends the possibility that we and our ancestors may survive
for perhaps millions or billions of years. In order to survive, we
must advance beyond the limitations of our current knowledge
and capacity. It is not a question of waiting a few years or even
a few centuries for a final judgment to be imposed upon us that
will determine our destiny. If we and our descendants fail to
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evolve and approach new frontiers, we may be lost. It was not
even suspected thousands of years ago that we would travel
to the moon or that the world’s economy would depend upon
satellites transmitting signals from the heavens. Even our present
achievements may seem primitive to our descendants thousands
of years from now. Our future depends upon what we and
future generations do. The end of our story is not found in an
ancient book; it has yet to be written.
As the tasks of human communities became more complex,
cooperation among members became more essential and purely
instinctual behaviors became inadequate—even dangerous. We
learned to review our actions critically and to estimate the future
consequences of what we do or intend to do. We are capable of
evaluating ourselves, of comparing ourselves with others, and
of directing ourselves toward self-improvement. We have established moral standards and judge ourselves and others by those
standards. We have become ethical, and our intentions can be
directed not just to pleasure and survival but also to higher and
more distant goals. This was a long, arduous evolution, a process
of trial and error, slowly forming and enhancing consciousness
and expanding its use. We unite to accomplish long-term goals,
and our lives take on greater significance with shared meaning
and intent. Morality adds another dimension, separate from survival and reproduction. The ability to see ourselves and our place
in the universe, and to act upon that vision, allows us to break
through the limitations of our past. We are not only the most
advanced creatures on Earth; we have become the power of
Earth to be conscious of itself, to evaluate itself, and to project its
goals into the future. This is not romanticism. It is science. We do
what no other creature on Earth does or could conceive of doing.
Our Earth has evolved a means of judging itself and a means of
setting its own conscious goals and attempting to achieve those
goals. We are the Earth’s self-knowledge and self-determination.
Are we capable of doing this well, of consciously and deliberately guiding ourselves and our planet toward a greater future?
It is a difficult task, but we must accept it. What we do, more
than any other factor, will determine what happens next in the
multibillion-year process of life on this planet. If we use nuclear
weapons to destroy ourselves, we might push back the evolution
of life to the point where consciousness disappears—possibly
not to reappear before life on Earth ceases. Our weapons could
leave our planet dead, lifeless—a cosmic tragedy. Even should life

survive a nuclear holocaust, the setback could prove fatal.
Taking a longer view, Earth will eventually die. Our sun will
expand, and its heat will evaporate the oceans and all water on
Earth. It will later contract and stop producing enough heat to
support life. Unless our descendants find ways to travel to other
planets in other solar systems, they will not survive. If we nurture
ourselves and our world, our descendants may learn to travel
to other solar systems and have billions of years to grow and
become more perfect. If we destroy ourselves, there may not
be time enough for another technological species to evolve and
create the means for interstellar travel before Earth becomes
desolate.
We have a clear ethical choice. We could destroy ourselves
through our ignorance and savagery or our descendants can
achieve glories we cannot now even conceive.
Our most essential task, then, is to survive and to take responsibility for the sustainability of life on Earth. Our ancestors,
including the writers of the books of the Bible, may not have
understood the scope of this responsibility, but we have grown
into it. Our duty is to remain true to it. This responsibility requires
honesty, and the fulfillment of this task requires discipline. It is
not necessary to have a prophet reveal this to us. It is our own
history. It is not necessary that a supreme being command it of
us. Though a commandment might confirm our duty, the duty
is already evident. We know our place in the universe: the most
exalted and responsible place of all the creatures our planet
has. Our science has taught us this. It is the foundation of our
self-knowledge as well as the foundation of the vision of the task
before us. Even a decision to ignore our responsibility would be
an ethical decision, albeit one that could prove disastrous.
We can immediately decide upon at least one moral precept:
that it would be unethical to deprive Earth of its consciousness
acquired over the course of billions of years. And it would also be
dangerous. Without our guidance and our growth, life that originated on Earth will eventually perish. This existential imperative
is obvious, yet it directly contradicts a religious view held by millions—a belief that may prove to be one of the most dangerous
ideologies ever widely accepted. This is the belief in a final, horrible war between the forces of good and evil, a war of intense
devastation to purify Earth and establish a realm of peace and
justice forever. This belief originated in Zoroastrianism, which
taught that the universe is ruled by two powers, one of goodness
and light and the other of evil and darkness. Supposedly, these
two forces are equal in strength, and the struggle between them
will be resolved one day through a human battle during which
those who follow goodness and light will be victorious. The
Hebrew community was exposed to Zoroastrianism when Cyrus
the Great of Persia conquered Babylon and released the Hebrews
from captivity, allowing them to return to Jerusalem as subjects
of his empire. The concept of a final battle was absorbed into
some Jewish sects and then into Christianity and Islam. When
the most frightful weapons we possessed were bows and arrows,
this belief posed no existential threat. It was just one more reason
to go to war.
However, now that we have weapons of terrifying potency,
we simply can no longer afford to abide this myth. Each community of combatants in such a conflict would be confident that

God will be on its side, guaranteeing its victory. Jews await the
Messiah, Christians await the second coming of Christ, Muslims
await the Mahdi. Given our current weapons and the possibility
of even more devastating weapons in the future, there may be
no victors in a final struggle. Just as millions of species have been
lost to extinction, such a war could be an unrelieved horror, an
insane act of planetary suicide. There are members of the Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim faiths who believe that building a nuclear
arsenal to prepare for that final battle is an act of obedience
to God. This could lead to a worldwide disaster. Even in biblical
times, it was obvious that war does not lead to peace, nor does it
usually lead to purification. It leads to death, and a nuclear winter
could lead to the death of millions of species, including humans.
After millennia of assuming that we reside in the center of the
universe, we have just begun to realize how vast the universe is
in both space and time. Because of this realization, we are beginning to understand the immensity of our own potential. Our
lives have already begun to expand beyond the surface of our
planet. As we understand our origins, we begin to comprehend
both our responsibilities and the magnificent future that awaits
us if we are wise. Our instincts evolved as survival mechanisms.
Some of them, such as love and compassion, are essential for our
progress. Others, such as hatred and pride, are highly dangerous.
This is true whatever scripture one may believe in, and it is true
without belief in any scripture. Our selfishness and violence have
largely shaped our history, but they now threaten to bring us
and much of the world around us to a disastrous end. To transform ourselves and the world around us, to build a home in the
universe and to be worthy of living within it, will require insight
and technology and also caring and concern for ourselves and
the environment that sustains us. For the first time in human
history, most people can read and write. For the first time in
human history, most people live under democratic governments
and believe that all humans have rights. The transformation is
underway.
Our evolution is more deliberate than ever before, and our
future depends more than ever upon our own insight and morality. If we are to thrive, we must put away the anger, hatred, and
prejudice that have plagued us and increase in forgiveness, compassion, and love. We must outgrow our parochial viewpoints
and prepare ourselves to live out a role in a universal drama far
beyond the scope of our ancestors. The home we build for ourselves is the home we shall live in. Science has provided a means
both of understanding who we are and of constructing an environment for ourselves in which we can thrive. The scriptures of
Abrahamic faiths have played a vital role, but as our knowledge
advances, their weaknesses have become more and more apparent. In the process of overcoming these weaknesses and moving
forward in our growth, science must be our guide.

Steve Sklar has a degree in Oriental Studies and Western Philosophy from
Columbia College. He studied Asiatic faiths with native adherents overseas
for twelve years. He presently lives and works in Florida.
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Lauren Becker

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

7. Anyway, religion flourishes when
it’s oppressed by the state as
surely as it turns corrupt when
joined with it.
8. History lesson: the quickest way
to destroy a peaceful society is to
give its rulers the authority of God.
9. Besides, how are we going to
explain a state church to a world
of people expecting America to
be the “land of the free”?
10. If we start revoking liberties, all the
good people who value freedom
will leave and then what will we
have?
11. Relax. Remember: every time we
try to make everyone believe the
same thing, lots of people get
killed.
12. If we start acting like a backward
theocracy, no one will like us and
they won’t believe a word we
say—as a church or as a state.
13. It’s hard enough enforcing laws
that we agree on. How are we
going to enforce a law that no
one likes? Besides, stupid laws
only damage our credibility.
14. Okay, this is a democracy. How
many people really want the government to tell them how to worship God? Not enough.
15. If we start to think it’s okay for
the majority—the state—to take
away our religious freedom, what
freedom will we let it take away
next?

It’s 2014, and, like Madison, we have
a problem. There is a dangerous problem with the desire to base our national
morality on Christian beliefs—or any
religious beliefs. Of course it’s a good
idea to have a strong moral foundation,
but morals don’t need religion to be
sound. In fact, history is replete with
examples showing that morality does
horrific damage when it is based on the
authority of a god. God’s laws are absolutes, and the things that make people want to cling to absolutes are the
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of human experience; and they reavery things that make them dangerous:
soned—after much strenuous debate—
absolutes shut down critical thinking.
that “We the People” would be the best
They do not allow debate. They allow
guardians of liberty. Not God. Not king.
no reflection. There is no moderation.
Not priest. We the People. They conThere is no reason.
cluded that ten amendments would do
When people attach the authority
far more to ensure the general welfare
of God to moral precepts, they turn
than the Ten Commandments.
good ideas into bad ideology and corAnd so it was with Madison’s “Memorial
rupt theology. “Love thy neighbor”
and Remonstrance.” When the General
gets hijacked by “The ends justify the
Assembly tried to pass a bill that would
means because God said so.” Ideology
infringe upon religious liberty, Madison
is amenable to branding and is particudidn’t try to justify his disagreement with
larly useful during political campaigns,
an appeal to faith. He didn’t fire back at
but it is a disastrous basis on which to
his adversaries with a Commandment,
make decisions. It is a disastrous way to
with a “because God said so.” He
govern a country.
looked to reason and found fifteen of
People who believe the United
them—more than enough to persuade
States can somehow be saved by a
his fellow Virginians to change their
rebirth of religious piety miss the most
minds and choose the better way.
profound lesson American history has
Our leaders and fellow citizens are
to offer. The most unique and signifright to claim that America has strayed
icant characteristic of our national
from its original values, but our value sysexperiment was not its dedication to
tem was never about commandments.
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiLiberty, equality, tolerance and respect,
ness. The genius of the American examfairness, freedom of conscience and
ple was the method our founders used
speech, distribution of power, and checks
to conclude that those things should be
and balances—the civic virtues and demthe foundation of their new republic.
ocratic values that have sustained us are
They dismissed the political and relisecular values born of human experigious ideologies of the day and used
ence and free thought. They are the
reason to come up with better ideas.
legacies of founders who understood
When the colonists came together to
that happiness is more dependent on
draft the Declaration of Independence,
freedom than on faith, that reason is a
it was not because “God said so.”
better judge than religion, and that revoInstead, our founders appealed to
lutionary ideas work better than religious
reason—no fewer than twenty-seven
ideology.
reasons—and painstakingly explained
America cannot be saved by a return
to King George and the rest of the
to religion because America was not
world why “these United Colonies are,
founded on religion. America is the
and of Right ought to be, Free and
child of reason. If we wish to return to
Independent States.”
our founding principles—if we wish to
When
delegates
to
the
regain our moral footing and work
Constitutional Convention gathered to
toward a better day—this is where we
form a more perfect union, establish
should begin.
justice, and ensure domestic tranquility,
they didn’t write the authority of God
into the administration
of government. They
studied world history
Lauren Becker is associate director of the Council for Secular
and political philosophy;
Humanism, an associate editor of F REE I NQUIRY , and the marketthey compared dozens
ing director of the Center for Inquiry. This article is adapted from
of governing systems;
an essay posted to the Center for Inquiry’s blog Free Thinking.
they reviewed centuries
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ADVERTISEMENT

JOHN W. LOFTUS
John Beversluis, author of C.S. Lewis and the Search
for Rational Religion: “No review can begin to do justice
to an ambitious book of this scope or to the sustained
theological, philosophical, scientific, textual, and historical
critique of Christianity that it contains. Suffice it to say at
the outset that I have never read a book that presents
such a massive and systematic refutation of the claims of
Christianity, and I have seldom read a book that marshals
evidence (from such a wide variety of disciplines) and
documents its claims in such painstaking detail. The
Problem of Evil chapters contain one of the most penetrating and no-nonsense discussions of the problem that I
have ever read.”
Tom Flynn, editor of Free Inquiry: “Doubting Christians
beginning to doubt will find this book a juggernaut…If you
seek an encyclopedic compendium of arguments against
almost any imaginable defense of the Christian faith, this is
your book…[T]he reader seeking a comprehensive disproof
of Christianity as contemporary evangelicals defend it can
do little better than to consult this volume.”
Richard Carrier, author of Sense and Goodness without
God: “John’s book addresses almost every conceivable
argument for Evangelical Christianity in extraordinary and
sobering detail. I doubt any honest, rational, informed
Evangelical can remain in the fold after reading this book.
Even though any Christian could pick at bits, the overall
force of his case is, IMO, invincibly fatal.”

David Van Allen, webmaster of ex-christian.net: “This
book is an absolute ‘must have’ for anyone who has left
the Christian faith or is having serious intellectual doubts
about the Christian religion. While the book starts out
explaining some of his experiential reasons for leaving
Christianity, the volume goes far beyond a mere personal
testimony and dives deeply into the elemental contradictions of Christianity. Loftus’ coverage of the problems
inherent in the claims of Christianity is comprehensive.”
Johnathan MS Pearce, author of Free Will?: “A tour de
force in the world of philosophy and theology. The Problem
of Evil chapters are absolute winners, and should be read
by anyone who might believe in an omnipotent/scient/
benevolent God. Should be on the bookshelf of every
critical thinker.”
Jeffery Jay Lowder, co-founder of Internet Infidels: “I
give this book two thumbs way up. In addition to courageously sharing his personal story, Loftus applies his considerable training and expertise into developing a cumulative
case against Christianity and for atheism. I cannot think of
another book like it on the market. In fact, his book might
best be described as a ‘counter-apologetics’ textbook.”
Edward Tabash, Chairperson of the board of CFI: “This is
a wonderful book! I believe that there is no ex-theist who
has done a better job of profoundly refuting the claims of
religion. Loftus is one of the most precious intellectual
treasures an otherwise benighted society can have.”

I have read and reread this extraordinary book. Loftus’ revelation was not as sudden as Paul’s was said to be, but it
was just as profound and life reversing — he tells you how and why clearly and concisely. I am proud to recommend
it to all. — fellowfeather@gmail.com

Other books by
John W. Loftus:

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

ern science” (capitalization in original), citing its use by the VIA Institute
on Character. Founded by psychologists Neal H. Mayerson and Martin
E. P. Seligman (the latter well known
for his work on “learned helplessness”
and, later, for helping to found positive psychology), this nonprofit institute maintains the “VIA® Classification
of Character Strengths,” a tool popular
among neoconservative “character education” activists.* Yes, “Transcendence”
is one of the VIA® Classification’s six categories of character strength. Another
commenter spotlighted psychiatrist-geneticist C. Robert Cloninger, who includes
something called “self-transcendence”
in an instrument he has titled the
“Temperament and Character Inventory.”

“The domain of everyday
experience can’t be
transcended. There is nothing
above it, nothing beyond
or over it, nothing to revere…
only reality.”

This all sounds impressive, but is it
science? FREE INQUIRY examined positive psychology, including questions
about its legitimacy, in an October/
November 2006 cover feature. But let’s
look closer.
The VIA® Classification of Character
Strengths breaks down Transcendence
into five subcategories. “Appreciation
of Beauty and Excellence” is naturalistic
*The whole business of “character education” has always struck me more as an effort
to gratify charter-school enthusiasts and
center-right funders than as anything deeply
rooted in data.
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continued from p. 7

enough. So are “Hope” and “Humor.”
More worrisome is “Gratitude,” described as “being aware of and
thankful for the good things that
happen, taking time to express thanks.”
To whom—or should I say, to Whom—
are these thanks addressed? As used
here, “Gratitude” invites a transitive interpretation, and gratitude interpreted transitively is troubling for seculars in the
same way that reverence is. It implies
that one’s gratitude has a supernatural
object—and with that, naturalism tumbles into the dust.
But it is the Classification of Character’s
fifth component that veers into flat-out
mysticism: “Spirituality [faith, purpose]:
Having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe;
knowing where one fits within the larger
scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide
comfort.” While those last two clauses
might (at a stretch) be interpreted naturalistically, the opening equation of spirituality with faith and that clause about
“having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe”
point strictly up, out, and beyond—away
from naturalism and, inescapably, away
from any pretention to science.
How about Dr. Cloninger? He has
done well-regarded studies on the
genetics of personality traits, especially on the heritability of predispositions toward personality disorders. But
his best-known book, Feeling Good:
The Science of Well-Being, alternates
self-serving calls for rigor with a flat
statement that “a person is composed
of multiple elements of body, mind,
and spirit.” Wow. Here Cloninger starts
from mind-body dualism—not for him
the more naturalistic conception that
mind and brain are one—then goes
it one better, treating spirit as yet a
third distinct category of existing stuff.
Ectoplasm, anyone?
A bit later, Cloninger writes: “What
has become increasingly clear to me
is that man has a natural integrative
tendency that leads to health, and that
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disease emerges whenever there is a
block.” Science? Just sciencey? Outright
woo? Let the reader decide. But color
me unconvinced by one online commenter’s assurance that transcendence
“is already in popular use . . . among
prominent academics who have already
‘carved out’” a rigorously naturalistic
meaning for the word.
To be fair, transcendence can be
employed in a strictly naturalistic way,
denoting a sense of overcoming one’s
ego that can be subjectively powerful
for all that it is objectively illusory. But
as we’ve seen, researchers who start
out using the word that way stumble
into otherworldly connotations with
disturbing ease.
Transcendence and reverence, I conclude, are like spirit: words whose supernatural connotations are so vivid that
secularists and naturalists simply can’t
employ them without the near-certainty
of being destructively misunderstood.
Into the lockup with these words!

The Regrettable Mysticism of Barbara
Ehrenreich
With her new book, Living with a Wild
God, the veteran writer-activist (and
lifelong atheist) Barbara Ehrenreich surprisingly asserts the reality of mystical
experience. At age seventeen, you see,
she had one. It felt incredibly vivid and
vastly significant. Throughout history,
individuals have recorded similar subjective experiences. Therefore, there’s really
something out there, a realm whose existence science is missing and that scientists should start looking for.
Believe it or not, that’s a fair summary
of the book. Based on little more than the
intensity of her long-ago experience and
the fact that others have recounted similar experiences, Ehrenreich has cashiered
her long-held view that something
remarkable but wholly internal occurred
in her brain in favor of the hypothesis that
she had a genuine “encounter” with
some external reality. (It may be relevant
that she characterizes the it-was-all-inmy-head hypothesis harshly, as “mental

breakdown.”) Try as I may, I can find no
explanation for Ehrenreich’s volte-face
other than that after decades, her naturalism yielded to the salience and intensity of an experience that, despite its
vibrancy, was almost certainly illusory.
I don’t mean to question the veracity of Ehrenreich’s account; I’m quite
prepared to accept that she had the
experience she recounts or one much
like it (memory, even of searing events,
is an inexact reconstructive process,
after all). I’m prepared to accept that
other individuals have undergone similar experiences. But parsimony compels
us to favor first the hypothesis that all
of these astonishing experiences are
just illusions created within the brains
that experienced them. (Far from representing “mental breakdown,” such
vivid illusions seem to be just one more
among the remarkable things that
human brains do from time to time.)
A universe that includes no mystical
realm but does include intelligent creatures capable of experiencing illusions
of one is immensely simpler than a
universe that includes an actual mystical realm. Barring powerful evidence,
there’s simply no reason to suppose the
second hypothesis correct.
Ehrenreich advances no evidence,
only anecdotes piled high. She notes that
many others report similar subjective

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

experiences and insists that her own (also
References
subjective) experience was too strong,
On the incarceration of words:
Moore, Suzanne. “Why Non-believers Need
too resonant, not to be real. But none
Rituals, Too.” The Guardian.com, December
of that is evidence. Moreover, if the sub27, 2013.
jective impression of mystical experience
Flynn, Tom. “The Difference between Religious
and Secular Humanism in Its Essence.”
arises from ordinary, if uncommon, brain
Post on the Center for Inquiry blog Free
processes, it is unsurprising that such a
Thinking, December 30, 2013.
false experience can carry with it an overFlynn, Tom. “Taken in the Wrong Spirit.” FREE
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whelming feeling of reality. Where, after
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all, does our impression of an experiINQUIRY, Summer 2002.
ence’s reality or unreality originate? The
Flynn, Tom. “We Need Some Exorcise!” Secular
Humanist Bulletin, Fall 1994.
answer is, in the very brain that, on my
VIA Institute on Character, “The VIA®
view, is manufacturing the experience. So
Classification of Character Strengths.”
Ehrenreich’s subjective certainty that her
Online at https://www.viacharacter.org/
www/en-us/viainstitute/classification.
experience was real brings nothing new
aspx; accessed January 16, 2014.
to the discussion.
Washington University in St. Louis School of
That’s not to impugn Ehrenreich’s
Medicine, “Department of Psychiatry/
Center for Well-Being.” http://psychobisincerity. People really do have mystical
ology.wustl.edu/index.php?option=com_
experiences. They constitute a phenomcontent&view=article&id=61&Itemid=65;
enon that psychology should probably
accessed January 16, 2014.
On Barbara Ehrenreich:
study more closely. But taking the leap
Ehrenreich, Barbara. Living with a Wild God: A
from individual subjective certainty to
Nonbeliever’s Search for the Truth about
the conviction that the mystical realm is
Everything. New York: Grand Central
Publishing, 2014.
real is just what a savvy investigator like
Chotiner, Isaac. “Barbara Ehrenreich: I’m an
Ehrenreich ought to have known better
Atheist, But Don’t Rule Out ‘Mystical
than to do.
Experiences.’” http://www.newrepublic.
As I noted above, even secular humanists
com//article/117447/barbara-ehrenreichinterview-living-wild-god; accessed April
can have “sweeping aesthetic or emotional
20, 2014.
experiences—but we understand them naturalistically.” We recognize even the most
enthralling of them as “brain states all
the way down.” How sad that
Tom Flynn is the editor of F REE I NQUIRY and the execuBarbara Ehrenreich seems to have
tive director of the Council for Secular Humanism.
lost sight of that.

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

are two main ex-Muslim groups in
North America, one mainly consisting of and led by Pakistanis and the
other mainly consisting of and led by
Arabs. (Nothing I’ve said here should
be read as disparaging Namazie, whose
groups operate in the United Kingdom.
Namazie is doing great work; she is a
close friend and in my opinion a wonderful person.)
If one is an ex-Muslim, that does not
mean that one is a rationalist or human-

continued from p. 12

That’s way more important than the
ist. One can be an ex-Muslim and yet be
fact (true as it is) that I’m an ex-Muslim.
deeply sexist, antigay, or a racist who
favors only people from one’s own religious or ethnic background. Skeptical of
F REE I NQUIRY ’s newest columnist, Faisal Saeed Al Mutar, is an Iraqi-born
my claims? I urge you
writer, public speaker, community manager, web designer, and social
to do research and
activist currently living in the United States. He is an advocate for
investigate for yourscience, reason, and the free market of ideas and economy. Al Mutar
self. At the end of the
is the founder of the Global Secular Humanist Movement and Secular
day, I am an advoPost. He is a community manager at Movements.org, a division of
cate for skepticism
Advancing Human Rights.
and critical thinking.
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Greta Christina

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

If the world were either completely
wonderful or completely terrible, I’d
know what to do. If everything really
did happen for the best in this best
of all possible worlds, I’d put on a
happy smile, enjoy all the delightful
things, ignore all the terrible things
(such as Barbara Bush asking “Why
should I waste my beautiful mind?” on
body bags and death), and trust that it
would all be sorted out in the end. If,
on the other hand, human nature really
were base, corrupt, and entirely self-interested, as so many cynics insist, I’d

“Decisions are messy,
distinctions are blurry, life is
uncertain. And yet we have to
make decisions, and make
distinctions, and move forward
in our lives. . . .”
put on my armor every day and battle
for the biggest share of the pie I could
grab. Cynicism and rose-colored glasses
are two sides of the same coin: they’re
both easy ways to make our judgments
ahead of time, without having to evaluate each person and situation and
decision.
Either/or thinking is an easy way
out. Of course, the biggest problem
with the either/or view of life is that
it’s, you know, not true. Insert rationalist rant here about how reality is more

Nigel Barber

continued from p. 8

It’s an utterly incoherent philosophy.
important than any comforting lies we
Yet a part of me does understand its
could make up about it and how we
appeal: the yearning for a reprieve
need to understand reality as best we
from responsibility and uncertainty
can so we know how to act in it. But
that somehow, magically, isn’t a prison.
the other problem with the either/or
But the greater part of me rejects
view of life is that it’s a trap. It closes
it. The greater part of me grasps, all
us off from life. When we follow somethe way down to the marrow of my
one else’s pre-packaged rules about
bones, that drawing our own lines in
how to act without ever questioning
the infinite spectra of experience is
them, we retreat from engaging with
what makes us human. The greater
the world at the most intimate and
part of me grasps that I don’t trust peopowerful level. When we slot everyone
ple so that I can get an ironclad guarinto boxes, we don’t let ourselves be
antee of not being hurt: I trust people
surprised by them. The hard, bright
because a life without trust is pretty
walls clearly dividing the world become
much not worth living. The greater part
a prison. Living a life of absolute cerof me grasps that if there’s no room in
tainty, with every decision already
my life to be surprised by the terrible
made for us—it would be like living in
things people do, there’s no room to be
Nineteen Eighty-Four or in Camazotz.
surprised by the amazing things they
It’s a funny thing. In Christian mytholdo. The greater part of me grasps that,
ogy, the blissful reward we’re supposas Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in The Left
edly reaching for is a state of permaHand of Darkness, “The unexpected is
nent choicelessness, in which evil and
what makes life possible.”
suffering and bad decisions never cross
The unexpected is what makes life
our minds for even a second. And the
possible. A life with absolute certainty
gravest sin human beings ever comis no life at all.
mitted, the sin so dreadful we’re all still
And I want life.
being punished for it generations later,
is attaining the knowledge of good
and evil. Yet in this same mythology,
free will and the ability to choose right from
wrong is considered a
Greta Christina is the author of Coming Out Atheist: How to Do
great gift—so powerful
It, How to Help Each Other, and Why (2014) and of Why Are
and important a gift
You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things that Piss Off the Godless
that God permits ter(2012), both from Pitchstone Publishing. She blogs at Greta
rible evil and suffering
Christina’s Blog.
in order to let it flower.

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

continued from p. 13

protect the civil rights of those who
• Why are religious employers making • Why are atheists discriminated against
want to be free of religion in America?
in hiring decisions and generally unable
health-care decisions about employees
to hold political office in America?
who do not share their beliefs?
• Why are states being allowed to ban • Belatedly on board with gay rights,
will the president now
contraception and abortions, contrary
support the civil rights of
to the Roe v. Wade decision?
Nigel Barber is the author of the e-book Why Atheism Will
those who want freedom
• How can the Texas Board of Education
Replace Religion. This essay originally appeared in The
from religion?
be allowed to insert religiously inspired
Huffington Post.
• What is he going to do to
falsehoods into school science texts?
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Nat Hentoff

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal Public Schools Persist

nated in many large districts.”
Have you noticed this? I wonder
whether probable presidential candidate Hillary Clinton and her likely
Republican opponents have.
And how many non-Latino Americans
are aware of this: “The growth of segregation has been most dramatic for Latino
students, particularly in the West, where
there was substantial integration in the
1960’s, and segregation has soared.
A clear pattern is developing of black
and Latino students sharing the same
schools.”
What I learned from Orfield, my
hero as a journalist on this still-pressing issue, reminded me of my own
public-school years at the nation’s first
public school, the Boston Latin School
(BLS), founded in 1635. (One of my
fellow alumni was Samuel Adams, an

Arthur L. Caplan

how much Duke would have enjoyed
instigator of the American Revolution.)
their rendition of his song, they were
In six precollege years starting in the
stunned that I was old enough to have
late 1930s, I can remember only one
actually known him.
black student in my classes there. There
But although things ain’t what they
were no girls until later, at the Girls’
used to be at BLS, they are across this
Latin school.
segregated nation. President Barack
BLS is now well integrated. When
Obama should visit BLS to see, hear,
I revisited the school some time ago,
and feel the difference. So should the
I saw and heard one of the best highnext president.
school jazz bands in this country, and it
included performers of every race and
gender. (Jazz was never
mentioned when I was
Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a
at BLS.)
senior fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among
The band was playing
other books, Living the Bill of Rights (University of California
Duke Ellington’s “Things
Press, 1999) and The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering
Ain’t What They Used to
Resistance (Seven Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At
Be.” Duke was my menthe Jazz Band Ball: Sixty Years on the Jazz Scene (University of
tor for years in more
California Press, 2010). He is currently working on his next book,
than jazz, and when I
Is This Still America?
told these young players

When Does Human Life Begin?

to become human beings. During the
period of embryonic development that
begins with fertilization and ends a few
days later with successful implantation of
the blastocyst into the uterine wall—the
period known as “preimplantation development”—up to 50 percent of human
conceptions fail to survive, most likely due
to genetic errors in the embryo.
Miscarriage is the most common
type of pregnancy loss, according to the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists. Studies show that anywhere from 10 to 25 percent of all clinically recognized pregnancies (meaning
that an embryo has implanted) end in
miscarriage, depending in part on the
age of the woman.
The biological facts don’t tell us
where to draw the line as to when
personhood begins. But they do show
that many embryos that result from
conception—indeed, the majority of
them—lack the capacity to become living human beings. They do not produce disabled humans. They cannot
produce any sort of human life. Science
and medicine know this. They are sim-

continued from p. 9

continued from p. 11

biological functions, probably at around
ply too intimidated to say so.
six months of life, it can be reasonably
In its moral zeal, the personhood
argued that personhood has begun.
movement makes a huge mistake
Those in the personhood movement
when it tries to legislate a starting
in the United States have let their anipoint for human life that is inconsistent
mus toward abortion blind them to the
with biology. And scientists are making
facts that have emerged about human
an inexcusable blunder not to point
embryology over the past fifty years.
out factual errors by those engaged in
And scientists, sadly, have been unwillthe argument about when life begins.
ing to correct them. Conception is the
Human life is very difficult to start.
start of something, but it is more the
More often than not, it fails postconstart of the possible rather than the
ception. To argue that personhood
actual. It is not until a being emerges
begins at conception is to reach for a
that has the traits necessary for individmoral stance that the facts simply do
ual existence that we can and should
not support.
say that a person has begun. How law
So, what then? When might we reaand public policy want to handle that
sonably say that personhood begins?
fact is still debatable. But to ask the law
A starting point that is far more conto treat embryos as persons from the
sistent with the facts of biology is not
moment of conception is to head down
conception but the emergence of the
a path where the facts ought not perhuman brain. We declare persons dead
mit anyone to go.
when their brains have lost the capacity
to govern the core functions necessary for life—
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly Mitty
breathing, excretion, and
Professor of Bioethics at New York University and director of
the like. When a fetus
the Division of Medical Ethics at New York University Langone
has developed a brain
Medical Center.
that can support its basic
secularhumanism.org
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Church-State Update

Climate Change, Overpopulation,
and Pope Francis Edd Doerr

B

y now, there can no longer be any
serious doubt that climate change
is real. About 97 percent of the
climate science community agrees.
There are uncertainties about details,
of course, but overall the science is
solid and indisputable. The change
is anthropogenic. We, the people of
Planet Earth, are responsible.
In May, the U.S. National Climate
Assessment study essentially confirmed a recent global report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. Land and sea surface temperatures and sea levels have risen in
tandem. Arctic sea ice and glacier mass
are declining. The West Antarctic ice
shelf is falling apart.

“. . . There can no longer
be any serious doubt that
climate change is real. . . .
We, the people of Planet Earth,
are responsible.”

As a practical matter, climate change
is intricately related to “accelerating
environmental degradation, deforestation, desertification, topsoil erosion,
overexploited fisheries, declining freshwater reserves, nonrenewable resource
depletion, increasing waste accumulation”—and, I would add, biodiversity
shrinkage, atmospheric carbon-dioxide
buildup, and widespread, increasing,
sociopolitical instability and violence.
The words in quotation marks are
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those I have been using of late in writings on climate change, but the quote
is actually from an article I published
in USA Today magazine in January of
1995. My review of Alan Weisman’s
new book, Countdown: Our Last, Best
Hope for a Future on Earth, in the June/
July FREE INQUIRY covered a lot of the
background on this, as does Elizabeth
Kolbert’s much-heralded new book,
The Sixth Extinction (2014).
We know what we have to do.
Conserve resources. Cut waste. Recycle.
Reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
Increase energy efficiency. Greatly expand
use of solar, wind, geothermal, and other
clean resources for electricity generation.
Reduce reliance on animal protein, which
uses far more of ever-scarcer land and
water than foods derived from plants
while also creating more greenhouse
gases. Stop deforestation.
And above all, we must bring human
population growth to a screeching halt.
Now, not later. Access to contraception
must be universal. Abortion must be
available everywhere. That is a large
order, but the future of our human
species depends on it.
What are the barriers to universal
access to contraception and abortion? Conservative religious leaders
across the spectrum: Christian, Muslim,
Hasidic, and so on and on. Yet this
problem is seldom discussed.
There is, however, one guy who can
make a big difference with the stroke
of a pen. He is Pope Francis. He could
and should rescind the Vatican’s absurd
ban on contraception, carved in stone
by Pope Paul VI in 1968 in defiance of
nearly all of his own advisers, a ban that
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most Catholics ignore anyway. But politicians the world over are afraid to be
perceived as anti-Catholic. The bishops
wield enormous power, and too few
people are bold enough to yell “But
the emperor has no clothes!” Francis
should also have the Vatican give up
its position as the only religious body in
the world to enjoy nonstate permanent
observer status at the United Nations,
which it has used for years to impede
international efforts to advance women’s rights regarding contraception
and abortion.
Francis’s good words about helping
the poor will be meaningless unless he
backs his church away from its stance
on family planning.

New Orleans’ Post-Katrina Disaster
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina smashed New
Orleans to pieces, destroying most of its
beleaguered public schools in addition
to myriad homes and businesses. To
add injury to calamity, Louisiana politicians have conspired to finally eliminate public schools altogether in what
is left of the city. Now, New Orleans
has no public schools at all, just charter
schools and voucher-funded church-run
schools not answerable to local taxpayers and voters. As The Washington Post
reported on May 19, “After Katrina, the
[so-called] recovery [school] district fired
more than, 7,000 employees—nearly all
of them African Americans—while the
charter schools hired scores of young
teachers, many of them white recruits
from Teach for America. The fired teachers sued for wrongful termination and
won a judgment that could total more
than $1 billion.”

What conservative politicians, corporate interests, and various hucksters
and pseudo-reformers have done to
New Orleans is a preview of what these
interests would like do nationally and
are pushing steadily forward to achieve.
Far too many Americans are blissfully
unaware of what is being steamrolled through that, unless stopped,
will destroy the great American public-school system, wreck the teaching
profession, and splinter society along
class, ideological, religious, ethnic, and
other lines.
Fortunately, a number of serious and
experienced educators have recently
published excellent, must-read books

Error: The Hoax of the Privatization
exposing the privatizers, pseudo-reMovement and the Danger to America’s
formers, and special interests workPublic Schools by Diane Ravitch (2013);
ing to undermine our public-school
and Charter Schools and the Corporate
system. Let me recommend some: A
Makeover of Public Education by
Chronicle of Echoes: Who’s Who in the
Michael Fabricant and Michelle Fine
Implosion of American Public Education
(2012). Also check out my monograph
by Mercedes K. Schneider (2014); 50
“The Great School Voucher Fraud”
Myths & Lies That Threaten America’s
online at arlinc.org.
Public Schools by David Berliner and
The clock is ticking. The two issues
Gene Glass (2014); Fear and Learning
discussed in this column require top-priin America: Bad Data, Good Teachers,
ority attention.
and the Attack on Public Education by
John Kuhn (2014); The Public School
Advantage: Why Public Schools
Outperform Private Schools by
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
Christopher and Sarah Theule
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
Lubienski (2014); Reign of
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Freethought History

Dares God—and Lives to Tell the Tale

“I

f there really is a God, I dare Him to
strike me dead in the next fifteen
minutes!” Sounds pretty nervy,
doesn’t it? But has anyone ever actually
said it—and lived? The answer turns
out to be an agreeably complicated
story, featuring a number of central figures in the history of secularism—and a
consistent failure of the Divinity to rise
(or descend) to the challenge.

“‘If there really is a God, I dare
Him to strike me dead in the
next fifteen minutes!’ Sounds
pretty nervy, doesn’t it? But has
anyone ever actually said it—
and lived?”

Let’s start with a well-documented
case of “The Dare,” involving the Nobel
Laureate novelist Sinclair Lewis (1885–
1951) and set in early twentieth-century Kansas City. Lewis was doing
research for Elmer Gantry, his scathing
54
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depiction of the venality of Midwestern
fundamentalist preachers. As part of
that preparation, he held Wednesday
lunchtime sessions of what was called
“Sinclair Lewis’s Sunday-School Class,”
and he even gave talks in the churches
of some sympathetic pastors. That process reached a peak on April 18, 1926,
when Lewis was speaking at a forum
in the Linwood Boulevard Christian
Church. Reports differ on what he
said, but given his position as one of
America’s preeminent writers, it’s no
surprise that a national uproar ensued.
A contemporary magazine article
quotes Lewis as follows, responding
to a letter-writer’s claim that God had
caused the death of the elderly agnostic Luther Burbank: “Let us make a real
test,” he said in an almost apologetic
manner. “I am going to suggest something that I know is cheap and theatrical but nevertheless has its point. If God
strikes agnostics dead as a warning to
the world, let him take a man in the full
strength of his physical powers and not
an old man with high blood pressure.
I am healthy and my death will prove
something.” Lewis supposedly had put
his watch on the lectern and, when he
finished speaking, held it up; in a letter to the Kansas City Times in 1953, a
woman who was on the platform with
him reported that he then said, “Well,
the fifteen minutes are up. I am still
alive, and the writer is wrong. God is
not as he pictures Him.”
secularhumanism.org

Richard Lingeman’s biography
asserts that Lewis knew of some predecessors of this challenge, specifically,
Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1899)
and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950).
However, Lingeman offers no references
for that claim, and I have found no evidence that Ingersoll ever made such a
provocative statement; Shaw undoubtedly did—or tried to. The story, found
in a long prefatory essay to Shaw’s play
Back to Methuselah, is so entertaining
that it deserves quotation at length.
Defying the Lightning:
A Frustrated Experiment
One evening in 1878 or thereabouts, I, being then in my earliest twenties, was at a bachelor
party of young men of the professional class in the house of a doctor in the Kensingtonian quarter of
London. They fell to talking about
religious revivals; and an anecdote
was related of a man who, having
incautiously scoffed at the mission of
Messrs. Moody and Sankey, a then
famous firm of American evangelists,
was subsequently carried home on
a shutter, slain by divine vengeance
as a blasphemer. A timid majority,
without quite venturing to question the truth of the incident—for
they naturally did not care to run
the risk of going home on shutters
themselves—nevertheless shewed a
certain disposition to cavil at those
who exulted in it; and something
approaching to an argument began.
At last it was alleged by the most
evangelical of the disputants that
Charles Bradlaugh, the most formi-

dable atheist on the Secularist platform, had taken out his watch publicly and challenged the Almighty
to strike him dead in five minutes if
he really existed and disapproved
of atheism. The leader of the cavillers, with great heat, repudiated this
as a gross calumny, declaring that
Bradlaugh had repeatedly and indignantly contradicted it, and implying
that the atheist champion was far
too pious a man to commit such a
blasphemy. This exquisite confusion
of ideas roused my sense of comedy.
It was clear to me that the challenge
attributed to Charles Bradlaugh
was a scientific experiment of a
quite simple, straightforward, and
proper kind to ascertain whether
the expression of atheistic opinions
really did involve any personal risk.
It was certainly the method taught
in the Bible, Elijah having confuted
the prophets of Baal in precisely
that way, with every circumstance
of bitter mockery of their god when
he failed to send down fire from
heaven. Accordingly I said that if
the question at issue were whether
the penalty of questioning the theology of Messrs. Moody and Sankey
was to be struck dead on the spot
by an incensed deity, nothing could
effect a more convincing settlement
of it than the very obvious experiment attributed to Mr. Bradlaugh
and that consequently if he had not
tried it, he ought to have tried it. The
omission, I added, was one which
could easily be remedied there and
then, as I happened to share Mr.
Bradlaugh’s views as to the absurdity
of the belief in these violent interferences with the order of nature by
a short-tempered and thin-skinned
supernatural deity. Therefore—and
at that point I took out my watch.
The effect was electrical. Neither
sceptics nor devotees were prepared
to abide the result of the experiment. In vain did I urge the pious to
trust in the accuracy of their deity’s
aim with a thunderbolt, and the justice of his discrimination between
the innocent and the guilty. In vain
did I appeal to the sceptics to accept
the logical outcome of their scepticism: it soon appeared that when
thunderbolts were in question there
were no sceptics. Our host, seeing
that his guests would vanish precipitately if the impious challenge
were uttered, leaving him alone with
a solitary infidel under sentence of
extermination in five minutes,

interposed and forbade the experiment, pleading at the same time
for a change of subject. I of course
complied, but could not refrain from
remarking that though the dreadful
words had not been uttered, yet, as
the thought had been formulated
in my mind, it was very doubtful
whether the consequences could be
averted by sealing my lips. However,
the rest appeared to feel that the
game would be played according
to the rules, and that it mattered
very little what I thought so long as I
said nothing. Only the leader of the
evangelical party, I thought, was a
little preoccupied until five minutes
had elapsed and the weather was
still calm.

Shaw’s reference to the famed atheist Charles Bradlaugh (1833–1891)
takes us deeper into the nineteenth
century, when such a piece of brazen impudence would have been
considered even more outrageous. It
comes as no surprise, therefore, to find
Bradlaugh’s daughter very emphatically insisting that her father never said
such a thing—no matter how often it
was ascribed to him, especially by his
enemies. The story loomed so large in
his career that her biography has an
entire chapter, “The ‘Watch’ Story,”
devoted to the subject.
In that chapter, Hypatia Bradlaugh
Bonner assembles an impressive who’s
who of freethinkers who had supposedly issued the challenge. After noting
that the earliest ascription to her father
came in 1867, she cites others who had
it attached to their names—although
each one, just as her father had done,
steadfastly denied doing anything so
outré: Abner Kneeland (1774–1844),
said to be the first person to do it;
Emma Martin (1812–1851), a precocious
critic of religion and early supporter
of women’s rights; George Holyoake
(1817–1906), who reportedly began
denying the story in 1854; Harriet Law
(1831–1897), whose outspoken unbelief drew her into this elite club in the
1860s; and Annie Besant (1847–1933),
whom Bonner quotes as commenting
that such accusations never come from
contemporary sources—instead, “the
secularhumanism.org

pious Christian always heard about it
twenty years ago and has kept it locked
in his bosom ever since.”*
In 1880, Bradlaugh himself sued a
writer and a publisher for libel because
they had printed the story and refused
to retract it; at trial, the defendants
asserted that the episode had taken
place repeatedly, almost two dozen
times in different places over the preceding two decades, beginning in 1860.
But they, like Besant’s accusers, were
unable to produce persuasive evidence
for even one of those instances. Their
case fell apart, and Bradlaugh, distracted by other concerns and satisfied
that their claims had been shown to be
baseless, eventually let the matter drop.

“Applying a characteristic twist
in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely
prayed to God to strike
his audience dead.”

In retrospect, it seems likely that
the dramatic increase in such accusations against unbelievers was an almost
reflexive response to the wave of secularism that had intensified with the
publication of Darwin’s On the Origin
of Species in 1859—as if one could discredit the movement by pinning a truly
offensive act on one of its leaders. That
campaign of course did not succeed:
secularism has had its ups and downs in
the last century and a quarter, but the
overall trend is very encouraging—in
particular, laws against blasphemous
statements have pretty well disappeared from the landscape.
*For informative summaries of the lives of
these remarkable individuals, see The New
Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books,
2007), edited by Tom Flynn. Our particular
theme is mentioned only in the article on Sinclair Lewis, which is one reason for gathering
these less-familiar stories here.
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And “The Dare” itself is still alive and
well in our own day. Applying a characteristic twist in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely prayed
to God to strike his audience dead: “See?
Nothing happened. Everybody’s okay? All
right, tell you what, I’ll raise the stakes a
little bit. If there is a God, may he strike me
dead. See? Nothing happened.”* Finally,
not wanting to be left out of this merry
apostate crew, I myself have “dared
God”—at the beginning of a recent
lecture to the Secular Student Alliance
chapter in Austin (“The X-Rated Stories
about Jesus: Weird Tales from the
Apocryphal Gospels,” April 9, 2013). I
added a further variation by asking the
Divine Being to wait forty-five minutes
until I finished the talk—and to zap me
personally rather than the entire audience (a necessary refinement, given
the Being’s well-known propensity for
hitting the wrong target). Obviously,
I’m still here, writing these words—
although if you see a superscript obelus
*A Google search on the appropriate terms
will bring up a YouTube video (tjVLJKR6g7U)
and a transcript of that performance (rense.
com/general69/obj.htm).

(dagger-symbol) in front of my name
on the first page, it might be a sign that
you can push the Divinity only so far.
Seasoned theologians, of course, will
not be impressed by what they might
regard as calculated but empty theatrics—or be dismayed by the absence of
divine response. The formulaic line of
defense is, “You cannot tempt God,”
although there are quite a few passages
in the Hebrew Bible where the Divinity
was indeed tempted into employing violence by a wide variety of alleged offenses.† It’s not my purpose in this short essay
to argue fine points of theology; but it
should be clear that “The Dare” does have
an interesting history. More important, it
does seem to demonstrate, as Sinclair
Lewis observed three-quarters of a century ago, that “the God of the Bible,”
when challenged in a very direct (and
biblical) way, simply fails the test.

†Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, of the Graduate Theological Union at Berkeley,
estimates that there are about a
thousand acts of divine violence in
the Old Testament alone (Eerdmans
Dictionary 1357–1358).
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God on Trial

The Fable of the Christ

I

have always been a staunch Bible skeptic but not a Christ-mythicist. I maintained that Jesus probably existed but
had fantastic stories foisted upon the
memory of his earthly yet iconoclastic life.
After exhaustive research for my
first book, I began to perceive both the
light and darkness from history. I discovered that many prominent Christian
fathers believed with all pious sincerity
that their savior never came to Earth
or that if he did, he was a Star-Trekian
character who beamed down pre-haloed and full-grown, sans transvaginal
egress. And I discovered other startling
bombshells.
An exercise that struck me as meri56
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torious, even today singular, involved
reviving research into Jesus-era writers
who should have recorded Christ tales
but did not. John Remsburg enumerated forty-one “silent” historians in The
Christ (1909). To this end, I spent many
hours bivouacked in university libraries,
the Library of Congress, and on the
Internet. I terminated that foray upon
tripling Remsburg’s count: in my book,
I offer 126 writers who should have but
did not write about Jesus (see the box
on p. 57). Perhaps the most bewildering
“silent one” is the super-Savior himself.
Jesus is a phantom of a wisp of a personage who never wrote anything. So,
add one more: 127.
secularhumanism.org

Perhaps none of these writers is more
fascinating than Apollonius Tyanus,
saintly first-century adventurer and
noble paladin. Apollonius was a magic-man of divine birth who cured the
sick and blind, cleansed entire cities of
plague, foretold the future, and fed the
masses. He was worshiped as a god and
as a son of a god. Despite such nonsense claims, Apollonius was a real man
recorded by reliable sources.
Because Jesus ostensibly performed
miracles of global expanse (such as in
Matthew 27), his words going “unto
the ends of the whole world” (Rom. 10),
one would expect virtually every literate
person to have recorded those events. A

Jesus contemporary such as Apollonius
would have done so, as well as those
who wrote of Apollonius.
Such is not the case. In Philostratus’s
third-century chronicle Vita Apollonii,
there is no hint of Jesus. Nor does
Jesus appear in the works of other
Apollonius epistolarians and scriveners:
Emperor Titus, Cassius Dio, Maximus,
Moeragenes, Lucian, Soterichus Oasites,
Euphrates, Marcus Aurelius, or Damis of
Hierapolis. It seems that none of these
first- to third-century writers ever heard
of Jesus, his miracles and alleged worldwide fame be damned.
Another bewildering author is Philo
of Alexandria. He spent his first-century
life in the Levant and even traversed
Jesus-land. Philo chronicled contemporaries of Jesus—Bassus, Pilate, Tiberius,
Sejanus, Caligula—yet knew nothing of

the storied prophet and rabble-rouser
enveloped in glory and astral marvels.
Historian Flavius Josephus published
his Jewish Wars circa 95 CE. He had lived
in Japhia, one mile from Nazareth—
yet Josephus seems unaware of both
Nazareth and Jesus. (I devoted a chapter to the interpolations in Josephus’s
works that make him appear to write of
Jesus when he did not.)
The Bible venerates the artist formerly known as Saul of Tarsus, but he
was a man essentially oblivious to his
savior. Paul was unaware of the virgin
mother and ignorant of Jesus’s nativity,
parentage, life events, ministry, miracles, apostles, betrayal, trial, and harrowing passion. Paul didn’t know where
or when Jesus lived and considered the
crucifixion metaphorical (Gal. 2:19–20).
Unlike what is claimed in the Gospels,

Paul never indicated that Jesus had
come to Earth. And the “five hundred
witnesses” claim (1 Cor. 15) is a forgery.
Qumran, hidey-hole for the Dead Sea
Scrolls, lies twelve miles from Bethlehem.
The scroll writers, coeval and abutting
the holiest of hamlets one jaunty jog
eastward, never heard of Jesus.
Christianity still had that newcult smell in the second century, but
Christian presbyter Marcion of Pontus in
144 CE denied any virgin birth or childhood for Christ. Jesus’s infant circumcision (Luke 2:21) was thus a lie, as well
as the crucifixion! Marcion claimed that
Luke was corrupted; Christ self-spawned
in omnipresence, esprit sans corps.
I read the works of second-century Christian father Athenagoras and
never encountered the word Jesus—
Athenagoras was unacquainted with the

The Silent Historians
Aelius Theon
Albinus
Alcinous
Ammonius of Athens
Alexander of Aegae
Antipater of Thessalonica
Antonius Polemo
Apollonius Dyscolus
Apollonius of Tyana
Appian
Archigenes
Aretaeus
Arrian
Asclepiades of Prusa
Asconius
Aspasius
Atilicinus
Attalus
Bassus of Corinth
C. Cassius Longinus
Calvisius Taurus of Berytus
Cassius Dio
Chaeremon of Alexandria
Claudius Agathemerus
Claudius Ptolemaeus
Cleopatra the physician
Cluvius Rufus
Cn. Cornelius Lentulus Gaetulicus
Cornelius Celsus
Columella
Cornutus
D. Haterius Agrippa
D. Valerius Asiaticus
Damis
Demetrius
Demonax
Demosthenes Philalethes
Dion of Prusa
Domitius Afer
Epictetus
Erotianus
Euphrates of Tyre

Fabius Rusticus
Favorinus
Flaccus
Florus
Fronto
Gellius
Gordius of Tyana
Gnaeus Domitius
Halicarnassensis Dionysius II
Heron of Alexandria
Josephus
Justus of Tiberias
Juvenal
Lesbonax of Mytilene
Lucanus
Lucian
Lysimachus
M. Antonius Pallas
M. Vinicius
Macro
Mam. Aemilius Scaurus
Marcellus Sidetes
Martial
Maximus Tyrius
Moderatus of Gades
Musonius
Nicarchus
Nicomachus Gerasenus
Onasandros
P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus
Palaemon
Pamphila
Pausanias
Pedacus Dioscorides
Persius/Perseus
Petronius
Phaedrus
Philippus of Thessalonica
Philo of Alexandria
Phlegon of Tralles
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
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Plotinus
Plutarch
Pompeius Saturninus
Pomponius Mela
Pomponius Secundus
Potamon of Mytilene
Ptolemy of Mauretania
Q. Curtius Rufus
Quintilian
Rubellius Plautus
Rufus the Ephesian
Saleius Bassus
Scopelian the Sophist
Scribonius
Seneca the Elder
Seneca the Younger
Sex. Afranius Burrus
Sex. Julius Frontinus
Servilius Damocrates
Silius Italicus
Soranus
Soterides of Epidaurus
Sotion
Statius the Elder
Statius the Younger
Suetonius
Sulpicia
T. Aristo
T. Statilius Crito
Tacitus
Thallus
Theon of Smyrna
Thrasyllus of Mendes
Ti. Claudius Pasion
Ti. Julius Alexander
Tiberius
Valerius Flaccus
Valerius Maximus
Vardanes I
Velleius Paterculus
Verginius Flavus
Vindex
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name of his savior! This floored me. Had I
missed something? No; Athenagoras was
another pious early Christian who was
unaware of Jesus.
The original Mark ended at 16:8, with
later forgers adding the fanciful resurrection tale. John 21 also describes postdeath Jesus tales, another forgery.
Millions should have heard of the
crucifixion with its astral enchantments:
zombie armies and meteorological marvels (Matt. 27) recorded not by any historian but only in the dubitable scriptures
scribbled decades later by superstitious
folks.
The Jesus saga is further deflated by
Nazareth, a town without piety and in
fact having no settlement until after the
war of 70 CE—suspiciously, just around
the time the Gospels were concocted.

Conclusion
When I consider those 126 writers, all
of whom should have heard of Jesus
but did not—and Paul and Marcion and

Steck, Arthur Drews, Prosper Alfaric,
Athenagoras and Matthew with a tetralGeorges Ory, Tom Harpur, Michael
ogy of opposing Christs, the silence from
Martin, John Mackinnon Robertson, Alvar
Qumran and Nazareth and Bethlehem,
Ellegård, David Fitzgerald, Richard Carrier,
conflicting Bible stories, and so many
René Salm, Timothy Freke, Peter Gandy,
other mysteries and omissions—I must
Barbara Walker, Michael Martin, D. M.
conclude that Christ is a mythical characMurdock, Thomas Brodie, Earl Doherty,
ter. Jesus of Nazareth was nothing more
Thomas L. Thompson, Bruno Bauer, and
than an urban (or desert) legend, likely
others—heretics and iconoclasts and
an agglomeration of several evangelic
freethinking dunces all, it would seem.
and deluded rabbis who might have
If all the evidence and nonevidence
existed.
including 126 (127?) silent writers cannot
I also include in my book similariconvince, I’ll wager that we will uncover
ties of Jesus to earlier God-sons such
much more. Yet this is but a tiny tip of the
as Sandan and Mithra and Horus and
mythical-Jesus iceberg: nothing adds up
Attis, too striking to disregard. The
for the fable of the Christ.
Oxford Classical Dictionary and Catholic
Encyclopedia, as well as many others,
corroborate.
Thus, today I side with
Michael Paulkovich is an aerospace engineer and freeRemsburg—and with Frank
lance writer, a frequent contributor to FREE INQUIRY and
Zindler, John M. Allegro,
Humanist Perspectives magazines, a contributing editor at
Godfrey Higgins, Robert M.
The American Rationalist, and a columnist for American
Price, Salomon Reinach, Samuel
Atheist. His book No Meek Messiah was pusblished in
Lublinski,
Charles-François
2013 by Spillix.
Dupuis, Allard Pierson, Rudolf
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ADVERTISEMENT
In previous issues I have presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will more effectively arouse the attention and interest of those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts. They are short, in plain language, and use the Bible, tenets
of the faith and common sense to prove their case. I hope secular humanists will see the value, organize, find a way; and use the most promising
print media to take them to the public. Here is another.

JESUS CREATED ADAM AND EVE
Jesus was emphatic: “I and the Father are one.”
(John 10:30) Believe me that I am in the Father, and
the Father is in me. (John 14:11). t The Holy Bible
says: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God…The Word
became flesh and made his dwelling among us. (John
1:1 and 14). t The Doctrine of Holy Trinity says:
That God is Father-Jesus-Holy Spirit; One Person in
Three and Three Persons in One; Father is God, Jesus
is God and Holy Spirit is God — all in One, without
beginning or end.
This means that Jesus was in the Garden of
Eden; he guided his chosen people out of bondage
in Egypt; gave the Ten Commandments to Moses and
did everything reported in both the Old and New
Testaments as the words and works of God. t It
means a Christian must believe God commanded both good and evil:
Kill Their Infants v. Heaven Is Made For Such
Their infants shall be dashed to pieces before their
eyes…(Isaiah 13:16). tSuffer the little children, and
forbid them not to come to me: for the kingdom of
heaven is for such. (Matthew 19:14).
Kill Every Boy and All Non-Virgin Women v. Do
Not Kill or Even Be Angry
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying…Avenge the
Israelites on the Midianites…[Moses said] Now, therefore: kill every male among the little ones; kill every
woman who has known a man by sleeping with
him…(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it
was said to them of old: Thou shalt not kill. And
whosoever shall kill, shall be in danger of the judgment. But I say to you, that whosoever is angry with
his brother, shall be in danger of the judgment.
(Matthew 5:21-22).
Keep Young Virgin Girls For Yourselves v. Lust
is Adultery
…but all the young girls…keep for yourselves…
(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it was
said: You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you

that everyone who looks on a woman with lust has
already committed adultery with her in his heart.
(Matthew 5:27-28).
Some want to believe that God changed; that
the obscene commands did not come from Jesus —
even in his capacity in the Holy Trinity and as One
with the Father from all eternity. It surely is not the
Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount. That Jesus cannot
be imagined as commanding: “Their infants shall be
dashed to pieces before their eyes…or “Save the
young girls for yourselves.” Something is very wrong!
But the Holy Bible says God is changeless.
“Every best gift and every perfect give is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no change nor shadow of alteration.” (James
1:17)…For God to change would mean that a new
state was better or more perfect than His previous
state; and that is quite impossible for a God who has
always been and will always be perfect. t Of course,
it cannot be that the changeless, all good, just,
loving and merciful Father ever issued such evil
commands. It is one more proof among many others,
that it is all the concoction of men.
The hand of man fully explains the absurdities,
barbarities, contradictions, cruelties and impossibilities with which the Christian religion it is riddled.
Men told the stories before writing. Men wrote the
stories and the very words ascribed to God by all his
various names. Men translated the stories and made
handwritten copies, of copies, of copies of it. Men
determined which stories would be in the Bible 300
years after Jesus was crucified. Men presume to
know what God wants of us; and it is men benefit
from being thought of as knowing.
Christians face an agonizing choice: Either: God,
the loving, just and merciful Father, never issued the
evil commands the Bible says he did — t or: the
man-written Bible and doctrines of Christianity simply
are not reliable.
It seems it would be easy.

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed and explained
to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com website where you can
read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format. If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Humanism at Large

Too Big for the Drama

M

any writers have long glorified
the drama of human life in the
universe and its accompanying
cooperation, competition, enslavement, genocide, and wars in the name
of conflicting human-generated creeds.
Much less concern has been given to
the platform on which the drama is
staged. Let us consider some characteristics of the stage.
Earth is the third of eight planets
in near-circular orbit around the sun.
It rotates on its axis once a day and
revolves around the sun once a year.
The sun and planets, along with smaller
asteroids, constitute the solar system.

“. . . The scale of the universe is
enormous in mass of material,
distances, and time.”

The sun is described as a typical star.
However, the range of kinds of stars is
very wide, from red giants as large as
Earth’s orbit in our solar system (sun
plus planets) to white dwarfs where
a cubic inch of material weighs tons
(atoms stripped of their electrons).
Now, recognize that 1 billion =
1,000,000,000, a thousand times a
million. A trillion is a million times a
million: one followed by twelve zeros.
Astronomers estimate that the Milky Way
galaxy contains a trillion stars, and in turn
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Bruce Martin

Though often conflated in the single
the universe contains one trillion galaxies.
term evolution, life on Earth consists of two
Thus, the universe contains a trillion times
parts: abiogenesis, the appearance of liva trillion stars: one followed by twening from inanimate matter, and evolution.
ty-four zeroes.
Abiogenesis occurred sometime at the end
With distances so vast, it is conveof the first billion years of Earth’s history,
nient to express a distance by the time
about 3.6 billion years ago. We may never
it takes light to traverse it. The speed
learn the mode of abiogenesis, because
of light is phenomenal 186,282 miles
the aggressiveness of existing life would
per second. At 240,000 miles distance,
have wiped out any previously formed
it takes light from the moon but 1.3
materials. Evolution to the current kinds of
seconds to reach us. At ninety-three
life evolved from earlier forms during the
million miles, it takes light from the sun
subsequent 3.6 billion years.
8.3 minutes to arrive at Earth. From the
There are now millions of species extant
nearest star, light requires 4.3 lightand even more that have become extinct,
years to reach us. The distance light
including over one thousand species of
travels in a year is designated a lightdinosaurs that became extinct sixty-five
year, and it is 5.9 trillion miles.
million years ago, after existing on Earth
The distance across the arms of our
for 175 million years. The span of 3.6 billion
spiral Milky Way galaxy is about one hunyears is ample to account for the diversity
dred thousand light-years. There are about
of life. Modern humans (Homo sapiens)
forty galaxies in our stellar neighborhood.
evolved but two hundred thousand years
The distance to the nearest galaxy, the
ago, or in about 1/18,000 (0.006 percent)
Andromeda galaxy, is 2.5 million lightof the time that Earth has existed.
years. It is hurtling toward the Milky Way
Thus, the scale of the universe is
at seventy-five miles per second (one hunenormous in mass of material, disdred times the rate of a speeding bullet).
tances, and time. Is it reasonable that a
The two galaxies are scheduled to collide
universe of a trillion times a trillion stars
in 2.5 billion years. The dimension of the
(one followed by twenty-four zeros),
entire universe is fifteen billion light-years.
spanning fifteen billion light-years, has
In recent years, despite their relatively
evolved beginning fourteen billion
small sizes and vast distances from Earth,
years ago just so that very late-arriving
astronomers have been successful in idenhumans can tussle with interpretations
tifying several hundred planets orbiting
of good and evil on Earth? As stated by
hundreds of stars in the Milky Way galaxy.
the Nobel Prize–winning physicist
Planet formation about stars appears comRichard Feynman, “The stage is too big
monplace.
for the drama.”
The universe was born in the “Big Bang”
about fourteen billion years ago. The solar
system is younger, born 4.6 billion
years ago. It is estimated that the sun
Bruce Martin is professor emeritus of chemistry
will last another five billion years, at
at the University of Virginia. He is a contributor to
which time it will swell, become a
Skeptical Inquirer magazine.
red giant, and envelop Earth.
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Living Well in the Age of Atheism

Bill Cooke

P

eter Watson is a difficult man to
categorize. He’s had a long and successful career at the higher reaches of
English journalism. He’s a polymath
whose first books were explorations of
aspects of the art world: the spiraling
art market, the trade in stolen artworks,
and intellectual histories of particular
paintings. After that came even more
ambitious surveys of the intellectual
climate of European thought and then,
in 2005, the still more wide-ranging
work, Ideas: A History of Thought and
Invention from Fire to Freud. Since then,
Watson has written a long study of the
German contribution to the development of art, thought, and culture and
an account of the great migrations
from Asia to the Americas across what
is now the Bering Strait and their subsequent impact. Whatever their subject,
all Watson’s books are supported by
prodigious reading. And Watson likes
to write long books.

“[Author Peter] Watson takes
as a starting point the claim of
Charles Taylor that living without
God is going to be somehow flat,
uninteresting, and limited.”

His latest is The Age of Atheists: How
We Have Sought to Live Since the Death
of God. Watson takes as a starting point
the claim of Charles Taylor that living
without God is going to be somehow
flat, uninteresting, and limited. With philosophers such as Ronald Dworkin and

The Age of Atheists: How We Have Sought to Live
Since the Death of God, by Peter Watson (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2014, ISBN 978-1-4767-5431-4)
587 pp. Hardcover, $35.00.

Thomas Nagel, he explores the sense that
secular lives can indeed feel the lack of
a certain something. But, he asks, is this
a default condition of secular living, or
have we just been looking in the wrong
places? Science has shown us that the
religious views of the world cannot be
true, but, he complains, it has not shown
how to live with the implications of religion being untrue. With these questions
in place, he embarks on a historical study
of atheists since Nietzsche’s declaration
of the death of God.
If you pick up this book expecting
discussions of people such as Robert
Ingersoll, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Charles
Bradlaugh, H. L. Mencken, and Paul Kurtz,
you will be disappointed. None of them
get so much as a mention. Neither do
a host of other atheists and agnostics
important in their respective countries.
But that is not a reason to stop reading.
Watson’s study concentrates on his core
area of interest: the poets, novelists, and
artists. At this point, the book becomes
exhilarating because we are introduced
to a whole new world of people who
have lived godless lives full of meaning
and significance.
Watson is completely uninterested
in the distinctions between atheist and
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agnostic, let alone the other labels that
have been suggested, such as nontheist,
igtheist, and misotheist. Many of the
people Watson discusses are committed
antinaturalists, antirationalists, and antihumanists. But they are atheists—in the
general sense that Watson works with—
and therefore warrant consideration.
For secular humanists, this can make for
uncomfortable reading. Bolsheviks, some
Nazis, and more than a few other miscellaneous racists, irrationalists, and single-issue fanatics have also been atheists.
All get coverage in The Age of Atheists.
This can get a bit tiring, but it should not
be a surprise for secular humanists. After
all, we have known for a while that atheism on its own is an incomplete foundation for a satisfying life after the death
of God. The slogan used by the Council
for Secular Humanism—“Beyond atheism, beyond agnosticism, secular humanism”—attests to this insight. Atheism is
only about what we’re not. Rationalism is
about how we operate, and humanism is
about what we commit our lives to.
Watson’s assumption that science
cannot be an agency of salvation is
one with which some secular humanists might take issue. Science for him
is not the key vehicle to constructing
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an understanding of the world and our
place in it. While he is not antiscience,
neither is he satisfied with the various
science-flavored attempts to frame our
lives without resort to religion. It’s not
that they are wrong, Watson argues;
it’s that they are inadequate. Alongside
the realm of science is what he calls the
“phenomenological realm” of poetry and
art, which looks toward making some
meaning from the bleak scientific understanding of our total irrelevance to the
cosmos. And there is the realm of desire,
which takes little notice of all that surface
noise and pursues altogether different
goals and urges.
So, to make meaning in our lives in a
world without God, we need some sort
of balance between the realms of science, phenomenological meaning, and
desire. And for Watson, it is the poets,
novelists, and artists who do this most
profoundly. Whether one accepts this
framework or not, there is much to be
learned from Watson’s account of the
wealth of insights the poets, novelists,

well once the transcendental temptaand artists have arrived at over the past
tions have finally been put way. And by
century and a half. The reader gets a
ranging as widely as he does, Watson
sense of a broad tradition of thought,
shows how impoverished the doom-saydebate, conjecture, anguish, argument,
ing of people such as Charles Taylor really
and acceptance from some of the most
is. The mistake Taylor and those like him
prominent names of the modern world.
make is to assume that because their
Secular humanists are so used to thinkpreferred dogmas are in decline, then the
ing of themselves as a small minority
sense of mystery must also be fading
fighting against the tide on these sorts
away. This, of course, is simply not the
of questions that it is edifying to realize
case. The fading away of dogmas does
that’s not the case.
not also mean a life without mystery and
The whole framework of thought
wonder. Indeed, Watson adds insighthas changed irrevocably over the past
fully, there is a great deal more to know
few centuries, and the primitive religious
now than there was before the death of
stories that pander to human hubris no
God. And the broad range of thinkers
longer stand up to the hard new truths.
Watson surveyed all sought out contemThe need now is less for lengthy contests
plation of that in their various ways. And
over the existence of God. For a growing
we, reading of their experience, are richer
number of people, that issue has been
for it.
decided. The urgent question
now is: How do we live then?
Peter Watson’s book is part of
Bill Cooke is international director for the Center
this next wave of humanist
for Inquiry and author of A Wealth of Insights:
thought. The Age of Atheists is a
Humanist Thought Since the Enlightenment (Amherst,
powerful, thoroughly researched,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2011).
and clearly written guide to living

How to Come Out of the Atheist Closet

Reba Boyd Wooden

B

eginning in 1999 when I started
the first secular humanist group in
Indiana and continuing in my position as executive director of Center
for Inquiry–Indiana, I have heard hundreds of de-conversion stories. People
hear about our weekly Sunday morning Coffee and Conversation and come
to share their leaving-religion stories.
In most cases, they express concerns
about other people in their lives finding out that they no longer consider
themselves religious. For some, it is
fear of losing their jobs, but for most,
it is fear of what will happen when
their spouses, parents, and/or friends
find out. In her newest book, Coming
Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help
Each Other, and Why, Greta Christina
features more “coming out to family”
stories than all the other kinds of stories put together.
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Coming Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help Each
Other, and Why, by Greta Christina (Charlottesville,
VA: Pitchstone Publishing, 2014, ISBN 9781939578198) 440 pp. Paperback, $17.95.

I have seen firsthand how much these
people need community, and it has become
my passion to meet that need. Therefore, I
was especially interested in the book’s chapter on community building. My experience
bears out what Greta Christina says: “It’s
easier [to come out as a nonbeliever] when
you know that you’ll have a supportive
community that can give you some or all of
what you got from religion.”

secularhumanism.org

As she writes, “. . . There’s exactly one
thing, and only one thing, that religion
uniquely provides: a belief in the supernatural. . . . Everything else that religion
happens to provide—social support, rites
of passage, a sense of tradition, a sense
of purpose and meaning, safety nets,
networking, companionship and continuity, etc.—none of that is particular
to religion. All of it can be gotten else-

where.” And I share the experience that
Christina describes about being involved
in organized atheism. “One of the things
I love most about being in organized
atheism is how much it’s widened my
circle of friends.” I had never met so many
interesting and intelligent people before
becoming involved.
Through meeting and interacting
with other atheists, newcomers to our
community can see how other atheists live happy, fulfilling, moral lives. I
agree with Christina that it is important
that atheists come out of the closet, but
they should not feel obligated to go
around telling everyone about it. One’s
religion—or lack thereof—is a personal
matter and isn’t anyone else’s business.
But on the other hand, if the subject of
religious beliefs comes up, we should
not remain silent, and we should never
apologize for our atheism.
And as Christina says, there are also
good reasons to not come out: for example, if you think it would seriously endanger your safety or the safety of the people in your life.

Christina addresses the issue of what
name a group should choose. I agree that
different names may appeal to different communities; however, I am opposed
to using monikers with negative connotations, such as “Godless Atheists” or
“Heathens.” They perpetuate the stereotypes about the nonreligious that many
people have. When I started a group in
Indiana, I named it “Humanist Friendship
Group of Central Indiana” because I
wanted the name to be positive and
welcoming. That is also why I like the
organizational name “Center for Inquiry.”
It is not negative or limiting; the word

“Through meeting and
interacting with other atheists,
newcomers to our community
can see how other atheists live
happy, fulfilling, moral lives.”

son that Christina interviewed said that
she regretted coming out.
However, if one expects this book
to tell him or her exactly how to come
out as an atheist, he or she will be disappointed and rightly so. As Christina says,
“Here are some right ways to come out.”
She lists eleven helpful suggestions but
acknowledges that the process is different for everyone; we should be patient
and be the bigger person in our interactions with people who may be surprised
or upset, know where to draw the line
on how much resistance we are willing
to take, expect fairness in their treatment
of us, and never apologize for our choice.
Although the book is based on four
hundred “coming out atheist” stories
that Christina gathered from responses
to her blog, readers spreading the word,
web sites of other groups, and several
books about atheism, she admits that
it is not a representative sample of all
atheists from all over the world and all
demographics, so readers should take
this limitation into consideration.
My major criticism of this book is
that it is very repetitious and would read
more smoothly and be shorter if some
topics were combined. However, the
short chapters did motivate me to keep
reading—I was not faced with a lengthy
chapter each time I picked up the book.
All in all, I would recommend this
book to those who are struggling with
the decision to come out and how to do
it. Another good book (though there
are many others) is Jim Mulholland’s
Leaving My Religion: A Practical Guide to
Becoming Non-Religious. Mulholland is
a former minister and author of
Christian books who has come out as an
atheist and wants to help others in their
transitions. He says, “When it comes to
your happiness, what you believe is not
nearly as important as your ability to
live out those beliefs with integrity and
authenticity.”

atheist is. CFI’s name is inclusive of all who
are inquiring and allows for the broad
mission of the organization.
A passion of mine that I don’t find
addressed in this book is putting a
positive public face on a group. I have
networked over the years with organizations in the community that share
our stance on issues. Through this, CFI–
Indiana has gained respect among those
in the local progressive community who
are our allies.
Coming Out Atheist is a great book
for people who are in that process. It
would be comforting for them to hear
that others are almost always glad that
they came out and that it has made
their lives better. Very few of the
coming out stories end with dire
Reba Boyd Wooden is executive director of the Center
consequences. Even if there are
for Inquiry–Indiana and director of the Center for Inquiry
some short-term negatives, they
Secular Celebrant Program.
are rarely long-term. Only one persecularhumanism.org
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The Battle of the Pro-Choice Catholics

Edd Doerr

I

n America, the biggest stumbling
blocks for women’s rights of conscience on reproductive matters are
the Catholic bishops and the leaders of
the various Protestant fundamentalist
camps. Patricia Miller’s excellent new
book, Good Catholics: The Battle over
Abortion in the Catholic Church, deals
primarily with the top-down leadership
of the Vatican and the bishops, who, it
should be very clear, do not represent
the views of most Catholics but are
able to spook many politicians into
thinking otherwise. The fact is, well
over 90 percent of Catholic women
have used contraception of one sort or
another; most Catholics are pro-choice
to one degree or another; and Catholic
women have abortions at about the

“In America, the biggest
stumbling blocks for women’s
rights of conscience on
reproductive matters are the
Catholic bishops and the leaders
of the various Protestant
fundamentalist camps.”

same rate as non-Catholic women.
Separately, it might be noted that most
Catholics disagree with the Vatican,
referred to by some wags as the Old
Boys Club on the Tiber, on divorce and
remarriage, the ordination of women,
clerical marriage, and the need to send
their children to church schools, especially since the last traces of Protestant
hegemony in U.S. public schools vanished half a century ago.
Miller carefully and meticulously
(with forty-three pages of endnotes and
bibliography) traces how the American
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Good Catholics: The Battle over Abortion in the
Catholic Church, by Patricia Miller (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0520-27600-0) 332 pp. Hardcover, $34.95.

Miller’s book Good Catholics rates five
bishops created and poured resources
stars. Although it is concerned primarily
into the antichoice movement for nearly
with politics, it could be supplemented,
a half-century, how this movement tried
I think, by an addition: discussion of the
unsuccessfully to amend the Constitution
climate change problem and how it has
to reverse Roe v. Wade, how it acquired
been worsened by the Vatican’s internathe aid of Protestant fundamentalists,
tional efforts to impede access to conand how it then turned to a strategy
traception, which, ironically, has contribof piecemeal chipping away at reprouted to the forty-million-plus abortions
ductive choice and access, mainly at the
per year worldwide that have cost the
state level. She ends with a discussion
lives of countless women in developing
of the bishops’ efforts to thwart the
countries.
contraceptive insurance mandate in the
Finally, as I wrote this review, the latAffordable Care Act. Miller names names
est issue of Conscience arrived on my
and provides abundant documentation.
desk. Two news stories caught my eye.
Importantly, Miller highlights the couThe Supreme Court in the 80+ percent
rageous Catholic theologians, clergy, and
Catholic Philippines has recently ruled
activists who from the start have worked
that most of the Reproductive Health
publicly and with limited resources to
Law, signed by President Aquino last
counterract the bishops’ all-out efforts
December, is constitutional. The law, long
to impose their patriarchalist misogynist
opposed by the bishops, will make contheology on all women, Catholic and
doms and birth-control pills available at
non-Catholic alike: Rosemary Radford
government health centers. Second, in
Ruether, Robert Drinan, Daniel Maguire,
Spain, which is over 90 percent nominally
Frances Kissling, and Jon O’Brien, to name
Catholic (though only a third of Spanish
but a few. Much of the book is dedicated
taxpayers opt to have a tiny portion of
to the work of Catholics for Choice, origtheir taxes go to the church), there are
inally Catholics for a Free Choice (CFC),
efforts by the center-Right government
founded in 1973. (Disclosure: I have been
to render illegal 90 percent of the first
privileged to work with CFC staff for
trimester abortions allowed under the
many years.) CFC publishes the quarcountry’s 2010 abortion rights law.
terly journal Conscience, which I highly
recommend for its wide-ranging
coverage of reproductive choice
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
and related matters. Miller is a
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
past editor of the journal.
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Letters

continued from p. 16

crepancies” continue to frustrate
researchers. As Kosmin underscores, the most persistent challenge remains how to determine
the accurate share of authentic
atheists and agnostics as distinguished from young respondents
whose “Yes” answers to “theological” questions appear confused by intellectual ambiguity or
emotional ambivalence.
Based on the Nones category, for example, the study
implies that 3 percent of the
total sample self-identify as
atheists and agnostic. Based
on the Secular category, the
self-identified share jumps to 8
percent. Speculating on combined Worldview (Religious,
Secular, and Spiritual) categories answering “yes” to two
theological questions, the presumed total skyrockets to 28
percent of the sample.
Perhaps the dilemma could
be ameliorated by designing a
questionnaire with qualified
questions covering a range of
coherent beliefs that serve to
clarify atheist or agnostic belief
systems. Examples: Answer “Yes/
No” or “More Likely To Agree/
Less Likely To Agree.”
Atheist
• The natural world, including
human beings, evolved
from purely physical causes
without supernatural origins
or interventions.
• Human existence has no
connection to any supernatural reality, purpose, or plan.
• While I’m sometimes
immersed in the emotional,
moral, and aesthetic power
of experience, expressed
especially in moving language, I still believe that
all phenomena can be
explained by science and
reason.
Agnostic
• I’d be open to recognizing
divine revelations or miracles
under convincing circumstances
• I’m certain that the “mind”
or consciousness dies forever
with the physical brain.
• Though unlikely, people

could possibly have valid
mystical, supernatural or
paranormal experiences that
cannot be explained by science and reason.
A questionnaire amended
with such questions, as well as
with their religious/spiritual
counterparts, might get us
closer to reckoning how many
young atheists and agnostics
might be coming up through
the ranks.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

Religion and the Civil
Rights Movement
Atheists will find Leah Mickens’s
article, “We’ve Come This Far—
in Spite of Faith” (FI, June/July
2014) about the strategies of
the civil rights movement in
the twentieth century applicable to our current atheist
strategy. She contrasts the
accommodationist approach
of Booker T. Washington with
the more aggressive, and ultimately more successful, actions
of Martin Luther King Jr. The
former did not advocate for
social or political equality but
assumed that “whites would
voluntarily grant” equality
eventually. MLK’s strategy
was more aggressive, seeking
to change public opinion by
“confront[ing] their oppressors
through protests, court cases,
and boycotts.”
We atheists in the spring of
2014 lost two high-profile court
cases, with the additional perverse effects of thereby expanding the rights of Christians at
our expense. So consideration
of changing our current strategy is warranted. Since 2000,
and even since 1950, our
approach has not effectively
secured our rights as nonbelievers. Would a strategy similar to
MLK’s work better for us?
To reconsider our options,
the Center for Inquiry should
call together other atheist organizations. We owe it to future

generations of atheists to consider alternative strategies that
will more likely move us away
from our current second-class
status and toward full equality.

Kent Munzer
Topeka, Kansas

On Native American
Land Claims and the
Courts
I don’t know if I could more
emphatically disagree with
George Zebrowski’s “Bully’s Justice” (FI, June/July 2014). Central
to his premise is a notion that
we seculars often and justifiably
decry in the Christian camp. They
urge that we contemporaries are
(and properly should be) punished for the transgression of an
ancient forbearer named Adam.
In a nutshell, it’s the notion of
ancestral guilt. Along the same
lines, Zebrowski urges us to bear
guilt and burden for crimes by
ancestors that were somewhat
more recent (of course also less
mythical).
Regardless, ancestral guilt
is a very tawdry notion. It was
used to justify persecution of
Jews. Its opposite was often (and
sometimes still is) used to justify
monarchical rights. It’s a notion
that stinks to high heaven. Each
contemporary is who he or she
is. Societal policy should judge,
reward, and/or punish each such
person according to what he or
she does—as opposed to because
of what was done by some
antecedent person or group.
I was raised a Mormon.
That sect has several “articles
of faith,” one of which (contravening most of Christianity)
declares: “We believe man will
be punished for his own sins,
and not for Adam’s transgression.” It’s an obvious statement
of obvious justice. Zebrowski
evidently does not concur.
Speaking more practically,
yes, it’s true European immigrants were often very bad to
the natives. I wish they had not
been. I feel very badly for how
secularhumanism.org

terrible they sometimes were.
But, how does Zebrowski suppose displaced natives themselves came to dominate the
lands that were involved? Did
they peacefully purchase each
section from previous tenants?
Not likely. Rather more likely
is that each dominant native
group came to its dominance
much as the Europeans later
did: by ruthlessly pushing out
(if not outright slaughtering)
the previous tenants. Thus, if
Zebrowski was consistent in his
premise, it would follow that
these tribes have no greater
intrinsic right to claim these
lands than Europeans did.
But that’s only half the problem. Zebrowski embraces not
only the notion that we should
be punished or rewarded—
now and in our present lives
for what our ancestors did,
he also embraces the notion
that this punishment or reward
should be group/race/ethnicity based, as opposed to based
on individuals. I thought that,
as humanists, we were striving
to transcend such parochial,
provincial, and tribal thinking.
I thought we were seeking to
see group-inherited distinctions
as irrelevant, and endeavoring
to instead see each person as
an equal member of a common
humanity.
To give any present group
special privileges today because
of an injustice against their
ancestral group does not undo
that past injustice. It dries
no tears of those who genuinely suffered. It wipes away
no blood. Instead, it transfers
unearned benefit to those who
have nothing but ancestral connection to those that truly suffered and burdens (punishing
for Adam’s sin) to those who
committed no injustice or crime.
It answers ancient injustice
(over which we contemporaries
have and had no control) with
current injustice, over which we
have complete control.
Very much related to this
is the notion of reparations
to persons of African descent.
The campaign for that depends
on the very same premise as
Zebrowski embraces.
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We must move past such
things. Justice must be in the
here and now. We must work to
assure we accomplish as much
justice, between persons that
presently exist, as we can. The
past (especially a past in which
none of us participated) must be
left to itself.

Glade Ross
Shelton, Washington

George Zebrowski fails to discuss the injustice of demanding
that the court award the land to
the Onondaga without requiring that the tribe reimburse the
presents owners and the State
of New York for all the improvements made (roads, schools,
businesses, medical facilities,
etc.) since the 1500s and enjoyed
by the present Onondagas.
And although Zebrowski
may be correct in pointing out
that the origin of the Doctrine
of Discovery can be traced back
to Pope Nicholas V, it should be
noted that Nicholas was only following his God’s example of taking over land by force, if necessary. The Old Testament is filled
with stories of God ordering the
Israelites to invade nations, kill
entire populations, and capture
slaves (i.e., Numbers 31).

John S. Taylor Jr.
Silver Creek, Mississippi
George Zebrowski replies:
These letters are quite confused.
First, I do not believe in ancestral
guilt and do not say so anywhere.
What I do hold is that if we do
not repudiate past wrongs, if only
in words, then we make a new
compact with the wrongs. In other
words, we are blameworthy today
if we continue with fresh crimes
based on the old ones. This is what
makes the issue contemporary.
The Native American nations
do not want any kind of extreme
solution; only a recognition of
wrongs and individual settlements,
mostly with corporations.
The conclusions drawn by the
letter writers from my article are
not mine. I urge us not to forget and commit new crimes, as
does our criminal-industrial prison
system when it commits “new
crimes” against prisoners, many
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of whom are obviously guilty. As
Santayana reminds us, if we forget
the past, we are doomed to repeat
it. A national reconciliation commision, with no punishments to be
handed down, only truth bared,
would be best, as Bishop Desmond
Tutu organized in South Africa.
Nowhere do these letters decry
silence and denial, which still conceal the present-day effects of slavery and Native American genocide.
Empires rationalize their pasts, as
their descendants continue to benefit from past crimes. I include myself
in these benefits.
What is most interesting in
these comments about my article
is how lightly blameworthiness is
concealed, so poorly denied. The
consequences of genocide and
slavery are still with us, day-today in American life, despite the
effort to shift the debate to class
differences, where the blame
can be put more easily on “economic losers.” The fear of blame
is everywhere, because otherwise
something would have to be done
to fulfill America’s Constitution.
Recognition of crimes might make
progress easier.

Leaving Religion
It has only been a few short years
since I ran across your fine publication in a bookstore. Nothing
had ever so resonated with me,
and I immediately subscribed. I
read each issue from cover to
cover and enjoy the intellectual
stimulation immensely.
However, it is “The Faith I Left
Behind” series that moves me to
write a letter to the editor—my
first ever to any editor. I have
found the variety of experiences
fascinating and the many twists
and turns in people’s lives that led
them to discover and accept atheism equally fascinating. Although
I thoroughly enjoy the essays
written by those who are writers by profession and who seem
to live the academic life, I find
“The Faith I Left Behind” essays,
written by people from various
walks of life who are not necessarily writers by profession, very
interesting and even refreshing.
I definitely look forward to the
book that includes the essays
already published in FREE INQUIRY
and more. . . .
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In my humble opinion, FI
should seriously consider having
a “The Faith I Left Behind” essay
as a regular department in every
issue. If there was a standing
invitation, I believe there could
be an ample ongoing supply of
such essays. Maybe it would be
the first step in some atheists’
coming-out process and thus
give the atheist movement a bit
more momentum. I am so grateful for FREE INQUIRY and only wish
to see it flourish!

Mayna Craggs
Paducah, Kentucky

I have been a subscriber to your
magazine for some time, but I
needed to tell you how much I
enjoyed the articles in the last
three issues titled “Why I Am
Not a. . . .” As I was brought up
believing in the ideals of John
Calvin, I certainly appreciated
these articles and thank you for
them.

Joyce H. Bol
Buffalo, New York

WRITE TO

Send submissions to
Andrea Szalanski, Letters Editor,
FREE INQUIRY,
P.O. Box 664, Amherst,
NY 14226-0664.
Fax: (716) 636-1733.
E-mail:
aszalanski@centerforinquiry.net.

In letters intended for publication,
please include name, address,
city and state, ZIP code,
and daytime phone number
(for verification purposes only).
Letters should be
300 words or fewer
and pertain to previous
FREE INQUIRY articles.

We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

to the understanding of the universe and to the solving
of human problems.

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,
to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology
can contribute to the betterment of human life.

We believe in an open and pluralistic society and that
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting human rights
from authoritarian elites and repressive majorities.

We are committed to the principle of the
separation of church and state.

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

allowed to fulfill their aspirations, to express their sexual
preferences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to have
access to comprehensive and informed health care,
and to die with dignity.

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,
integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.
We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

We are engaged by the arts no less than by the sciences.

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

and we are open to novel ideas and seek new
departures in our thinking.

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

We attempt to transcend divisive parochial loyalties based
on race, religion, gender, nationality, creed, class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity and strive to work together for
the common good of humanity.

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

theologies of despair and ideologies of violence and as a
source of rich personal significance and genuine satisfaction
in the service to others.

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve
it for future generations, and to avoid inflicting needless
suffering on other species.

than despair, learning in the place of dogma, truth instead of
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, tolerance in the place
of fear, love instead of hatred, compassion over selfishness,
beauty instead of ugliness, and reason rather than blind
faith or irrationality.

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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O

n May 5, the United States
Supreme Court issued its decision
in Town of Greece v. Galloway,
upholding the practice of the
Town of Greece, New York, of having prayers open town board meetings. Since the practice was initiated in
1999—replacing the previous practice of
a moment of silence—the prayers have
been overwhelmingly Christian, with frequent explicit references to “Our Lord,
Jesus Christ.” Moreover, the town did
nothing to indicate that the prayers were
not endorsed by the town government.
I cannot say I was optimistic about
the outcome of this case, as I indicated
last year (“The Looming Supreme Court
Showdowns,” FREE INQUIRY August/September 2013, Volume 33, no. 5). In 1983,
in Marsh v. Chambers, the Supreme Court
upheld official prayers in the context of
state legislatures and Congress, principally on the basis that the First Congress
had chaplains. With a conservative
majority on the court, one could envision
the Marsh decision being expanded to
include local government meetings.
However, there is one clear distinction between local government meetings and sessions of Congress or state
legislatures: citizens often have to participate in county or city meetings to
present petitions or arguments on matters that affect them directly, whether
secularhumanism.org

it’s a zoning dispute, complaints about
noise, or the need for another dog
park, whereas they attend sessions
of Congress or their state legislature
only as tourists. When citizens interact directly with their government, the
first order of business should not be a
sectarian prayer, which sends an unmistakable message to religious minorities
and the nonreligious that they are outsiders, second-class citizens.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court
majority was not persuaded by this distinction. More disturbingly, the reasoning of the majority opinion displayed a
contempt for the rights of nonbelievers.
The majority opinion referred to the fact
that religion holds an important place
in the lives of “many Americans.” Well,
that’s undoubtedly true, but humanists
and atheists are citizens also, and it is
decidedly not the role of government
to endorse the religious views held by
“many Americans.” Our Constitution
plainly indicates that the government is
to stay clear of religious matters, allowing the people to come to their own
conclusions about religion without any
compulsion, prodding, encouragement,
or oversight by the state. Deference to
the religious sentiments of the majority
is precisely what the Constitution, in particular the First Amendment, is intended
to prohibit.

The court majority also provided a
tortuous justification for not finding
sectarian Christian prayers impermissible. The majority reasoned that it
would be difficult, if not impossible,
to draft a generic prayer satisfactory
to everyone. In addition, the majority
observed that government should stay
out of the business of editing prayers
and censoring clergy. In a remarkable
statement, the majority asserted, “Once
[the government] invites prayer into the
public sphere, government must permit
a prayer giver to address his or her own
God or gods as conscience dictates”
(emphasis added). I agree completely
that the government should not draft
or edit prayers, but the solution to
this problem is not to grant clergy a
government platform to say what they
want to say. Rather, the solution is
to refrain from “invit[ing] prayer into
the public sphere” in the first place!
Effectively, the majority conceded that
having official prayers at government
meetings entangles the government
with religion but then concluded that
the solution to this unconstitutional
entanglement is to ignore it—provided,
of course, that “many Americans” don’t
object to the practice.
Seldom have so many words been
accompanied by such twisted logic to
obscure the evisceration of a constitutional provision.
Although the case was wrongly
decided and represents a sharp setback
to church-state separation, the court’s
ruling does serve a couple of useful
purposes. First, it should dispel any illusion that this country is quickly becoming more accepting of the nonreligious.
Sure, polls indicate some increase in
our numbers and some decrease in
the level of prejudice, but the nonreligious are still regarded too often as
both suspect and politically toothless.
It is too widely imagined that their
concerns can be brushed aside with
impunity. This situation is not going
to change unless and until humanists,
atheists, and other nonreligious people
resolve to become active, protest, sup-

port the movement’s advocacy groups,
and punish at the ballot box those
politicians who would deny us our constitutional rights. If we are united in
our efforts, changing the legal/political
climate in our favor is not an impossible
dream. Bear in mind that the Supreme
Court’s decision was based on the narrowest of margins—a 5–4 vote. One
vote the other way, and we would have
been able to limit or eliminate payers at
local government meetings.
But we also need to bear in mind
that if another justice is added to the
court’s current conservative majority,
giving it a solid block of six justices,
our government’s current embrace of
majoritarian religious sentiment may
not change for a generation. This could
happen, and it may well happen if we
sit on our hands.

“When citizens interact directly
with their government, the first
order of business should not be
a sectarian prayer, which sends
an unmistakable message to
religious minorities and the nonreligious that they are outsiders,
second-class citizens.”

The decision also highlighted the
renewed aggressiveness of the religious Right. As mentioned above, protest over the Town of Greece’s practice started only after it abandoned a
moment-of-silence to go with in-yourface sectarian prayers. This was not a
case that involved some centuries-old
venerable tradition. It was a case of
some religious activists wanting to turn
a government meeting into a pulpit—
and daring anyone to do something
about it. We’ve all heard the many
claims by members of the Christian
Right that they are being discriminated
against by those horrible militant
secularhumanism.org
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atheists. Poppycock! It’s the Christian
Right that is spoiling for a fight. They
are the ones trying to throw up Ten
Commandments monuments or displays everywhere and continually devising schemes to try to circumvent court
rulings on school prayer. Significantly,
immediately after the decision in Town
of Greece v. Galloway, a member of

“. . . Disturbingly, the reasoning
of the majority opinion
displayed a contempt for
the rights of nonbelievers.”

the Roanoke (Virginia) County Board
of Supervisors stated that the board
should explicitly prohibit non-Christian
prayers being said during invocations.
The renewed aggressiveness of some
religious groups is also evidenced by
the other major Supreme Court case
this term, Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby. This

is the case in which some corporations
generally applicable laws and regulations, the consequences will be signifiare arguing that due to the religious
cant. Such a ruling would threaten one
beliefs of their owners, they should be
of the cornerstone principles of a secuexempt from government regulations
lar state—namely, that one law applies
that require employer-provided insurto all, with no special preferences
ance to cover contraceptive care. The
based on religion. Moreover, in comreligious Right claims that religious libbination with the decision in Town of
erty is imperiled by these government
Greece v. Galloway, it would transform
regulations. This is nonsense, of course.
the wall separating church and state
The regulations do not require anyone
into a sieve. Religious institutions and
who objects to contraception on relipractices would officially be granted
gious grounds to use contraception.
favored status—again, provided they
What the religious groups really want
appeal to “many Americans.”
is the right to impose their religious
If we’re confronted with such a situviews on third parties, in this case,
ation,
we can either meekly accept it or
those employees who may want to use
we
can
unite and use all our resources
contraception.
to
resist
and reverse this pernicious
I am writing this in late May, about
coupling
of
government and religion. I
fifty days before the publication of
prefer
the
latter
course.
the issue of FREE INQUIRY in which it will
appear. By the time you read this, the
Supreme Court will have decided the
Hobby Lobby case. If the
Supreme Court upholds
Ronald A. Lindsay is the CEO and president of the Center for
the right of corporations
Inquiry, a supporting organization of the Council for Secular
to claim a wide-ranging
Humanism.
religious exemption from

CFI’s Michael De Dora elected president of the United Nations
NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief
On Monday, June 16, CFI's representative to the United
Nations, Michael De Dora, was elected president of the United
Nations NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The
Committee was formed to promote and defend international
agreements protecting the rights to freedom of religion and
belief and consists of more than two dozen religious and nonreligious groups.
The Committee is composed of representatives of Non-Governmental
Organizations working in the UN community and was formed in New York
in 1991 to seek to strengthen the effectiveness of the United Nations in the
prevention of religious intolerance and discrimination and the advancement of freedom of religion or belief. The purpose of the committee is to
promote freedom of religion or belief through enhanced NGO relations
with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, other relevant UN Offices, and UN member states, and through improved communications between concerned
NGOs in New York and Geneva. The role of the Committee is to coordinate NGO activities in New York
so as to reinforce the efficacy of the United Nations in the areas of promotion and protection of the
right of freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and meets six times a year.
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OP-ED

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

L

ater I’ll have something to say
about Barbara Ehrenreich’s frustrating recently published apologia for mystical experience. But first,
it’s time to cast a new word—no,
two—alongside spirit into my personal
Dungeon for Words Secular Humanists
Should Try Really Hard Not to Use.
In a 2013 Guardian blog post bewailing atheism’s poverty as a supporting
matrix for secular ceremonies, British
writer Suzanne Moore wrote: “We may
find the fuzziness of new age thinking
with its emphasis on ‘nature’ and ‘spirit’
impure, but to dismiss the human need
to express transcendence and connection
with others as stupid is itself stupid.”
If you’ve been looking for an elevator
speech about the differences between
religious and secular humanism, this is
a great place to start. Religious humanists may well yearn to “express transcendence and connection with others.”
How do secular humanists differ? While
we cherish “connection with others” as
warmly as anyone else, insofar as we are
secular, we reject “transcendence” out
of hand. For secular humanists, there’s
simply no such thing as transcendence
or the transcendent.
A core aspect of the secular view is
the insight, rooted in science, that reality is mundane. Reality is the domain of
matter, energy, their interactions, and
(so far as we can tell) nothing else.* On
the secular view, then, words such as
spirit and transcendence simply have no
referents. To the degree that reverence
is understood transitively—as denot*Okay, there may be dark matter and dark
energy, but I’m betting that when we find
out if—or what—they are, they too will take
their places among the ordinary constituents
of the cosmos.

ing awe, veneration, or respect toward
something beyond—it has no referents
either. The domain of everyday experience can’t be transcended. There is
nothing above it, nothing beyond or
over it, nothing to revere . . . only reality.
That’s not to say that secular humanists can’t have sweeping aesthetic or
emotional experiences—but we understand them naturalistically. Yes, that
symphony swept me away, though I
recognize that my experience was brain
states all the way down. It is to say
that when religious or congregational
humanists craft rituals that speak to
“spirituality” or “reverence” or “the universal human quest for the transcendent,” they shouldn’t be surprised when
secular humanists decline to join in.
Is the yearning for the transcendent a
human universal? Maybe so—the jury’s
still out—but even if it is, what does that
prove? The yearning for eternal life is
probably universal too, and humanists
make no bones about pointing out that
there is none of it to be had. The yearning for immortality is achingly real; its
target is an illusion. What is so difficult in
recognizing that “the quest for the transcendent” might be more of the same?
More Americans than ever acknowledge that there’s no god. A smaller
number also realize that there exists
no transcendent realm, not even a
shadowy impersonal one. Those who
recognize this are secular humanists,
and let’s admit it, many of us find the
religious-humanist impulse to play in
the cracks of a world-picture that we
know actually leaves no room for the
transcendent somewhat sad. To borrow Suzanne Moore’s harsh word, yes,
some of us find it stupid.

secularhumanism.org

In late 2013, I posted a version of
the above on the Center for Inquiry’s
Free Thinking blog. The comments it
sparked were revealing and convinced
me that it’s time for us to consign
transcendence, reverence, and their
cognates to the linguistic hoosegow
alongside spirit and its cognates.
A little background: back in 1994, I

Religious humanists may yearn
to “express transcendence
and connection with others.”
Secular humanists cherish
“connection with others” as
warmly as anyone, but reject
transcendence out of hand.

wrote a piece in the Secular Humanist
Bulletin urging secular folks to abandon words such as spirit, spiritual, and
spirituality. I argued that spirit and
its cognates are so deeply associated
in the popular mind with immaterial
agency that secular people simply can’t
wield them without being misinterpreted as confessing to a belief in gods
or ghosts, undermining our credibility
as advocates for naturalism.
Today, I’m proposing to triple the
population of spirit’s slammer. Here’s
why: one blog commenter assured me
that “Transcendence IS used in mod(Continued on page 48)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

“F

undamentalist believers want
everything to be simple. They
want their moral choices to be
straightforward: they want a clear rulebook that outlines their choices, written for them by a perfect god. They
want the world divided up into clearly
labeled categories, with good people
in one box and evil people in another.
It’s so childish. The world isn’t like that.
And the world shouldn’t be like that.
It would be horrible. Why would they
even want that?”
Lots of atheists I know say stuff like
this. I sometimes say it myself. And then

I have one of those days when I’m hit
with a barrage of difficult, complicated
choices that have no clear answers, and
by the end I’m exhausted with decision
fatigue and couldn’t even tell you what
kind of ice cream I wanted. I have one
of those days when someone I thought
I knew well does something that’s not
just appalling but completely out of
character, unlike anything I’ve ever
seen this person do, and the ground
starts to crack under my feet as I wonder how many of my other friends are
hiding crucial parts of their faces and
their characters and their lives. I have
one of those days when the sun is shin-

ing and our backyard is beautiful and
tranquil, and people on the other side
of the globe are kidnapping schoolgirls
and selling them into sex slavery, and
I don’t know how to live in the world
with it being so astonishingly wonderful and at the same time so deeply terrible. I have one of those days, or weeks,
or months, or years. Or the world has
one of those days, or weeks, or months,
or years. And I suddenly get a lot more
sympathy for the desire to have an
either/or world.
I don’t agree with the black or white
view, of course. I’ll get to that in a minute. I don’t think it’s an accurate view
of the world, and ultimately, I don’t
think it’s a desirable one. I’m just saying
that I get why some people yearn for it.
Nuance is hard. Nuance is one of the
hardest things to accept and manage.
Many decisions are messy; different values come into conflict, and there is no
one clear answer. (Do I take a bath every
day, which contributes to the California
drought but helps alleviate my depression? Do I buy computer equipment
made in China, which supports appalling labor conditions but enables me to
do the work I do?) Many differences
don’t have clear demarcations: they’re
spectrums, continuums; even good
and evil shade into each other imperceptibly. (Where do forgiveness and
flexibility shade into being a doormat
with no boundaries—and where does
enforcing boundaries and insisting on
justice shade into being an unforgiving
hard-ass with no compassion or understanding of human frailty?) Trusting
people doesn’t mean you have absolute certainty: it means being closer
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“I don’t agree with the black or
white view . . . I’m just saying
that I get why some people
yearn for it.”
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to one end of the trust spectrum than
the other, and no matter how careful
or smart you are about who you trust
and when, you have no guarantee that
your trust will be rewarded. Absolute
safety is impossible: no matter how
rich we are, how strong, how healthy,
how well-insured, how many gates and
guards we put between ourselves and
the world, we can never be 100 percent
protected from harm. (If nothing else,
an asteroid could crash into the planet
and destroy us all.)
Decisions are messy, distinctions are
blurry, life is uncertain. And yet we
have to make decisions, and make distinctions, and move forward in our lives
with some sort of confidence.
And we have to take responsibility for it. When the lines aren’t clearly
drawn for us, we have to draw them
ourselves. When we draw them wrong,
we have to take responsibility. We learn
from our experiences as best we can, so
we can draw those lines better in the
future—but we do this with the understanding that the parameters constantly
change and without any certainty that
we’ll get it right.
There are moments when I find this
liberating, even exhilarating. I’m free!
My life is mine! And there are moments
when I find it exhausting, overwhelming, when the burden of responsibility literally feels like a physical burden,
like sandbags hanging from my shoulders. Those are the moments when I
understand the desire for an either/or
world—the desire for clear rules to follow and for an absolute certainty that
the rules are perfect.
(Continued on page 50)

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal
Public Schools Persist

O

n May 17, 1954, when a unanimous Supreme Court ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education that
racially segregated public schools are
inherently unconstitutional, I was elated.
At last, the high court’s former, disgraceful, un-American decision in Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) legitimizing “separate
but equal” public education had been
overturned. I had been following a series
of court cases, particularly the one led by
lawyer Thurgood Marshall that finally
expelled Jim Crow from the lives and
futures of American schoolchildren.
But over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education disintegrated. The extent to which the
Fourteenth Amendment’s “equal protection of the laws” is now denied to so
many students was starkly shown in a
May 16, 2014, New York Times report by
Sheryl Gay Stolberg: “Today about four
in 10 Black and Latino students attend
intensely segregated schools, the federal Department of Education reported
on its official blog Friday, adding that
only 14 percent of white students
attend schools that could be considered
multicultural.” *
And consider this statement by the
Department of Education’s assistant
secretary for civil rights, Catherine E.
Lhamon: “We have slowly and very
steadily slipped backward. All over the
country we are seeing more and more
racially segregated schools.”
Ocynthia Williams, a United Parents
of Highbridge (the Bronx) parent organizer, pinpointed the basis for this
thriving segregation in another arti-

cle: “The way it is now, your zip code
defines your destiny. It’s shameful and
it’s really sad.”†

*“Michelle Obama Cites Views of Growing
Segregation,” New York Times, May 16, 2014.

†“Regents Woe for Minorities,” New York
Daily News, May 18, 2014.

Added Ernest Logan, president of
the Principals Union: “We forget to
consider the social ills. Housing, poverty, hunger and health. How can a kid
worry about what he’s learning if he’s
not eating? We’ve been talking about
it for 40 years.”
Summarizing what our founders
were unable to foresee—though some
were uneasy about the breadth and
depth of independence—Mona Davis,
president of the New York City Parents
Union, which focuses on the kids in
New York City schools, said: “Our students are receiving a separate and
unequal education.”
I live and work in New York City,
wrongly regarded by its many domestic and foreign tourists as the most
culturally advanced of American cities.
So it is in many cities—and yes, even
suburbs—throughout this hypothetical
land of liberty. Will this crisis be a compelling issue in the 2016 presidential
and congressional elections?
In her commencement speech
before twelve thousand high-school
seniors in Topeka, Kansas, where the
Brown v. Board of Education case originated, First Lady Michelle Obama said:
“Today, by some measures, our schools
are as segregated as they were when
Dr. King gave his final speech. Many
districts in this country have actually
pulled back on efforts to integrate
their schools, and many communities
have become less diverse.” I commend
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her for speaking out. Maybe her husband—until, thank goodness, he leaves
office—will address this betrayal of
Brown v. Board of Education.
For years, the leading national expert
on separate and unequal public schools
has been Dr. Gary Orfield, codirector
of the Civil Rights Project at University
of California, Los Angeles. On May 15,
2014, for that project, he coauthored a
report, “Brown at 60; Great Progress, a
Long Retreat and an Uncertain Future.”
Among his conclusions: “Black and

“. . . Over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education
disintegrated.”

Latino students tend to be in schools
with a substantial majority of poor
children, but white and Asian students
are typically in middle-class schools.
Segregation is by far the most serious in
central cities of all sizes and suburbs of
the largest metro areas, which are now
half nonwhite.” And dig this: “Latinos
are significantly more segregated than
blacks in suburban America.”
How did this happen? The Civil Rights
Project report adds: “The Supreme Court
has fundamentally changed desegregation law, and many major court orders
have been dropped. Our statistical analysis shows that segregation increased
substantially after the plans were termi(Continued on page 51)
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

When Does Human Life Begin?

W

hen does human life begin?
For those in the “personhood”
movement in the United States,
there is no doubt about when that
happens—it is at conception, when
the sperm meets the egg. The personhood movement has gained a foothold among antiabortion activists who
are looking to pass laws that define
embryos as people with full rights.
Personhood advocates aim to outlaw all
abortions, along with in vitro fertilization, embryonic stem-cell research, and
emergency contraception. Granting
embryos personhood would also mean
that someone who killed a pregnant
woman at any stage in her pregnancy
would be at risk of prosecution for a
double homicide. And in those states
that restrict a woman’s right to utilize
a living will if she is pregnant, no living
will could apply from the moment of
conception.
A personhood law has been enacted
in North Dakota. Wisconsin, Florida, and
Colorado are seeing the most recent
attempts by personhood proponents to
write their stance into state law.
Personhood measures have made
the Colorado ballot twice before, in
2008 and 2010, led by the efforts of a
Denver-based nonprofit group called
Personhood USA. Those measures did
not pass. Last year, nine states had personhood bills either introduced in their
state legislatures or put forward as ballot initiatives, as occurred in Colorado.
So far, none has passed.
Put aside the fact that those who
advocate for personhood never say
when personhood precisely begins—
when a sperm reaches an egg, when
it penetrates the egg, when genetic
recombination begins, or when a new
genome is formed. There is plenty
about personifying an embryo that

makes no empirical sense.
Those who argue that personhood
begins at conception base their claim
on the assertion that every human life
begins with conception. That is true.
But what they fail to acknowledge is
that conception does not always create
an embryo life, much less a baby. In
fact, it usually does not.
Why is this fact not well publicized?
Because scientists and doctors have,
sadly, held themselves aloof from the
whole contentious argument. Many
endorse the view of the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences (NAS), which
stated in 1981 that the existence of
human life at conception is “a question to which science can provide no
answer.” Since that time, scientists and
physicians have remained more or less
mum—or self-censored—on this issue.
While it is true that the law or theology can stipulate when life and personhood begin, it is also true that science
and medicine have found facts that
bear on the possible answers to that
question. While the facts, as the NAS
noted in 1981, do not tell us what we
ought to say about when personhood
begins, they do certainly, contrary to
the NAS view, lay out boundaries for
what can be said about the starting
point. So what are the facts?
Sometimes, conception creates more
than one life—twins or triplets, but
then one of those lives is absorbed into
the body of another—fetal resorption.
It really is not clear how many lives can
be started at the moment of conception, and to say that a person always
begins at conception is patently false.
The biggest empirical problem with
the view that personhood begins at
conception is the scientific fact that
a large percentage of embryos lack
the capacity, under any circumstances,
secularhumanism.org

Caplan Receives National
Science Board Award
The National Science Board (NSB) has
named Arthur L Caplan the 2014 recipient of its Public Service Award for an
individual for his exemplary service in
fostering public understanding of science and engineering.
“Years before the cloned sheep
Dolly appeared on the global stage,
Arthur Caplan was working to raise
public awareness and discussion
about ethical implications of science,”
said Ruth David, Chair of the NSB’s
Committee on Honorary Awards.
“Arthur engaged with reporters, wrote
and talked about ethical and policy
questions related to science, medicine
and bioengineering, and encouraged
his peers and students to do likewise.”
Caplan is the founding head of
the Division of Bioethics at New York
University Langone Medical Center in
New York. He is the author or editor of
thirty-two books and over six hundred
papers in peer-reviewed journals. He
has chaired a number of national and
international committees and writes
several columns, including one for FREE
INQUIRY since 2006. He is also a fellow
of several professional organizations,
including the Hastings Center, the
American College of Legal Medicine,
and the American Association for the
Advancement of Science.
Caplan has previously received the
McGovern Medal of the American
Medical Writers Association and the
Patricia Price Browne Prize in Biomedical
Ethics, and he was named a Person of
the Year for 2001 by USA Today.
—Andrea Szalanski, FREE INQUIRY

Managing Editor
(Continued on page 51)

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

FREE INQUIRY

11

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

OP-ED

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

I

’ve met Maryam Namazie (the spokesperson for Iran Solidarity, One Law for All,
and the Council of Ex-Muslims of Britain)
several times now. I will be speaking at
her conference in London in October.
Namazie is one of the leading proponents of adopting the label “ex-Muslim”
as one’s principal identifier, in preference to, say, “atheist” or “humanist.” She
argues for this because atheists or
humanists who come from a Muslim
background face great difficulties that
other atheists or humanists might not. Of
course, those living in Muslim-dominated
countries face greater difficulties still.

“Thirteen countries prescribe the
death penalty for atheists, all of
them Muslim-dominated.”

I think I agree with her partly in principle. I hail from a Muslim-dominated
country (Iraq), where I faced extensive
discrimination and even death threats.
Thirteen countries prescribe the death
penalty for atheists, all of them Muslimdominated: Afghanistan, Iran, Malaysia,
the Maldives, Mauritania, Nigeria,
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Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia,
Sudan, the United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen. I would add Iraq to the list as
well; although Iraqi law does not define
atheism as a capital offense, atheists
(Christians and secular Muslims too) are
constantly targeted by the militias that
pretty much control most of the country.
But part of me disagrees with choosing “ex-Muslim” as one’s primary identifier. I am uncomfortable with it because
of my general opposition to tribalism
and favoritism. Some might accuse me
of suffering from “big city” syndrome (I
was raised in Baghdad and now live in
Washington, D.C.; in between, I lived in
cities such as Beirut and Kuala Lumpur),
but I see cosmopolitanism as a virtue.
Because of it, I prefer to identify myself
with atheism and humanism as parts
of a larger national and global movement, rather than identifying principally with people who happen to come
from the same religious background
that I do. Another way to express it is
that I would rather identify with what
I hope to accomplish, not just with the
circumstances I came from.
Another reason not to embrace the
label “ex-Muslim” uncritically is that
from research and also from personal
experience, I know that a great many
atheists of Muslim background still
hold attitudes toward LGBT issues and
women’s rights that aren’t far removed
from those of still-practicing Muslims.
Not long ago, I had a conversation with
someone who identifies as an ex-Mus-
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lim from Kuwait. He told me matter-offactly that he believes women should
be stoned to death for not being virgins. Yes, he actually believes that, in
the twenty-first century. He lives in New
York City. And he’s far from alone. Since
I came to the United States, I’ve traveled to more than twenty-five states
and met great numbers of ex-Muslims.
Quite a few of them may be atheists,
but they have a long way to go before
they will be considered rationalists or
humanists.
For that reason, after weighing the
arguments I’ve decided that describing
myself primarily as an ex-Muslim is not
for me. It’s a label that captures only
the past and speaks nothing about
one’s code of ethics or one’s vision for
the world. The focus of my work has
always been on what’s next.
I believe in advocating for rational and critical thinking, for skepticism,
human rights, and the importance of
the scientific method because I think
these things lead to a better world in a
way that just being an ex-Muslim does
not. Additionally, if men and women of
reason can unite under one umbrella
regardless of our backgrounds of faith,
we can achieve much more and present
a more united front to our opponents
than if we remain divided by our religions of origin.
Speaking of divisiveness, I’ve found
that ex-Muslims in the United States
tend to be divided by ethnicity. There
(Continued on page 49)

Nigel Barber

OP-ED

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

T

he separation of church and state
in the U.S. constitution is more
honored in the breach than in the
observance. Those who want to escape
from organized religion must fight for
that freedom against those in power
who would foist religious views upon
them at every turn. The religious Pledge
of Allegiance continues to be recited in
public schools, despite its being clearly
unconstitutional.
Religious oppression is far worse in
other countries than it is in the United
States. Living here is not like living in an
Islamic republic, where rejecting Islam
(apostasy) is punishable by death. Still,
that is a very low bar. Countries that
lack religious freedom have a very bad
quality of life in other respects, as I
pointed out in my book Why Atheism
Will Replace Religion.
It is not unreasonable to expect that
the home of modern democracy would
grant its citizens the same freedom
to reject religion as residents of other
developed democracies enjoy, especially
when that right is written into the U.S.
Constitution in the sense that no religion may be established by the state.
Yet the establishment of the Christian
religion is apparent everywhere. I would
like to know why my taxes are used to
pay a Christian chaplain who is hired by
Congress to lead that body in prayer.
Why do the U.S. Armed Forces, including
the National Guard, use my tax money
to pay chaplains who lead the troops in
prayer?

I am not a constitutional scholar,
but it is hard to see how these activities
could be interpreted as anything but
establishment of religion by the state.
Why is the president sworn into office
using a Bible and religious language
implying that the office draws strength
from God, in violation of the Article VI
prohibition on religious texts as a condition for holding public office?

would certainly explain why he might
bother to visit the pope in Rome, seeming like a supplicant before the outlandish pomp and circumstance of the
Vatican. It would also explain his fondness for hosting “prayer breakfasts.”
I have some questions for the president and the Supreme Court about the
presumed separation of church and state.

In Our Thoughts and Prayers
It would be easy to write off the presidential oath as an exercise in tradition
were it not for the fact that the head
of state engages in a constant flow of
religious cheerleading. If something bad
happens to Americans, the president
informs their families that the victims
are “in our thoughts and prayers.”
This is an ambiguous formulation.
Who is doing the praying, the Obamas
or the government? A more irritating
interpretation is that all Americans are
praying for the victims. When the head
of state is responding to a national
disaster, that seems the most plausible
interpretation.
President Barack Obama is not alone
in his frequent reference to religion;
most other recent presidents did exactly
the same, suggesting that religious
utterances are perceived as safe ground
for American presidents. Indeed, if one
listened to the content of Obama’s public statements, one might be forgiven
for concluding that he was a religious
leader rather than a secular one. That
secularhumanism.org

“The religious Pledge of
Allegiance continues to be
recited in schools, despite its
being clearly unconstitutional.”

Questions for the President and the
Supreme Court
• Why, so long after the Cold War has
ended, do we still have “In God we
trust” on our coins and paper money?
• How can the governor of Alabama,
on his first day in office, say that people who are not Christians are not
his brothers or sisters? Why does my
local TV weatherman in Alabama tell
me that I will need an umbrella on my
way to church?
(Continued on page 50)
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Lauren Becker

OP-ED

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

I

t’s 1784, and James Madison has a
problem: the General Assembly of
Virginia has just proposed a bill that
would establish a special tax to pay for
“teachers of the Christian Religion.”
The bill has wide support because
the Episcopal Church—the dominant
church—will benefit greatly from
having taxpayers pay for its teachers.
Madison, however, knows better. He
knows the bill is an attack on the principle of freedom of conscience and
a threat to the liberties so recently
wrenched from King George III.

“In their minds, there is a causal
link between secular government
and societal decay, so—‘to protect our country’—they’ve been
hacking away at what Jefferson
called the ‘wall of separation’
between church and state.”

So what does he do? What does the
future Founding Father, Father of the
Constitution, Father of the Bill of Rights,
and fourth president of the United
States do? He sits down and writes out
a list of fifteen reasons that Virginians
should reject the bill and any other
attempt to mix religion and government. Then he puts it in a petition and
sends it all over the Commonwealth.
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Remarkably, Madison’s “Memorial
and Remonstrance” and dozens of other
petitions collected over ten thousand
signatures. When the General Assembly
gathered again in 1785, the bill died
before it even made it to the floor.
The success of Madison’s petition set the stage for the passage of
Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia Statute of
Religious Freedom. Then, in 1787, when
the Constitutional Convention met to
create a new American system of government, the language of the Virginia
Statute became the law of the nation
and inspired the first secular republic in
history.
This is our history—unless of course
you’re one of countless people who
think America is a Christian nation
founded on biblical principles.
Right now, millions of Americans are
convinced that our society is in the midst
of a steep moral decline. To slow the
decay, many right-wing political and
religious leaders and their followers are
demanding a “return” to the foundation
of American virtue, which they believe
to be the Bible and Christian doctrine.
They believe that, if we just do what
God tells us to do, he will make it all better. Alarmingly, they also believe that if
we don’t do what God tells us to do, he
will punish us. In their minds, there is a
causal link between secular government
and societal decay, so—“to protect our
country”—they’ve been hacking away
at what Jefferson called the “wall of
separation” between church and state.
For them, goodness comes from God, so
if we are to be a good country, we must
be a godly one.
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James Madison’s
‘Memorial and
Remonstrance’
Madison’s reasons of 1785 are still relevant today and remain a compelling
argument against the impulse to mingle church and state. To paraphrase
(with apologies to the most eloquent
Madison):
1. A person’s relationship with God
is between that person and God,
so a majority of people should
not be able to impose its religious
opinion on individuals.
2. Government gets its power from
the people. Since people should
not impose their religious opinions on one another, government
should not impose religion on
individuals either.
3. We just fought really hard to win
our liberties from England—why
would we want to start giving
them away again?
4. If we expect to be free to worship
God in our own way, we have
to let everyone else do the same
thing. A just God is more offended
by inequality than by uncertainty.
5. The president isn’t an authority on
religious truth, and the state is not
the means of salvation.
6. Are you worried that religion
will fail without the support of
the government? Isn’t your faith
stronger than that?
(Continued on page 46)

LETTERS
was legal—but at the husband’s
behest, not the wife’s.
If antifeminists want to wail
against abortion rights, they
should answer one question:
If a woman cannot control the
functioning of her own womb,
then who does and why? As this
question is answered candidly
and with unabashed historical
accuracy, we shall have uncovered the true plight of women
down through the ages.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Stigma of Abortion
Re “Fingernails” by Ophelia Benson, FI, June/July 2014: there
can be no question that negative public stigmas can be far
more oppressive than adverse
laws. There is no greater example of this than in the historic
struggle for women’s equality.
In America women have had
the right to vote since 1919. But
it is the prejudicial stigma that
“nice girls don’t do that” that
has held women in check for
generations. This was certainly
true in the fight for artificial
birth control. It is now true in
the fight for unfettered abortion rights.
As the U.S. Supreme Court
has ruled, a safe abortion is a
Fourth Amendment right subject to some statutory limitations. This being the case, a
woman wanting an abortion
should not have to beg the
indulgence of any adverse and
demeaning person, organization, or moral judgment.
An abortion is not an “unfortunate last resort.” It is not a
postdated act of birth control
that a woman should have prevented. It is not a selfish evasion
of parental responsibility: that,
as we have historically known,
was invented by men for men’s
purposes with women having
no say in the issue. For example, in ancient Rome, abortion

and so forth. There are things
that I would prefer were not
known by family and friends,
but it is most rational for me
to realize I could either not do
such things or accept that it is
OK to do them and not worry
about possible reactions.
The more we know about
what others are doing, the more
likely we will be able to reduce
and prevent the morally and
socially unacceptable actions
that are occurring worldwide.

Bill Evers
West Lafayette, Indiana
Nat Hentoff replies:

The New Age of
Surveillance
Re “Are You Ready for a New
Age of Surveillance?” by Nat
Hentoff (FI, June/July 2014): I
have difficulty understanding
all the concerns related to people knowing what other people
are doing. Anything that might
diminish privacy is seen as a
sign of the downfall of civilization. What is it that people feel
needs to be kept from others?
Are they acting in a manner
that is illegal or possibly just
very embarrassing to them? We
shouldn’t be committing illegalities, so that is not a legitimate
reason for wanting privacy. If
we have been socialized to feel
embarrassed by some behaviors, it is time to try and get past
that sort of cultural pressure.
Easy to say, hard to do, I agree,
but still it is not an argument for
wanting to prevent others from
knowing what we are doing.
One could argue that people
may try and use such “private”
information to harm an individual. This would not be acceptable but should be dealt with
by education, socialization, and
laws that prevent discrimination based on factors such as
sex, ethnicity, health conditions,

I suggest that Mr. Evers read the
Fourth Amendment to the Bill of
Rights to be more aware of the
widespread concerns that the
government—without informing us—can wholly and boundlessly invade our privacy. When
British officials did that to us colonists, it was one of the precipitating causes of the American
Revolution. As for when private
sources—from corporations to
personal enemies—do the same,
this spying is also most rationally
un-American. It is most remarkable to meet someone who is so
open to being spied on.

who agree that outlawing them
does not serve a public interest.
It would be absurdly wasteful for
our houses to be served by three
or four competing electrical grids,
but to achieve the efficiency of
a single grid, government must
regulate its owners so they do
not extract ruinous rents or provide unreliable service. People
don’t like to pay taxes, but without them we would not have
roads or bridges, or educated
children—investments that are
essential to the welfare of us all.
Government alone can protect
the commons—such as the atmosphere and drinking water. We
can debate how stringent these
protections should be and how
they should be achieved, but
without them we would all be
less healthy and die sooner, at
best.
The public interest is often
contested and elusive, but the
concept is indispensable. Without
it, we would live in the anarchic
squalor of Somalia, which is the
best extant example of the libertarian paradise.

M. Barton Laws, Assistant
Professor
Brown University School of
Public Health
Providence, Rhode Island

Public Choice Theory
Tibor Machan (“Understanding
Public Choice Theory,” FI, June/
July 2014) does a valuable service by regularly revealing that
libertarianism—like the concept
of God—is incoherent and inconsistent with observable reality. It
is certainly true that politics and
policy making must process contending interests and influences.
However, there are innumerable
actions of government that are
very broadly beneficial. For example, people who want to rape
children or rob banks are disadvantaged when these practices
are outlawed, but Machan will
be hard-pressed to find people
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American Secular
Identity 2014
Barry A. Kosmin (“American Secular Identity: Twenty-First Century Style,” FI, June/July 2014)
persuasively measures further
advances among American college students toward secular
identification based on findings
from his 2013 ISSSC online survey. Nevertheless, stubborn “dis(Continued on page 65)
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How Morality Has the Objectivity
that Matters—Without God
Ronald A. Lindsay

T

he thesis of this essay is that morality is not objective in
the same way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective in the ways
that matter: moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can be
mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the world are
relevant to and inform our moral judgments. In other words,
morality is not “subjective” as that term is usually interpreted.
Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive statements
about the world—factual assertions about cars, cats, and cabbages—but neither are they merely expressions of personal
preferences.
This thesis has obvious importance to our understanding
of morality. Moreover, this thesis has special relevance to
humanists and other nonreligious people, because one of the
most frequently made arguments against atheism is that it is
incompatible with the position that morality is objective and
that rejecting the objectivity of morality would have unacceptable consequences.

The Need for God: The Argument from Morality
For centuries now, those who argue for theism have been
running out of room to maneuver. Things that once seemed
to require a supernatural explanation—whether it was thunder, volcanoes, diseases, human cognition, or the existence of
the solar system—have long since become the domain of science. (Admittedly, some, such as Bill O’Reilly, remain unaware
that we can explain the regularity of certain phenomena,
such as the tides, without reliance on divine intervention.)
So the theists have changed tactics. Instead of using God to
explain natural phenomena, theistic apologists have increasingly relied on arguing that God is indispensable for morality.
At first, this contention often took the form of an accusation
that atheists can’t be trusted; they’re immoral. In the last
few decades, however, many theists have—in the face of
overwhelming evidence—grudgingly conceded that at least
some atheists can be good people. So has God now become
irrelevant? Do we need a deity for anything?
Yes, says the theist. Sure, some individual atheists can be
relied upon to act morally, but, as political commentator
16
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Michael Gerson put it, “Atheists can be good people; they just
have no objective way to judge the conduct of those who are
not.” In other words, without God, atheists cannot explain
how there are objective moral truths, and without objective
moral truths, atheists have no grounds for saying anything is
morally right or wrong. We atheists might act appropriately,
but we cannot rationally justify our actions; nor can we criticize those who fail to act appropriately.
Furthermore, this contention that God is required for
morality to be objective has become the new weapon of
choice for those wishing to argue for the existence of God.
For example, the Christian apologist William Lane Craig has
made what he regards as the reality of objective moral truths
the key premise of one of his favorite arguments for the existence of God. According to Craig, there can be no objective
moral truths without God, and since there are objective moral
truths, God must exist.
One traditional counter to the argument that God is
required to ground objective morality is that we cannot possibly rely on God to tell us what’s morally right and wrong. As
Plato pointed out long ago in his dialogue Euthyphro, divine
commands cannot provide a foundation for morality. From a
moral perspective, we have no obligation to follow anyone’s
command—whether it’s God’s, Putin’s, or Queen Elizabeth’s—
just because it is a command. Rules of conduct based on the
arbitrary fiats of someone more powerful than us are not
equivalent to moral norms. Moreover, it is no solution to say
that God commands only what is good. This response presupposes that we can tell good from bad, right from wrong, or, in
other words, that we have our own independent standards for
moral goodness. But if we have such independent standards,
then we don’t need God to tell us what to do. We can determine what is morally right or wrong on our own.
This response to the theist is effective as far as it goes.
Contrary to the theist, God cannot be the source of morality.
However, this doesn’t address the concern that morality then
loses its objectivity. It becomes a matter of personal preference.
We cannot really criticize others for doing something morally
wrong, because all we’re saying is “we don’t like that.”

It’s this fear that without God we’ll have a moral vacuum
and descend into nihilism that sustains some in the conviction that there is a God or that we need to encourage belief
in God regardless of the evidence to the contrary. It sustains
belief in God (or belief in belief) even in the face of the argument from Euthyphro. Logic does not always triumph over
emotion, and the dread that without God we have no moral
grounding—“without God, everything is permitted”—can be
a powerful influence on many.
The notion that God’s word is what counts and what
makes the difference between moral and immoral actions
comforts some because it provides them with the sense that
there is something beyond us, something outside of our ourselves that we can look to determine whether some action is
morally right or wrong. Is murdering someone wrong? Sure,
God tells us that in the Bible. For the devout, that’s a fact. A
fact that can be confirmed, just like the fact that ripe tomatoes are red, not blue. It’s not a matter of subjective opinion.
And if morality isn’t objective, then it must be
subjective, correct?
For these reasons—and also because we
want a firm grounding for morality ourselves—it is incumbent upon humanists, and
secular ethicists generally, to address squarely
the contentions that without God there is no
objectivity in morality and that this situation
would be something dreadful. The problem is
that most try to do this by arguing that morality is objective in a way similar to the way
in which ordinary descriptive statements are
objective. The better argument is that morality is neither objective nor subjective as those
terms are commonly understood.

Secular Attempts to Make Morality Objective
Some secular ethicists have tried to supply substitutes for God
as the moral measuring-stick while adhering to the notion
that morality must be objective and that moral judgments
can be determined to be true or false in ways similar to statements about the world. Some argue that facts have certain
moral implications. In this way, morality is based on natural
facts, and statements about morality can be determined to
be true or false by reference to these facts. Often, the starting
point for such arguments is to point out undisputed facts,
such that pain is a bad thing and, all other things being equal,
people avoid being in pain. Or, if one wants to approach the
issue from the other direction, well-being is a good thing, and,
all other things being equal, people want to have well-being.
The argument will then proceed by using this foundation to
argue that we have a moral obligation to avoid inflicting pain
or to increase well-being. But this will not do. Granted, pain is

“bad” in a nonmoral sense, and people don’t want it, but to
say that inflicting pain on someone is presumptively morally
bad implies we have some justification for saying that this
action is morally bad, not just that it’s unwanted. From where
does this moral obligation derive and how do we detect it?
The problem with trying to derive moral obligations
directly from facts about the world is that it’s always open
for someone to ask “Why do these facts impose a moral obligation?” Sure, well-being may be desirable, and I may want
well-being for myself and those close to me, but that doesn’t
imply that I am obliged to increase well-being in general.
Certainly, it’s not inconsistent for people to say that they want
well-being for themselves and those close to them, but that
they feel no moral obligation to increase the well-being of
people they don’t know. This is not the equivalent of saying
ripe tomatoes are both red and blue simultaneously.
The difficulty in deriving moral obligations directly from
discrete facts about the world was famously noted by the

“. . . Morality is not objective in the same
way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective
in the ways that matter. . . .”

eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume, who
remarked that from a statement about how things are—an
“is” statement—we cannot infer a moral norm about how
things should be—an “ought” statement. Despite various
attempts to show Hume wrong, his argument was and is
sound. Note that Hume did not say that facts are not relevant to moral judgments. Nor did he claim that our moral
norms are subjective—although this is a position often mistakenly attributed to him. He did not assert that the truth
of moral judgments is determined by referring to our inner
states, which would be a subjectivist position. Instead, he
maintained that a factual statement, considered in isolation,
cannot imply a moral norm. An “is” statement and an “ought”
statement are distinct classes of statements.
Some have tried to circumvent the difficulty in deriving
moral obligations directly from factual statements by arguing
that “nonnatural” facts or properties supply the grounding
for morality. However, all such attempts to do so have founsecularhumanism.org
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dered on the inability to describe with precision the nature of
these mysterious nonnatural facts or properties and how it is we
can know them. “Intuition” is sometimes offered as a method for
knowing moral facts, but intuitions notoriously differ.
Derek Parfit, an Oxford scholar whom some regard as one
of the most brilliant philosophers of our time (and I so regard
him), recently produced a massive work on ethics titled On
What Matters. This two-volume work covers a lot of ground,
but one of its main claims is that morality is objective, and we
can and do know moral truths but not because moral judgments describe some fact. Indeed, moral judgments do not
describe anything in the external world, nor do they refer to
our own feelings. There are no mystical moral or normative
entities. Nonetheless, moral judgments express objective
truths. Parfit’s solution? Ethics is analogous to mathematics.
There are mathematical truths even though, on Parfit’s view,
there are no such things as an ideal equation 2 + 2 = 4 existing
somewhere in Plato’s heaven. Similarly, we have objectively
valid moral reasons for not inflicting pain gratuitously even
though there are no mystical moral entities to which we make
reference when we declare, “Inflicting pain gratuitously is
morally wrong.” To quote Parfit, “Like numbers and logical
truths … normative properties and truths have no ontological
status” (On What Matters, vol. 2, p. 487).

So secular attempts to provide an objective foundation
for morality have been … well, less than successful. Does this
imply we are logically required to embrace nihilism?
No. Let me suggest we need to back up and look at morality afresh. The whole notion that morality must be either
entirely subjective or objective in some way comparable to
factual (or in Parfit’s case, mathematical) truths is based on
a misguided understanding of morality. It’s based on a picture of morality in which morality serves functions similar to
factual descriptions (or mathematical theorems). We need to
discard that picture. Let’s clear our minds and start anew.

The Functions of Morality

So, if we are starting from the ground up, let’s ask basic questions. Why should we have morality? What is its purpose?
Note that I am not asking, “Why should I be moral?”—a
question often posed in introductory philosophy courses. I
do not mean to be dismissive of this question, but it raises a
different set of issues than the ones we should concentrate on
now. What I am interested in is reflection on the institution of
morality as a whole. Why bother having morality?
One way to begin to answer this question is just to look
at how morality functions, and has functioned, in human
societies. What is it that morality allows us to do? What can
we accomplish when (most) people behave morally that we
would not be able to accomplish otherwise?
Broadly speaking, morality appears to serve these
related purposes: it creates stability, provides
security, ameliorates harmful conditions, fosters
trust, and facilitates cooperation in achieving
“. . . Moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
shared and complementary goals. In other words,
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can
morality enables us to live together and, while
doing so, to improve the conditions under which
be mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the
we live.
world are relevant to and inform our moral judgments.”
This is not necessarily an exhaustive list of
the functions of morality, nor do I claim to have
explained the functions in the most accurate and
precise way possible. But I am confident that my
list is a fair approximation of some of the key
functions of morality.
How do moral norms serve these functions? In
following moral norms we engage in behavior that enables
Parfit’s proposed solution is ingenious because it avoids
these functions of morality to be fulfilled. When we obey
the troublesome issues presented when we tie moral judgnorms like “don’t kill” and “don’t steal,” we help ensure
ments to facts about the world (or facts about our feelings).
the security and stability of society. It really doesn’t take
However, ingenuity does not ensure that a theory is right.
a genius to figure out why, but that hasn’t stopped some
Parfit provides no adequate explanation of how we know
geniuses from drawing our attention to the importance of
ethical truths, other than offering numerous examples where
moral norms. As the seventeenth-century English philosopher
he maintains we clearly have a decisive reason for doing X
Thomas Hobbes and many others have pointed out, if we
rather than Y. In other words, at the end of the day he falls
always had to fear being injured or having our property stoback on something such as intuition, with the main differlen, we could never have any rest. Our lives would be “solitary,
ence between his theory and other theories being that his
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Besides providing security
intuitions do not reference anything that exists; instead they
and stability by prohibiting certain actions, moral norms also
capture an abstract truth.
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promote collaboration by encouraging certain actions and by
sure some will consider it simplistic. I have covered in a couple
providing the necessary framework for the critical practice of
of paragraphs what others devote thick tomes to. But it sufthe “promise”—that is, a commitment that allows others to
fices for my purposes. The main points are that in considering
rely on me. Consider a simple example, one that could reflect
morality, we can see that it serves certain functions, and these
circumstances in the Neolithic Era as much as today. I need a
functions are related to human interests. Put another way,
tool that you have to complete a project, so I ask you to lend
we can describe morality and its purposes without bringing
it to me. You hesitate to lend me the tool, but you also believe
God into the picture; moreover, we can see that morality is
you are obliged to help me if such help doesn’t significantly
a practical enterprise, not a means for describing the world.
harm you. Moreover, I promise to return the tool. You lend me
Moral Judgments Versus Factual Assertions
the tool; I keep my promise to return the tool. This exchange
The practical function of morality is the key to understanding
fosters trust between us. Both of us will be more inclined to
why moral judgments are not true or false in the same way
cooperate with each other in the future. Our cooperation will
that factual statements are true or false. The objective/sublikely improve our respective living conditions.
jective dichotomy implicitly assumes that moral judgments
Multiply this example millions of times, and you get a
are used primarily to describe, so they must have either an
sense of the numerous transactions among people that allow
objective or subjective reference. But, as indicated, moral
a peaceful, stable, prospering society to emerge. You also can
judgments have various practical applications; they are not
imagine how conditions would deteriorate if moral norms
used primarily as descriptive statements.
were not followed. Going back to my tool example, let us
imagine you do not respond positively to my
request for assistance. This causes resentment
and also frustrates my ability to carry out a
beneficial project. I am also less likely to assist
you if you need help. Or say you do lend me
a tool, but I keep it instead of returning it as
promised. This causes distrust, and you are less
“Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive
likely to assist me (and others) in the future.
Multiplied many times, such failures to follow
statements about the world . . . but neither are they merely
moral norms can result in mistrust, reduced
expressions of personal preferences.”
cooperation, and even violence. If I do not
return that tool peacefully, you may resort to
brute force to reacquire it.
Fortunately, over time, humans have acted
in ways that further the objectives of morality
far more often than in ways that frustrate
these objectives. Early humans were able to
Consider these two statements:
establish small communities that survived, in part, because
Kim is hitting Stephanie.
most members of the community followed moral norms.
Without provocation, we ought not to hit people.
These small communities eventually grew larger, again, in
Do these statements have identical functions? I suggest
part because of moral norms. In this instance, what was critthat they do not. The first statement is used to convey factual
ical was the extension of the scope or range of moral norms
information; it tells us about something that is happening.
to those outside one’s immediate community. Early human
The second statement is in the form of a moral norm that
communities were often at war with each other. Tribe memreflects a moral judgment. Depending on the circumstances,
bers acted benevolently only to fellow members of their tribe;
the second statement can be used to instruct someone, conoutsiders were not regarded as entitled to the same treatdemn someone, admonish someone, exhort someone, confirm
ment. One of the earliest moral revolutions was the extenthat the speaker endorses this norm, and so forth. The second
sion of cooperative behavior—almost surely based initially
statement has primarily practical, not descriptive, functions.
on trade—to members of other communities, which allowed
Admittedly, in some circumstances, moral norms or descriptive
for peaceful interaction and the coalescing of small human
counterparts of moral norms also can be used to make an
groups into larger groups. This process has been repeated
assertion about the world, but they do not primarily serve to
over the millennia of human existence (with frequent, sanconvey factual information.
guinary interruptions) until we have achieved something like
In rejecting the proposition that moral judgments are
a global moral community.
equivalent to factual statements about the world, I am not
This outline of morality and its history is so simple that I am
secularhumanism.org
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endorsing the proposition that moral judgments are subjective. A subjective statement is still a descriptive statement
that is determined to be true by reference to facts. It’s
simply a descriptive statement referring to facts about our
inner states—our desires, our sentiments—as opposed to
something in the world. To claim that moral judgments are
subjective is to claim that they are true or false based on how
a particular person feels. That’s not how most of us regard
moral judgments.

But if Moral Judgments Do Not Refer to Facts, How Do We
Decide What’s Right and Wrong?
It’s obvious that people disagree about moral issues, but
the extent of that disagreement is often exaggerated. The
reality is that there is a core set of moral norms that almost
all humans accept. We couldn’t live together otherwise. For
humans to live together in peace and prosper, we need to
follow norms such as do not kill, do not steal, do not inflict
pain gratuitously, tell the truth, keep your commitments,
reciprocate acts of kindness, and so forth. The number of core
norms is small, but they govern most of the transactions we
have with other humans. This is why we see these norms in all

“. . . This contention that God is required if
morality is to be objective has become the new
weapon of choice for those wishing to argue
for the existence of God.”

functioning human societies, past and present. Any community in which these norms were lacking could not survive for
long. This shared core of moral norms represents the common
heritage of civilized human society.
These shared norms also reflect the functions of morality
as applied to the human condition. Earlier I observed that
morality has certain functions; that is, it serves human interests and needs by creating stability, providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering trust, and facilitating
cooperation in achieving shared and complementary goals.
One can quibble about my wording, but that morality has
something like these functions is beyond dispute. The norms
of the common morality help to ensure that these functions
are fulfilled by prohibiting killing, stealing, lying, and so forth.

20

FREE INQUIRY

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

secularhumanism.org

Given that humans are vulnerable to harm, that we depend
upon the honesty and cooperation of others, and that we are
animals with certain physical and social needs, the norms of
the common morality are indispensable.
We can see now how morality has the type of objectivity
that matters. If we regard morality as a set of practices that has
something like the functions I described, then not just any norm
is acceptable as a moral norm. “Lie to others and betray them”
is not going to serve the functions of morality. Because of our
common human condition, morality is not arbitrary; nor is it subjective in any pernicious sense. When people express fears about
morality being subjective, they are concerned about the view
that what’s morally permissible is simply what each person feels
is morally permissible. But morality is not an expression of personal taste. Our common needs and interests place constraints
on the content of morality. Similarly, if we regard morality as serving certain functions, we can see how facts about the world can
inform our moral judgments. If morality serves to provide security
and foster cooperation, then unprovoked assaults on others run
counter to morality’s aims. Indeed, these are among the types of
actions that norms of the common morality try to prevent. For
this reason, when we are informed that Kim did
hit Stephanie in the face without provocation, we
quickly conclude that what Kim did was wrong,
and her conduct should be condemned.
Note that in drawing that conclusion, we are
not violating Hume’s Law. Facts by themselves do
not entail moral judgments, but if we look upon
morality as a set of practices that provide solutions
to certain problems, for example, violence among
members of the community, then we can see how
facts are relevant to moral judgments. Part of the
solution to violence among members of the community is to condemn violent acts and encourage
peaceful resolution of disputes. Facts provide us
with relevant information about how to best bring
about this solution in particular circumstances.
Similarly, with a proper understanding of morality, we can
also see how we can justify making inferences from factual
statements to evaluative judgments. Recall that the fact/value
gap prevents us from inferring a moral judgment from isolated
statements of fact. But if we recognize and accept that morality
serves certain functions and that the norms of the common
morality help carry out these functions, the inference from facts
to moral judgments is appropriate because we are not proceeding solely from isolated facts to moral judgments; instead, we
are implicitly referencing the background institution of morality.
An isolated factual observation cannot justify a moral judgment,
but a factual observation embedded in a set of moral norms can
justify a moral judgment.

Objection 1: Just Because Morality Serves Certain Functions
Does Not Imply It Should Have Those Functions
At this point, the perceptive reader might object that even
assuming that the functions of morality I have described
correspond to functions served by morality, this does not
address the question of what the functions of morality should
be. Haven’t I just moved the fact/value gap back one step,
from the level of an individual factual statement to the level
of a description of the institution of morality as a whole?
Put another way, explaining how morality functions doesn’t
address the issue of how it should function.
This is a reasonable objection, but it is one I can meet. So
let’s consider this issue: Should morality have objectives that
reflect the functions of morality that I have described, that
is, serving human interests and needs by creating stability,
providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering
trust, and facilitating cooperation in achieving shared and
complementary goals? Perhaps the best way to answer this
question is with another question: What’s the alternative? If morality should not aim to create stability,
provide security, ameliorate harmful conditions,
and so forth, what’s the point of morality otherwise? To increase the production of cheese? One
could maintain that cheese production is an overriding imperative, and one could label this a moral
imperative, but the reality is that for humans to live
and work together we would still need something
to fulfill the functions of what we now characterize
as morality. Perhaps we’d call it “shmorality,” but
we’d still have a similar body of norms and practices, whatever its name.
Granted, some philosophers have argued that morality
should have objectives somewhat different than the ones
I have outlined. Various philosophers have argued that
morality should aim at maximizing happiness, or producing a
greater balance of pleasure over pain, or producing virtuous
characters. Without digressing into a long discussion of ethical theory, I believe these views grasp certain aspects of the
moral enterprise, but they mistakenly elevate part of what we
accomplish through morality into the whole of it. There is no
single simple principle that governs morality. Yes, we want to
encourage people to be virtuous—that is, to be kind, courageous, and trustworthy—but to what end? Likewise, we want
people to be happy, but exactly how do we measure units of
happiness, and how do we balance the happiness of different
individuals against one another or against the happiness of
the community? If we look at morality as a practical enterprise, something like the objectives I have outlined represents
a better description of what we want morality to accomplish.
(I say “something like” because I am not claiming to give the
best possible description of morality’s objectives.)

Objection 2: I Haven’t Explained Why Moral Norms Are Obligatory
A second important objection to my argument is that I have
not explained how it is that moral norms are binding on us.
Even if we accept that there is a common morality, why must
we follow these norms?
There are two types of answers I can give here. Both are
important, so we need to keep them distinct. One answer
would appeal to human psychology. The combination of
our evolutionary inheritance and the moral training most
of us receive disposes us to act morally. We should not lose
sight of this fact because if we were not receptive to moral
norms, no reference to a divine command, no appeal to an
ethical argument, could ever move us to behave morally. For
a moral norm to act as a motivating reason to do or refrain
from doing something, we must be the type of person who
can respond to moral norms. Ethicists as far back as Aristotle
have recognized this. Good moral conduct owes much to
moral training, and the most sublime exposition of the mag-

“. . . Morality is neither objective nor
subjective as those terms
are commonly understood.”

nificence of the moral law will not persuade those who have
been habituated into antisocial behavior.
But in addition to a casual explanation of why we feel a
sense of moral obligation, we also want an explanation of the
reason for acknowledging moral obligations. In my view, it’s
largely a matter of logical consistency. If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms. We cannot logically maintain that moral
norms apply to everyone except us. If we think it is morally
wrong for others to break their promises to us, as a matter
of logic we cannot say that we are under no obligation to
keep our promises. In saying that an action is morally wrong,
we are committed to making the same judgment regardless
of whether it is I or someone else performing the action. In
accepting the institution of morality, we are also accepting
the obligations that come with this institution. Hence, there
is a reason, not just a psychological cause, for acknowledging
our obligation to follow moral norms.
What if someone rejects the institution of morality altogether? The perceptive reader will not have failed to notice
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argument, the notion that God could provide such an external
standard is highly questionable. Second, and more important,
what is lost by acknowledging that morality is a wholly human
phenomenon that arose to respond to the need to influence
behavior so people can live together in peace? I would argue
that nothing is lost, except some confused notions about
morality that we would do well to discard.
The temptation to think that we need some standard
external to morality in order to make morality objective and
to make moral obligations really binding is buttressed by the
fear that the only alternative is a subjectivist morality—but
recognizing that morality is based on human needs and
interests, and not on God’s commands, doesn’t make one a
subjectivist. As already discussed, when those
who don’t think that morality is derived from
God say that something is morally wrong, they
“. . . Secular attempts to provide an objective
don’t (typically) mean that this is just how they
foundation for morality have been . . . well, less than
as individuals feel, which would be a true subjectivist position. One cannot argue with feelsuccessful. Does this imply we are logically
ings. But most nonreligious people think we can
required to embrace nihilism?”
argue about moral issues and that some people
are mistaken about their conclusions on moral
matters.
To have genuine disagreements about moral
morality altogether. One can coherently and consistently preissues, we need accepted standards for distinguishing correct
fer what one regards as one’s own self-interest to doing the
from incorrect moral judgments, and facts must influence
morally appropriate thing. However, leaving aside those who
our judgments. Morality as I have described it meets these
suffer from a pathological lack of empathy, few choose this
conditions. All morally serious individuals accept the core
path. Among other things, this would be a difficult decision
moral norms I have identified, and it is these core norms that
to make psychologically.
provide an intersubjective foundation for morality and for
That said, there is no guarantee that people will not make
disagreements about more complex moral issues. For examthis choice. But notice that bringing God into the picture
ple, all morally serious individuals recognize that there is a
doesn’t change anything. People can make the decision to
strong presumption that killing is wrong, and our knowledge
reject morality even if they think God has promulgated our
that we live among others who also accept this norm allows
shared moral norms. Indeed, many believers have made this
us to venture outside instead of barricading ourselves in our
decision, as evidenced by the individuals who throughout
homes. There is no dispute about this norm. But there are
history have placed themselves outside the bounds of human
discrete areas of disagreement regarding the applicability of
society and have sustained themselves by preying on other
this norm, for example, in the debate over physician-assisted
humans. Many ruthless brigands and pirates have had no
dying. Such disputes on complex issues do not indicate that
doubts about God’s existence. They robbed, raped, and murmorality is subjective; to have a dispute—a genuine dispute,
dered anyway.
and not just dueling statements of personal preference—the
parties to the dispute must have shared premises. In discussing
You may say: “But what they did was objectively wrong”—
and trying to resolve such moral disputes, we make reference
and an atheist can’t say this. As you have admitted, there is
to norms of the common morality (such as the obligation not
nothing outside the institution of morality to validate this instito kill versus the obligation to show compassion and prevent
tution, so the obligations of morality are not really binding.” If
suffering), interpret them in light of relevant facts, and try
one means by “objectively wrong” something that conforms to
to determine how our proposed resolution would serve the
a standard of wrongness that exists completely independently
underlying rationale of the applicable norms. Only the morally
of the human condition and our moral practices, then, correct,
inarticulate invoke subjective “feelings.” (In my forthcoming
an atheist might not use “objectively wrong” in this sense.
book, The Necessity of Secularism: Why God Can’t Tell Us What
(Some ethicists who are atheists might, as I have already
To Do, I devote a chapter to illustrating how we can express
discussed.) But so what? First, as indicated by the Euthyphro
that I italicized “if” when I stated, “If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms.” I emphasized this condition precisely to
draw attention to the fact that, as a matter of logic, there is
nothing preventing an individual from rejecting the institution of morality entirely, from “opting out” of morality, as it
were—that is, apart from the likely unpleasant consequences
for that person of such a decision. There is nothing to be
gained by pretending otherwise. There is no mystical intuition
of “the moral law” that inexorably forces someone to accept
the institution of morality. Nor is there any set of reasons
whose irresistible logic compels a person to behave morally.
Put another way, it is not irrational to reject the institution of
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disagreement on public policy matters without invoking God
or just saying “that’s how I feel.”)
From the forgoing, we can also see that morality is not
arbitrary. People can argue intelligently about morality and
can also assert that an action is morally wrong—not just for
them, but wrong period. They can condemn wrongdoers,
pointing out how their actions are inconsistent with core
norms (although most wrongdoers are already aware of their
transgressions). Furthermore, if the offense is serious enough,
they will impose severe punishment on the wrongdoer, possibly including removal from society. All that seems pretty
objective, in any relevant sense of the term. Granted, it’s not
objective in the same way that the statement that it is raining
outside is objective, but that’s because, as we have already
established, factual statements have a different function than
moral judgments.
At this point, the believer might protest, “But there has to
be something more than that. Morality is not just a human
institution.” Well, what is this something more? Why is it not
enough to tell the wrongdoer that everyone condemns him
because what he or she did violated our accepted norms,
which are essential to our ability to live together in peace? Do
we have to add, “Oh, by the way, God condemns you too?”
Exactly what difference would that make?
What some believers (and, again, some secular ethicists)
appear to want is some further fact, something that will make
them more comfortable in claiming that moral norms are
authoritative and binding. Somehow it is not sufficient that a
norm prohibiting the gratuitous affliction of violence reduces
pain and suffering and allows us to live together in peace,
and has, therefore, been adopted by all human societies. No;
for the believer there has to be something else. A moral norm
must be grounded in something other than its beneficial
effects for humans and human communities. The statement
that “it was wrong for Kim to hit Stephanie” must pick out
some mystical property that constitutes “wrongness.” For the
believer, this further fact is usually identified as a command
from God, but as we have already established, God’s commands cannot be regarded as imposing moral obligations
unless we already possess a sense of right and wrong independent of his commands.
Those who cling to the “further fact” view—that is, the
view that there must be something outside of morality that
provides the objective grounding for morality—are not unlike
those naïve economists who insist that currency has no value
unless it’s based on gold or some other precious metal. Hence,
we had the gold standard, which for many years provided
that a dollar could be exchanged for a specific quantity of
gold. The gold standard reassured some that currency was
based on something of “objective” value. However, the whole
world has moved away from the gold standard with no ill

effects. Why was there no panic? Why didn’t our economic
systems collapse or become wildly unstable? Because currency doesn’t need anything outside of the economic system
itself to provide it with value. Money represents the value
found within our economic system, which, in turn, is based on
our economic relationships.
Similarly, moral norms represent the value found in living
together. There is no need to base our moral norms on something outside of our relationships. Moral norms are effective
in fostering collaboration and cooperation and in improving
our conditions, and there is no need to refer to a mystical
entity, a gold bar, or God to conclude that we should encourage everyone to abide by common moral norms.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the claim that we need God to provide morality
with objectivity does not withstand analysis. To begin with, God
would not be able to provide objectivity, as the argument from
Euthyphro demonstrates. Moreover, morality is neither objective
nor subjective in the way that statements of fact are said to be
objective or subjective; nor is that type of objectivity really our
concern. Our legitimate concern is that we don’t want people
feeling free “to do their own thing,” that is, we don’t want morality to be merely a reflection of someone’s personal desires. It’s
not. To the extent that intersubjective validity is required for
morality, it is provided by the fact that, in relevant respects, the
circumstances under which humans live have remained roughly
the same. We have vulnerabilities and needs similar to those of
people who lived in ancient times and medieval times, and to
those of people who live today in other parts of the world. The
obligation to tell the truth will persist as long as humans need to
rely on communications from each other. The obligation to assist
those who are in need of food and water will persist as long as
humans need hydration and nutrition to sustain themselves. The
obligation not to maim someone will persist as long as humans
cannot spontaneously heal wounds and regrow body parts. The
obligation not to kill someone will persist as long as we lack the
power of reanimation. In its essentials, the human condition has
not changed much, and it is the circumstances under which we
live that influence the content of our norms, not divine commands. Morality is a human institution serving human needs, and
the norms of the common morality will persist as long as there
are humans around.
Ronald A. Linsday is the president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry, a
supporting organization of the Council for Secular Humanism. This article
is drawn in part from his forthcoming book, The Necessity of Secularism:
Why God Can’t Tell Us What To Do. The editors of F REE I NQUIRY gratefully
acknowledge the permission of the publisher, Pitchstone Publishing, to use
excerpts from this book.
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 4
Below, we present the final group of essays in a series begun in our February/March 2014 issue presenting personal statements
of individuals’ journeys away from religious belief. We begin with a powerful essay that demanded publication even though it
significantly exceeded our requested length.—EDS.

Why I Am Not a Catholic:
Sundays with Estelle
Mark Cagnetta

I

n a recent telephone conversation with my mother, Estelle—
from whom I am geographically separated by over two
thousand miles—the topic of miracles arose. Our discussion
quickly degenerated into an argument. Her parish priest, she
informed me, had imparted a story about his sick eighty-yearold aunt who had been admitted into hospice care with little
chance of surviving. Out of the country at the time, the priest,
upon hearing of his aunt’s sudden illness, offered to return
to be by her side. Apparently, his relatives convinced him to
remain where he was because there was nothing he could
do. When he returned, the aunt had recovered and had been
discharged from the hospice facility. This, according to the
priest, was a true miracle! Being the devout Catholic that she
is, my mother fully embraced the priest’s conclusion. For me,
an atheist, this was a serious point of contention.
My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church. She
was, as are all Catholics, indoctrinated into her religion shortly
after her birth, having her so-called original sin washed away
through baptism. She was then sent away to an all-girls boarding school to be prepared for a life of suffering at the hands of
the nuns of the Religious for Jesus and Mary sect. The school,
of course, saw it differently and claimed its program enhances
young women spiritually and academically.
Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity was duly
forced upon her unsuspecting children. As far back as I can
remember, I was a doubter, but I played along to maintain
appearances. During my childhood, I was bored during church
services and used the time for meditation; namely, I spent the
time thinking of all the things I could be doing outside of that
ridiculous detention. When I went to confession, I made things
up. As for performing the penance doled out by the troll-like
being firmly embedded in a type of religious indoor outhouse,
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his face obscured by a thin mesh screen, I would cheerfully make
my way to the altar, feign praying, and quickly leave.
I was subjected to four years of Catholic school and mercifully made the change to public school at grade five. I routinely found my way to church every weekend until one fateful Easter Sunday in 1980 while I was away at college. I had an
epiphany. I watched all the hypocrites who had donned their
most elaborate clothing to impress no one but each other and
realized that this wasn’t for me. I turned around and walked
away, never to return.

L

osing my religion was a slow process. In my mid-twenties,
I married the girl of my dreams and undertook a career in
law enforcement. In 1986, my beautiful daughter was born.
Having a second child would prove to be far more difficult.
Conception was made nearly impossible because of my wife’s
endometriosis. We tried everything available to us—testing,
medication, and even surgery, all to no avail. Years passed.
These were trying times. My wife returned to the church, taking my daughter along, mainly to expose her to some form of
spirituality. As a youngster, my child’s sentiments mirrored my
own at that age: “I don’t like all this God stuff.”
In 1999, life seemed to be on a magnificent course. I was
getting my first promotion, we purchased a new car, my wife
had somehow become pregnant, and, with that news in our
holster, we bought ourselves a brand-new home. Maybe
there is a God after all, I thought.
My son was born in May 2000. Three months into his life,
he stopped breathing not once but regularly for short periods.
At first, we thought it was our imaginations, but the realization that something was dreadfully wrong soon sunk in. The
pediatric neurologist on staff at the hospital emergency room
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diagnosed my son with lissencephaly, a rare genetic anomaly
acknowledge coincidence. Instead, they would spotlight their
brought on by the mosaicking of chromosome 17. Literally
great humbleness by attributing everything to God. This was
meaning “smooth brain,” lissencephaly is characterized by a
a petty god that they worshiped, and I wanted no part of him.
lack of neuronal migration to the cerebral cortex, essentially
Which brings to mind a famous Susan B. Anthony quote:
bringing normal cognitive and physical development to a
“I distrust those people who know so well what God wants
halt. Our situation was painful and nightmarish; this was
them to do because I notice it always coincides with their
the kind of thing that happened to other people. Our son’s
own desires.”
prognosis was heartbreaking: severe mental retardation, a
Rather than viewing my son’s affliction as some type of sick
lack of motor skills, blindness, seizures, and a life expectancy
castigation for my parting ways with God, I began to examof two years.
ine it for what it really was. I began to read about genetics,
I can’t say that I had been having second thoughts about
evolution, and atheism. I took the words of Richard Dawkins,
God, but when Michael was born, he did seem to be a blessChristopher Hitchens, and especially Jennifer Michael Hecht
ing. Maybe this was a terrible mistake, this lissencephaly. I
as my gospel. Other than our highly developed brains, we are
immediately went to the hospital chapel and prayed. I had no
merely animals, susceptible to germs, cancers, acts of nature,
qualms about my disbelief and asked only for divine intervenand genetic mutations. If Michael’s genetics produced a trait
tion for my son. Surely God could rectify his error and reverse
that improved his life, it probably would have been passed
this tragic turn of events. Michael was, after all, just an innoon generationally. Sadly, the opposite was true and, cruelly,
cent bystander.
Needless to say, nothing changed. All sorts
of crazy notions went through my head: Was
this punishment for my incredulity? Was I
being tested in a Job-like fashion? Did I smoke
too much marijuana as a teenager? Is God
playing a bad joke on me? Regardless of what
the answer was, Michael needed us to love
“My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church.”
him and care for him, and we did that to the
best of our abilities. Nothing can prepare you
to carry out such an enormous task.
Michael was a handsome little guy and,
despite the severity of his handicap, he would
laugh and raise his arm as a signal that he
wanted to be held, which he loved more than
anything. While holding him and enduring his
survival was not in his future, for he was far from being the
many seizures together—which were often quite dramatic
fittest. Michael was the purest of human beings; he never
and painful—I again began to doubt the existence of a loving,
thought a bad thought, he never misbehaved, he never lied,
omniscient, all-powerful god. I began to see how easy it is
and he surely never hated. (Perhaps highly developed brains
to adopt religion when life is going swimmingly. Heck, I was
are overrated.) He loved unconditionally, and he was loved
guilty of it myself. But it’s rough times, when a miracle would
unconditionally by everyone that knew him. The first two
be extremely welcome, that push the limits of belief, simply
years of his life came and went. He made it clear he wasn’t
because those miracles never come.
going anywhere soon.
My mother prayed for Michael every day. I assume prayer
theists often joke about movie stars and athletes thanking
made her feel better about the situation. She had lost her
their lord and savior Jesus Christ when they win a game or
mother to breast cancer, and her daughter—my sister—to
an award or are recognized for their achievements. In reality,
leukemia. Her father abandoned her and her three siblings
giving such praise to a supernatural being—particularly for
when they were still children. She managed to uphold her
such trivial endowments as the ability to throw a ball, make a
faith despite much neglect on God’s part. Others would pray
tackle, or to recite a line—is egotistical to the point of being
for Michael, too. Routinely, people would say to me, “God
moronic. Hearing people say that they are “truly blessed” beonly hands out situations like yours to people who can hancause they have healthy kids, were able to land a job, or won
dle them.” I still ponder that statement to this day. So God is
the lottery were, for me, sources of irritation. More and more,
somehow rewarding me for my strength with a grievously
I began to notice that these God-fearing folk were just too
self-deprecating to accept credit for their own actions or to
disabled child? Isn’t that a bit perverted?

A
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M

ichael’s diagnosis was textbook, and his life progressed
as the doctors had predicted. The prayers, though innocuous, were ineffectual. Through various conventional
and experimental medications, the neurologists at Boston’s
Children’s Hospital made great strides in controlling Michael’s
maturing seizures. These epileptic episodes began as “blue
spells,” then morphed into petit mal seizures, infantile spasms,
and eventually culminated in grand mal seizures. Powerlessly
watching my child suffer was excruciatingly painful. Knowing
that my friends and family were praying to God—who, if he
actually did exist, would be held responsible for Michael’s
dilemma—was not only painful, it was outright contradictory. We needed those hands clasped in prayer to help us

“Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity
was duly forced upon her unsuspecting children.”

with Michael’s care, but no offers ever materialized. Michael’s
problems worsened. His joints were dislocating, he developed
kidney stones, and eating was becoming an ever-increasing
problem. My faith was waning concomitantly. By Michael’s
fifth year of life, I considered myself a full-fledged agnostic.
Looking back, I was restrained in my misgivings only by the
fact that, deep down, I didn’t want to give up on the possibility of a miracle for my little boy.
By the eighth year of Michael’s tortured existence, it
became glaringly clear that there wasn’t going to be a life-altering supernatural phenomenon. The biblical god, creator
of the universe, humankind, and all of the flora and fauna
on Earth—he who could part seas, speak through burning
bushes, and raise the dead—had proven, through his neglect
and impotence, his fictitiousness. Natural selection gouged
out the eyes of religion and exposed the pretentiousness of
those who follow such an ineffectual spiritual leader.
Unbeknownst to us, Michael began aspirating his food,
a common consequence of the neurologically challenged.
Inevitably, this led to bronchopneumonia. Due to Michael’s
frail condition, the doctors advised us that there was little
they could do: my little boy was going to die. I can’t imagine
there being anything worse in life than watching your child
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fade into nonexistence. I can, in fact, speak with authority on
this subject.
There isn’t.
To appease my mother, I allowed one last act of piousness
into Michael’s life. Although she had trouble finding one of
the priests from her parish to conduct a final prayer over my
son, someone did finally materialize. Ironically, when the
priest placed his hand on Michael’s forehead, eyes closed
and deep into prayer, he witnessed the feebleness of his god
firsthand. At that very moment, Michael had a violent seizure.
You would think, with one of his agents asking for his succor
in a time of great need, that God could, at the very least, give
my son the peace that he deserved.
It was probably at that moment that I
became a full-fledged, impenitent atheist. God
was nothing more than a myth. A few days
later, Michael died. Naturally, we heard the
standard words that are supposed to comfort
the grieving: “He’s with God now,” or “He’s in
a better place.” The better place, in my eyes,
would have been here on Earth, with me and
his family. I am no better or no worse than most
humanly fathers, but to those who refer to
God as their “Heavenly Father,” I can only ask,
“Why?” He is notoriously the antithesis of what
we would consider the apogee of fatherhood:
he is without patience, merciless, unforgiving,
and shows a great unwillingness to help those truly in need.
But there is a reason for his faults; he was created by man, in
his image, as a form of control. Acts that are “miraculous” and
attributable to the hand of God are nothing more than mere
coincidences. Some people live; some die. Some can throw a
perfect spiral; some can’t. Some recover from their illnesses;
others don’t.

M

y parting ways with God has never sat well with my
mother. To her and many like her, the term atheist
conjures images of pure evil. Quite often I point out to her
the atrocities of the Catholic Church—the Inquisition, the
Crusades, the aid to the Nazis, and the pederasts both past
and present who pass themselves off as disciples of God. In
contrast, atheists have a live-and-let-live philosophy. There
is no hatred. No threats. No punishments. We are only temporary guests here on this not-so-uncommon planet we call
Earth, so why not enjoy life to its fullest, never causing harm
along the way? My mother’s immersion into Catholicism is
too deep, however, and her blinders too securely fastened,
to see life any differently. Following unseeingly and keeping
your mind closed like a vault is exactly what religion dictates.
Never question the authority of the church!
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At the beginning of this essay, I relayed the story of my
mother describing a not-so-miraculous miracle to me, one
that was pronounced so by a priest; therefore, it was so. An
eighty-year-old who was sick and on the verge of death, who
got better—if only to the extent that she no longer needed
hospice care. I made clear that the situation could have gone
either way: I’m sure lots of eighty-year-olds in hospice care all
around the world expired that day. Was this geriatric patient
chosen to live over all the others? It was foolhardy of the
priest, and quite narcissistic at that, to think that God showed
a preference because the life he saved was the sister to the
mother of a cleric. But still, they believe.
Strangely, we never see “true” miracles any more. With
the progression of science and its meticulous explanations
for natural phenomena, God’s awesome powers have been
relegated to making cameos in bags of Cheetos, on pieces
of French toast, and on flour tortillas. Needless to say, I was
incredulous to hear my mother’s story about a sick eightyyear-old who felt well enough to leave the hospice facility
and trivially attributing her newfound health to an act of
God. A “miracle,” she called it.

“Why would God come to the aid of an elderly woman and
not to my little boy?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Michael be more
deserving of a miracle than an octogenarian?” Her reply, as
usual, was that she didn’t want to talk about it. Such a foolish
hypothesis is, of course, indefensible. A believer’s typical
response would be, “You have to have faith,” or “God works
in mysterious ways.” But my faith has run out, and I have little
time for mind games. God had his chance, and he let the
opportunity slip away. The world was deprived of a vital
young person who loved his brief existence. Life is better
without religion. I’m better able to face life’s challenges, and
I’ve discovered that making a difference in people’s lives is far
more rewarding than waiting around for some nonexistent
supernatural being to make changes in mine. I simply believe
in the power of the human spirit. I am an atheist.

Mark Cagnetta is a retired police officer. He has a EdD in organizational
leadership. He is married and has a daughter and two grandchildren.

Why I Am Not a Believer
Harry Greenberger

B

ecause I was born an atheist, I was spared the indoctrination (brainwashing, child abuse) that produces helpless
followers of one’s parents’ religion. With nonpracticing
Jewish parents—including a father who’d become a Christian
Scientist following his successful salvation from death (the
prognosis of his medical doctors)—and living in a small
Southern town that had neither a synagogue nor a Christian
Science church, on weekends I attended neither Sunday
school nor church rituals.
I later realized that my mother was a closet atheist who
had worked out how to live comfortably among the Baptist
and Methodist townspeople. But inside our home, there were
never any nighttime prayers for my siblings nor me.
Somehow in my teens I became aware of the HaldemanJulius “Little Blue Books,”* which I could secretly order for five
cents each, and I learned that I was an atheist—and not the
only one in the country either.

No life experience I have had in my four-score years has
convinced me of the existence of a supreme being and an
afterlife, and I can say with confidence and pride that “I am
not a believer.”
*Emanuel Haldeman-Julius (1889–1951) arguably invented paperback
publishing by marketing excerpts of classic literature, sex-education
texts, and a stunning number of short freethought tracts into several
series of booklets sized to fit in a working man’s shirt pocket. The bestknown of these series, the Little Blue Books, debuted in 1923 and
eventually included hundreds of titles.—EDS.

Harry Greenberger was an organizer of the New Orleans Secular Humanist
Association (NOSHA) and its president for thirteen years. He delivered
secular invocations for the New Orleans City Council on six different
occasions. In 2012, NOSHA presented him with its Humanist Award,
renaming it the Harry Greenberger Humanist Award for future recipients.
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
Greg Hladky

I

had barely stepped into the shower when my “reverse”
epiphany occurred. Although I had a degree in theology
from a Jesuit university and had spent a year in seminary,
one flash of insight revealed what nearly four decades of
faith had obscured. The simple truth was this: the God I had
always believed in does not exist.
With my delusion fully exposed, I had to face a new reality.
All of my prayers had been directed to an imaginary friend,
not a living God. Discerning God’s will for my life had been
difficult, not because God remains hidden from the best of
us but because he simply isn’t there. Terrfiying as that revelation was, I I felt relieved to end the charade of prayer and
ritual that had increasingly become impossible to justify. With
the fog lifted, I enjoyed a moment in the sun, setting a new
course far from the familiar shore of faith.

“. . . One flash of insight revealed what nearly
four decades of faith had obscured . . . the God I
had always believed in does not exist.”

Navigating this new reality was not easy. I was invested in
a world that no longer existed, and the relief from cognitive
dissonance was replaced by the hard work of finding new
meaning for my life. The glaring truth was difficult to accept
all at once, and over the next twelve years I had to gradually
disengage from religion and faith.
It was easy to avoid evidence that contradicted my faith
when I lived in the believer’s bubble. That is where I was
for thirty-seven years. I was born into a Catholic family, and
my parents’ lives revolved around our local parish. We went
to a small Byzantine Catholic church with a liturgy sung in
Slavonic. I was an altar boy who dreamed of becoming a
priest—not because the priest was respected and feared as if
he were God himself or because he ruled the parish with the
power of a feudal lord. I yearned to become a priest because
I sincerely believed that God was real and that he was calling
me to serve him.
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That earnest devotion was the logical outcome of a complete acceptance of faith as an epistemology, a way of knowing what is real. I had compartmentalized my faith, making it
immune to the typical queries that a rational person would
make. Thinking in that compartment was limited to confirming faith rather than challenging it.
When I graduated from my Catholic high school, I would have
gone straight into the seminary but for the intervention of my
biology teacher, a Catholic brother. Wisely sensing that my parochial vision was in need of expansion, he suggested that I attend
university first. He planted the seed that ultimately, ironically,
bore fruit in an epiphany completely at odds with faith.
I enrolled in Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles.
Seminary school required no particular undergraduate degree,
so my choice of study was wide open. I tried engineering for
a year and then math, and I eventually earned
a degree in theology, graduating magna cum
laude. After a year back at my parish, I was off
to a seminary in Pittsburgh, where I completed a
full year of studies. During that year, I found that
I wasn’t suited for the priestly life.
To say that I was a bit annoyed that God
hadn’t clued me into this earlier would be an
understatement. Couldn’t he have looked down
the road and nudged me in another direction?
Now what was I supposed to do? Hey, God, are
you listening?! That little seed of doubt was
beginning to grow.
I crossed the United States in search of something meaningful to do with my life. I hung onto my faith with white knuckles
while riding the ups and downs of various careers: teaching at
a Catholic high school, flying jets off a carrier as a Navy flight
officer, working at a Catholic conference center, opening a
bakery, and teaching blind students to use computers.
Ironically, again, it was the Catholic Church itself that was
the most responsible for nurturing my growing doubt. In
the late eighties and early nineties, Marywood, a Catholic
conference center in Jacksonville, Florida, was a bastion of
liberal thought and theology that stood out in a conservative
diocese. I joined in 1991 and worked with its director in planning conferences that brought in speakers such as Richard
Rohr and covered environmental concerns, nonviolence, and
Native American spirituality. When the director was fired on
what I considered to be trumped-up charges, I became angry
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at the church for the first time. When the interim director,
a friend of mine, was fired in a similar manner a year later, I
could no longer enter a church without visibly shaking. For
the first time in my life, I stopped going to church.
I finally had enough distance from the church I grew
up in to see it from a new perspective. It wasn’t the sinful
human institution used by God to do his will that Catholics
are taught to obey. It was just an institution as flawed as the
human condition. It is subject no differently than any other
institution to politics and the corruption of power. It has the
weight of history behind it, but that weight is not stabilizing;
it is oppressive. It chains the mind to tradition and closes the
door to free inquiry.
The God I had confided in, trusted my life with, and sought
direction from was not answering my prayers. How could this
God who claimed to be my father not speak to me? Why the
silence despite my daily prayers, dogged attendance at Mass,
and even fasting? (Once I did a bread-and-water-only fast for
all forty days of Lent.)
Most Catholics accept this silence as part of the mystery of
God. They try to discern God’s will through a priest or spiritual
director; in the writings of the saints, the Bible, and church
doctrine; or from the events in their lives. Like a shaman reading tea leaves, they grope for a sign.
But the sign from heaven never comes. God never speaks.
There is only silence. . . . The rational mind can draw only one
conclusion. God . . . poof! . . . isn’t there.
The next twelve years were not easy. The world I knew was
swept from under my feet; I had nowhere to land. I didn’t
know any atheists or support groups. I went to a few Unitarian

Universalist services, and though their search for truth and
meaning is commendable, they still hold onto faith, just in a
less defined way than Catholics. I had married a woman of
Mennonite faith four years prior to my epiphany, and we had
a Catholic wedding at Marywood. We settled in Cincinnati,
Ohio, got involved in the local Mennonite church, and had
two children. I found projects to work on around our house
on the weekends and gradually withdrew from church life
completely.
After avoiding the subject for years, I finally decided to
read more about atheism. I began to redirect my thinking
with The Universe Story by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry,
Bishop John Shelby Spong’s Why Christianity Must Change
or Die, and Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World: Science
as a Candle in the Dark. I read Richard Dawkins’s The God
Delusion, which led me to subscribe to FREE INQUIRY, which has
opened an entire world of freethought to me that I had only
glimpsed before. That led to the discovery of one of my favorite authors and speakers, Christopher Hitchens.
Thanks to FREE INQUIRY, I now embrace secular humanism,
and that has put the world solidly back under my feet.

Greg Hladky lives in Ohio with his two children and a cat named Domino.
He enjoys writing short stories and poems on faith and reason. He is
currently working on a book based on two years of correspondence he
has had with members of the Cincinnati Mennonite Fellowship and his
seven siblings, who remain devoutly Christian.

Why I Am Not a Jehovah’s Witness
Thomas J. Lawson

I

was born in Long Beach, California, to parents who were
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and if not for my father’s conscientious
objection to the Vietnam War, I would either be Canadian or
not exist at all. (I do live in Canada now, coincidentally.) But
therein lies the conflict for a staunch atheist who thinks that
our world would be better off without religion—my father’s
religion may have been necessary to allow my birth. I shrug off
this “debt” to religion by recognizing that African Americans
do not owe anything to the slavery that brought their ancestors to the United States stuffed into ships like cordwood, nor
was Manifest Destiny a justifiable means to the ends we enjoy
today. So what were the circumstances that resulted in my

not being a Jehovah’s Witness? It’s complicated.
When it thunders, God is bowling. When lightning strikes,
God is taking pictures. This was the extent of my God-belief in
my toddler years. I was being “educated” weekly at Kingdom
Hall. I rather enjoyed my yellow book of children’s Bible stories. I enjoyed books in general. Two pictures from that book
stay fresh in my mind: the poor sinners being swept away by
God’s Great Flood and Lot’s wife being turned into a pillar of
salt. I thought about Lot’s wife often, wondering if she was
still living and breathing under all that salt. Nothing about
going to the Kingdom Hall was all that bad. I was bored, of
course, like all toddlers, but it was not a painful experience.
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Until one day.
Until the day I became an apostate at the age of four.
I was sitting in the family living room watching my favorite
children’s show—Romper Room. The show went off the air in
the early nineties, so some readers may not know of it. It was
simply a televised version of preschool. In the United States,
most large cities had their own local versions (smaller markets
ran a syndicated version), but mine was based in Los Angeles
and had a Latina teacher, Miss Soco, who reminded me of my
half-Portuguese mother.
The “class” began with the Pledge of Allegiance and ended
with the teacher looking through her “Magic Mirror” to see
the kids out in TV land. A “Tommy” was often found in that
mirror, so this part of the program was a never-miss for me. I
loved that show.
If you know anything about the Jehovah’s Witnesses, you
know exactly where this is going, but for others, I will fill you in.
Perhaps you never had any school classmates who grew up in
a Jehovah’s Witness household, so you never experienced the
oddity of reciting the Pledge of Allegiance while one student
remained seated or standing with his or her head bowed in
silence. To the Witnesses, the Pledge of Allegiance is considered idolatry—as are Christmas trees, crucifixes, and other
trinkets—so my children’s program that emulated a regular
preschool class was already skating on thin ice in my house. But
the last straw—the conveyor of damnation, if you will—was
the closing scene of every episode. Looking through that magic
mirror at the kids in TV land was considered sorcery, of course,
and poor Miss Soco would have to have been an insufferably
powerful witch in order to possess a mirror capable of seeing
all the child viewers in the greater Los Angeles area. (I have a
good idea what the kids of Jehovah’s Witnesses went through
a few years ago during the popularity of the Harry Potter
books.) My memory is foggy, being that I was four years old,
but my mother’s recollection is that one day I informed her
in no uncertain terms that I was not going to be going to the

Kingdom Hall anymore. To this day she claims ignorance as to
why, but this decision of mine just so happened to occur the
day I was forbidden to watch Romper Room.
My mother responded to my declaration by announcing
that I was four and unable to stay home while the rest of the
family attended church, so she said I would have to continue
to accompany them. I said that I would go but that I would
not listen, that I would sleep or play with my toys instead. I was
true to my word. I would either sleep or play quietly at her feet.
She says I had an uncanny ability to wake up immediately upon
hearing everyone’s Bible close at the end of the meetings. She
also says that I was probably the most well-behaved child at the
Hall every week, while other mothers had to constantly take
their bored and fussy children to the restroom for a Solomonic
smacking.
Coincidentally, just a few months after this episode, my
parents’ marriage began to fracture, and my mother fell in
love with a young Catholic man. Again, if you know anything
about the Witnesses, you know that even talking to Catholics
is grounds for a private meeting with church elders. Witnesses
and Catholics are polar opposites: Witnesses stay away from
blood at all costs (even life-saving blood transfusions), while
Catholics drink Jesus’s blood on a weekly basis! By the time
I was five years old, we had severed our ties with the church
and were trying hard to maintain a relationship with my mother’s Witness parents. All I remember is celebrating my first
Christmas later that year, finding out about that jolly old false
god Santa Claus, and being able to watch Romper Room again.
I do not consider myself to have been an atheist at that age,
but I was most definitely not one of Jehovah’s witnesses.
Thomas J. Lawson lives in British Columbia, Canada. After a few years of
making movies and television shows, he swtiched to the glamorous life
of full-time dad to two kids and a pug. When they are busy playing, he
is busy writing. He is the author of the nonfiction book Letters from an
Atheist Nation (CreateSpace, 2011) and is currently working on a novel.
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Why I Am Not a Mystic
Alice Leuchtag

A

s I lay in my bed at night in my early childhood, I could
hear my parents’ lowered voices drifting in from the
living room, talking in the strange, esoteric language
of mysticism. Mysterious phrases such as “planes of vibration,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “astral bodies” resounded
in my head as I floated off to sleep to dream dreams that
maybe only a child of mystics can dream.
My mother had found a substitute for the Catholicism
in which she’d been raised in Madame Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky’s Theosophy, as put forth in her
book The Secret Doctrine. As a brilliant young
woman, my mother worked for a man whose
followers called “The Master.” She ghostwrote
the texts of the weekly lectures he gave to the
mystical cult he led, lectures that always began
“Dearly Beloved.” While doing research for
The Master’s presentations, she met my father,
newly arrived from New York City, in the religion section of the Los Angeles downtown library, where
Blavatsky’s writings were on the shelves. My father, too, was
dissatisfied with traditional religion, in his case Judaism.
At first, perhaps to better woo my mother, but later
in earnest, he also took up the cudgels of mysticism. He
read friends’ palms while my mother cast their horoscopes.
Blavatsky’s particular set of occult teachings, derived from the
Hindu religion and westernized by her, became my parents’
mutually adopted “liberation” from their traditional Western
religions. My parents considered these teachings a form of
“free thought” and proudly passed them on to me.
There were attractive—even seductive—features to the
mysticism they inculcated in me. I spent many a daydream
hour trying to visualize the different “planes of vibration”
my mother told me about. Eating supper with my parents at
the round kitchen table, I thought I sensed the presence of
people existing on another plane who somehow occupied
the identical space and time I did but whom I couldn’t see or
hear or touch and who couldn’t see or hear or touch me. How
intriguing that was!
There were comforting aspects too. I was assured that no
one I knew and loved, such as my grandmother, was ever
really lost to me. If I were patient and receptive, I would be
able to see and even communicate with her undying astral

form. And phrases such as “beyond the beyond” evoked
images suggesting the dizzy thrill of a roller-coaster ride’s
downward plunge. What was it like to fall into and merge
with the great “cosmic consciousness?” My mother claimed
that she merged when she meditated, and I hoped that one
day I, too, would master that secret.
Never mind that there was no logical connection between
these various ideas. After all, a child doesn’t demand much
logic. It would be a long time before I would be able, in my

There were attractive—even seductive—features
to the mysticism my parents inculcated in me.

mind, to separate mysticism from real freethought and before
I would understand that mysticism, traditional religion, and
magical thinking all share a common core—a suspension of
the recognition of the fundamental law of cause and effect,
upon which all science is based.
How, then, did I eventually become a materialist and a
humanist, serving a term as president of the Humanists of
Houston (HOH) and editor of the HOH newsletter in the early
1990s? Multiple cumulative experiences led up to my materialist philosophy, but only a few of them stand out clearly
in my memory. A growing recognition of the inevitable and
irreversible nature of death stirred up the first inklings of
materialism in my thinking. My beloved kitten Robin caught
a cat disease that was going through our neighborhood. She
dragged herself under a toolshed to die. No amount of coaxing and calling her name could bring her out.
In a wild windstorm one spring, baby birds in their nests,
featherless and with their eyes still closed, fell out of the palm
trees in front of my house, breaking their tiny, scrawny necks.
Despite my tears and pleas, no one could restore them to life
and put them back in their nests in the trees.
When at the age of seven I learned the game of chess, I
became totally absorbed in it. Soon I was checkmating my
father and members of the Hollywood Chess Club. Seeing the
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board both from my point of view and that of my opponent
took away many of the mystical tendencies I still harbored.
The logic of chess excludes mysticism. Every move I and my
opponent made had an effect on the outcome of the game.
In the small universe of sixty-four squares, I could see in detail
the operation of cause and effect.
Though I waited patiently and receptively, my grandmother, who died when I was ten, never appeared to me in
her astral body. At her funeral, I had gazed at her immobile,
marble-like features and touched her cold hand, feeling the
stark reality of physical irreversibility. Little by little, it was
dawning on me that no matter how much one engaged in
wishful thinking, life and death and chess proceeded according to their own immutable laws.
In college, I studied the social sciences and learned from
the writings of Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict the importance of cause and effect in the social world. The writings of
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels gave me new conceptual tools
to help me understand the economic and social forces that
drive history. When I married a physicist, I learned to appreciate materialist philosophy even more, while he learned from
me to appreciate the ideas of historical materialism.
Later, on a job, given a large data set of children’s burn
accidents to analyze statistically, I used the concept of cause
and effect to tease out a strong relationship between a family
move and an accidental burn injury.
Through the years, as my family grew, I came to realize
that materialist philosophy alone was not enough. Becoming
a humanist helped me round out my materialist philosophy

with an ethical outlook in which pragmatism, as expressed by
John Dewey, played a role. Feeling that materialism supplemented by humanism and pragmatism was still not enough,
I drew into my philosophical mix certain ideas and values
developed by feminists such as Catharine MacKinnon and
Kathleen Barry. I was able to apply these ideas in helping to
organize a group of women in Houston whose purpose was
to educate ourselves and the public about the global problem
of trafficking women and girls.
Do I ever want to return to the seductive comforts of my
childhood wishful thinking? Absolutely. Do I ever long to see
my dead mother and father again; am I occasionally tempted
to secretly search a room for their astral forms? Yes. Do I ever
experience pleasure in contemplating the fairy tale of a cosmic consciousness? Indeed I do. But underneath these brief
reversions to childhood states of mind, I value the solid foundation of materialism, humanism, pragmatism, and feminism
that I have spent a lifetime building.

Alice Leuchtag has a BA from the University of California at Los Angeles
and an MA from San Diego State University, both in sociobiology. She
has worked as a migrant farmworker, a journalist, a cabdriver, a social
worker, a college instructor, and a researcher. She has published poetry,
epidemiological research on burn injuries, and other articles. She lives
with her husband in Texas Hill Country; they have a son, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.

Why I Am Not an Episcopalian
Richard Hall

I

am no longer a communicant in the Episcopal Church or
even a professing Christian, though for aesthetic reasons
I retain affection for the forms and rituals of the Anglican
service. In this way, I resemble the agnostic novelist Thomas
Hardy, who was enamored of church liturgies, and the atheist philosopher John McTaggart, who defended the established Church of England. You might say that I am a cultural
Christian in the same way that Freud was a cultural Jew.
Christianity, irrespective of its truth, must be appreciated and
understood as an inexpungable part of Western culture.
I was baptized in 1946 in the church of St. Andrews in
Darmsden, a hamlet in rural Suffolk, England. Curiously, the
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church had been consecrated exactly eight hundred years earlier,
in 1146, though the current building dates from the Victorian
era. The decision to have me baptized there was not an expression of personal piety on the part of my parents. It was simply a
matter of custom, and the location of the church was convenient.
Though my maternal great-grandmother was a strict Wesleyan
Methodist and my paternal grandfather twice removed was the
great Baptist preacher Charles H. Spurgeon, my immediate family
was not religious. My mother attended church regularly, mostly
for social reasons. My father, a confirmed agnostic, did not.
I accompanied my mother to the Congregationalist church,
which was doctrinally liberal and pastored by Unitarians. The
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sermons (more accurately, lectures) were all sweetness and
light and gave no excuse for rebellion. I did not give much
thought to religion, though I was somewhat preoccupied with
the question of God’s existence, which had something to do
with my decision to pursue a course of philosophy in college.
While there I remember Max Wilson, a professor of philosophy,
admonishing me not to get involved in religious philosophy.
However, in the late 1980s, while pursuing graduate work,
I encountered some evangelical students of
divinity. And under their influence (I am embarrassed now to admit it), I gave my life to Christ.
Afterward, I attended services in the Episcopal
“You might
Church with regularity, recited and prayed the
Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer, and
undertook a systematic study of Scripture.
And then, the doubts began crowding in on
me. As I prayed, I often wondered whether there
was anyone out there listening. Worship services consisted
mainly of praising God. I asked myself, what was the point
of praising him? What kind of being, I thought, demanded
constant praise? To meet this crisis, I decided to intensify my
doubts to the breaking point. I began to read the classic religious skeptics and atheists, thinking that if I could answer their
doubts my faith would be strengthened; if not, it would be
lost. Needless to say, my faith did not survive a month of this
regimen of critical inquiry.
I had an epiphany of sorts. One Memorial Day weekend,
I went on a church retreat at a North Carolina beach. During
an open-air service on the oceanfront, I saw the metallic backs
of dolphins arched and glinting in the sun and pelicans diving
into the waves, and I heard gulls chorusing in the air against
the roar and hiss of the breakers. I thought to myself: there is
truth! How this spectacle of the sea contrasted with the church
service, with its dull liturgy and the insipid songs of praise
accompanied by guitars and tambourines! I was reminded of
an episode in the life of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his “Divinity
School Address,” he recalls sitting in a church while a blizzard
raged outside: “A snowstorm was falling around us. The snowstorm was real; the preacher merely spectral; and the eye felt
the contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window
behind him, into the beautiful meteor of the snow.” This was
exactly my experience on the seashore.
With the abandonment of faith, my doubts quickly evaporated. Apparently, the French composer Camille Saint-Saens,
popularly known for his orchestral piece Carnival of the Animals
and his opera Samson and Delilah, was also plagued with serious doubts about his Catholic faith, only to have them vanish
when he left the church. The loss of my faith, which I had had
for but a few years, was liberating. Like Saint-Saens, I was free
of those doubts that persistently gnawed at me.
By converting to the Christian faith and entering the
Episcopal Church, I was guilty of the unforgivable sin against

the spirit of truth—the sin of intellectual dishonesty. I had
not really thought through the matter of faith to determine
whether it was worth receiving, whether there was any truth
in it. It was only after I received it that, prompted by doubt,
I undertook my critical inquiry into its truth. I remember the
case of John Ruskin, the great art critic and defender of J. M.
Turner, who underwent a similar de-conversion from his evangelical Protestant faith after attending a service in Turin. As

say that I am a cultural Christian in the same way
that Freud was a cultural Jew.”

he describes it in Fors Clavigera, “I went away to a Waldensian
chapel, where a little squeaking idiot was preaching to an
audience of seventeen old women and three louts, that they
were the only children of God in Turin; and that all the people
in Turin outside the chapel, and all the people in the world
out of sight of Monte Viso, would be damned. I came out of
the chapel, in sum of twenty years of thought, a conclusively
un-converted man.” As Emerson was distracted by the beauty
of the snowstorm, Ruskin was lured away by the beauty of art.
Afterward, as he states in Praeterita, he went “up into the gallery where Paul Veronese’s Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
glowed in full afternoon light. The gallery windows being
open, there came in with the warm air, floating swells and falls
of military music, from the courtyard before the palace, which
seemed to me more devotional, in their perfect art, tune, and
discipline, than anything I remembered of evangelical hymns.”
So, what of my “faith” now? I suppose it might be called a
“mystic pantheism” with elements drawn from Lucretius,
Spinoza, Goethe, and Emerson—no mean company! I regard
myself as nothing more than nature become conscious of itself
and overwhelmingly conscious of its staggering beauty and
sublimity, which fills me with wonderment. Nature is nothing
less than the Apostle Paul’s god, the one “in whom we live,
move, and have our being.” The fundamental belief to which I
now adhere is something akin to what John Dewey described
as natural piety. It is more than enough.
Richard Hall is professor of philosophy at Fayetteville State University
and the author of The Ethical Foundations of Criminal Justice and The
Neglected Northampton Texts of Jonathan Edwards: Edwards on Society
and Politics. He also edited and contributed to The Contribution of
Jonathan Edwards to American Culture and Society. In addition, he has
published articles on the history of American philosophy, aesthetics, and
the philosophy of art, ethics, and religion.
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Why I Am Not a Gutless Atheist
Rob Earle

“M

adalyn Murray O’Hair once said, ‘an agnostic is
just a gutless atheist.’” I was sixteen years old. My
mother’s partner, Sheila, a former Catholic nun,
had asked me about my religious beliefs. When I told her that
I was an agnostic, she quoted O’Hair. And she was right, at
least about me. For years I had been struggling to let go of a
childhood acceptance (if not strong belief) in the supernatural, including a belief in God. At some point, I decided that
there was no way to know for sure and declared myself an
agnostic. But my agnosticism wasn’t just about being fairminded. I knew there was no logical reason to believe in even
the possibility of the existence of God. So why not go all the

“I knew there was no logical reason to believe
in even the possibility of the existence of God.
So why not go all the way to atheism?”

way to atheism? Was I afraid of being wrong? Was I afraid to
let go of the last shreds of comfort that belief in the supernatural offered? The answer was probably a bit of both.
Like most people, I grew up believing the same things
as my parents did. I guess you would call my family “casual
Christians.” Once, when I asked Dad what our religion was,
he said simply “Methodist.” What did that mean? Who knew?
Probably not even Dad. At the time, I thought it involved
drinking a lot of coffee. As a kid, if the subject came up at
all, I just referred to myself as “Christian.” What that meant, I
had no idea. I believed in God. I said grace before dinner and
the “NowIlaymedowntosleep” prayer as quickly as possible
before crawling into bed, but by the time I was in elementary
school, I—and my parents—had lost interest even in that.
We rarely went to church except for weddings and funerals, where I began to get the idea that not everyone was as
causal about being a Christian as I was. Everyone around me
seemed to know the songs and the prayers, when to stand up
and when to sit down or kneel, and what to say back to the
guy talking at the front of the church.
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Our neighbors weren’t casual, either. If I was playing with
the neighbor kids and blurted out “God!” or “Jesus Christ!,”
I would promptly get a lecture from my best friend, Toby,
about “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” If Toby’s mom heard
me, I’d be sent home to “get a spanking.” I never actually got
a spanking, usually just a lecture on respect.
My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Buist, started a unit on
mythology by talking about the Greek gods. Some of the
kids were confused, so she explained briefly the difference
between these “myths” and “our god.” Now I was confused.
“How do we know those gods are myths but our god is
real?” I asked. Some of the other kids giggled, but some had
thoughtful looks on their faces, as if they suddenly
had the same question. I don’t remember Mrs. Buist’s
answer, only that it was obvious even to me that she
was uncomfortable with the whole subject.
By the time of my conversation with Sheila, I’d
learned that nobody, no matter what he or she
believed, could explain why those beliefs were true.
So I left the questions on the table and grew comfortable calling myself an “agnostic.” There was no way
of knowing, so why debate it? Why take a side?
My gutless atheism met its greatest test when I was in high
school. My family had moved to a new school district, and I
had no friends. I was feeling lonely and vulnerable. I started
hanging out with the born-again Christian crowd, whom the
other kids called the “Bible Buddies.” This was during the early
Reagan administration, and fundamentalist Christianity was a
powerful force in America. Spurred on by the writings of Hal
Lindsey, Chuck Smith, and others, many believed the end-times
would arrive in the next decade; the threat of atomic annihilation hanging over us all just reinforced that idea.
The Bible Buddies nearly scared me into buying into their
whole apocalyptic vision by the simple tactic of being nice to me.
I never went to the morning Bible studies, and I never accepted
Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I did read an entire paperback
version of the King James Bible and Lindsey’s The Late, Great
Planet Earth in my room at night so my family wouldn’t know. I
devoured the endless supply of tracts my Christian friends always
seemed to have. I genuinely feared that the world was coming
to an end in the near future. Luckily for me, my gutless atheist
combined with my inner geek, and I fell into the orbit of the
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Dungeons & Dragons crowd and away from the Bible Buddies.
My crisis of credulity passed.
At the University of Michigan, I began to see the real harm
religion could do. As a reporter for the student newspaper, I
was assigned one weekend to cover a speech by Palestinian
scholar Edward Said on Friday night and a neo-Nazi rally on
Saturday morning. The editor came right out and told me
that I drew these assignments because “none of the Jewish
reporters can stand the thought of it.” Whether it was being
assigned a story because of my religion or studying the religiously inspired parade of horrors that is history in my freshman Western Civilization class, I rejected the idea of religion
in general and of God in particular.
It wasn’t until after the September 11, 2001, attacks,
nearly two decades later, that I started to feel comfortable
talking about my atheism. Despite the political rhetoric in the
West, especially President George W. Bush’s use of the term
evildoers, I knew the hijackers on those planes didn’t think
of themselves as evil. They believed they were doing God’s
will and would be rewarded for it in the afterlife. They were
wrong, and Bush was right: they were evildoers, and beliefs
that encourage evil acts must be challenged. Another few
years passed before I read Sam Harris’s The End of Faith, but I
already knew that religious beliefs must no longer be out of
bounds to criticism.
There was one final step for me to take, though, and it was
a personal one. My father died in 2008 after getting progres-

sively sicker over the previous few years. I knew it was coming,
and while obviously this was not the foremost thought on my
mind, part of me wondered how my atheism would hold up
under the emotional strain. Would I pray to God to make it
not true or at least to give me comfort? No, as it turned out.
There was a lot to think about in the immediate aftermath of
Dad’s death, but through it all I was surprised to find that I
did not fall back on the comforts of religion in this, one of the
most stressful and upsetting times of my life.
That I was surprised at all made me realize that somewhere
deep inside, there had been at least a small part of me that
wasn’t gutless after all.
That’s all gone now. The loss of that last thread of gutlessness gave me real comfort that the false comfort of religion
never could. I’m not afraid of God. I’m not afraid of religion.
I’m not afraid of speaking my mind, especially against evil,
even if the source of that evil is someone else’s sacred belief.
I have the courage to face the world without a supernatural crutch. I am unafraid. I am free.

Rob Earle is a ship captain and writer living in Seattle. From 2009 to
2012, he wrote The Misunderstood Mariner, a blog devoted to busting maritime myths and misinformation. He is also a poet; his most
recent poem, “The Ballad of Captain Zero,” won first place in the 2014
Northwest Seaport Stories of the Sea Competition.

Why I Am Not a Progressive Christian
James Metzger

T

hough I was raised in a conservative evangelical Protestant
home, I had the good fortune of completing a graduate
program in theology at a progressive seminary of the
United Methodist Church. There, I was introduced for the first
time to Christianity’s social justice tradition and its progressive
political theologies. In the classroom and at weekly chapel services, outdated patriarchal metaphors for God such as “King,”
“Lord,” or “Father” were replaced by far more agreeable ones:
“Life-giving Spirit,” “Liberator,” or “Mother.” Traditional doctrines such as the Trinity or the atonement were overshadowed
by an emphasis on Jesus’s solidarity with the victims of Roman
imperial power, which was believed to mirror God’s own predilection for the poor and disenfranchised. God was no longer

the distant, austere sovereign whose primary preoccupation
amounted to culling sheep from goats: he loved all creatures
infinitely, labored earnestly for their well-being in the here and
now, and stood side by side with any who had suffered injustice—particularly women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians,
and subaltern peoples.
Initially, I found these new models of God very attractive.
Even more important was the ethical orientation they authorized: inclusion of and equality for all, care for Earth and its
fragile ecosystems, a more capacious stance toward people
of other faiths, and an abiding commitment to rectifying
the wrongs of imperialism, racism, sexism, and heterosexism.
After graduating from seminary, I brought these new val-
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In addition to these epistemic concerns, I also found it
odd that progressive theologians always assumed God must
be favorably disposed toward all living things. They portray
him only in the most glowing terms, which is why Elizabeth
Johnson, in her recent survey of progressive theologies, is
able to claim: “If it were possible to sum up [these theologians’] rediscoveries in one metaphor, it would be the classic
Christian belief that God is Love.” Sallie McFague’s landmark
monograph Models of God is emblematic of these
“rediscoveries,” for she only considers exploring metaphors that “express the trustworthiness and graciousness of the power of the universe for our time,”
settling finally on “Friend,” “Lover,” and “Mother.” In
“I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have his In the Face of Mystery, Gordon Kaufman likewise
little interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching constructs the divine in such a way that believers may
learn “to live with a deep confidence in the basic order
their future ministers.”
and goodness and meaning of the world.” Put simply,
among progressives God is only ever spoken of as
wholly good—as “for us.”
Even though most theologians won’t hesitate to
affirm that the universe is self-expressive of the divine
nature, very rarely are the implications of all the suffering and waste of sentient life in our world taken seriously. By
selves do not belong. Like conservative Christians, most still
far, their most common solution to the problem of suffering is
want to be reassured that they will be reunited with loved
to divest the deity of power, so that he becomes incapable of
ones at death, that God really does hear and answer prayers,
alleviating gratuitous suffering or of altering the fundamenand that God has taken an active interest in their lives.
tal laws of the universe in any way. This God is said to feel our
Admittedly, I was disappointed that so few shared my
pain, to suffer with us; yet he remains impotent to introduce
enthusiasm for these newer models, but this is not what led
any changes in how his own universe operates. If, however,
me finally to abandon them. I had always been troubled by
the world is taken to be self-expressive of God’s character
how any theologian could possibly know—really know—that
(as, again, most any theologian will agree), I think it is far
these recent portraits of the divine better approximate God’s
more probable that writers such as Annie Dillard, Herman
character and will than older, Eurocentric portraits. It wasn’t
Melville, and Richard Rubenstein have it right: God doesn’t
clear to me why, for instance, a poor farmer living under a
give a damn about whether we suffer or even whether we
repressive regime in Argentina necessarily had better purlive or die.
chase on the sacred than an elite theologian who taught at
Theologians who work explicitly within a postmodern
Notre Dame and had all of his physical needs amply met. Or
framework do helpfully acknowledge that all theology is conwhy a transgender person intimately acquainted with disstructive in character, inescapably rooted in the theologian’s
crimination necessarily possessed greater clarity on the divine
unique social and historical context. Postmodern theologians
will than a straight white woman who had experienced virtudo not believe we can press back behind our language
ally no discrimination.
games to a transcendent signified—“God” or “the Real,” for
How can we really know whether God is on the side of the
instance—that then may be used to authorize moral norms
poor and the marginalized? It certainly would be nice if God
or objective truths. Furthermore, because there is no longer
were a god of justice and compassion who took a keen intera neutral God’s-eye viewpoint to which we have access, these
est in all who suffered, but this new deity seemed to be more
theologians confess they are in no position to adjudicate
a product of what people desired, more a response to recent
between competing models of God or reality. Although they
social changes, than a genuine discovery that propelled these
may be able to speak about which ones are more conducive
social changes. As Freud observed long ago, when we conto human well-being, they cannot claim to know which of
struct precisely the god we most desire, we open ourselves to
them more accurately reflects the divine character and will.
the charge of wishful thinking. Is the creator of the universe
Postmodern theology, then, as McFague puts it, is “mostly
really just as we moderns wish him or her to be?
ues and models of God with me into my first two parishes.
I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have little
interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching their
future ministers.
Even progressive Christians are resistant to discarding traditional metaphors for “Mother” or “Life-giving Spirit,” and
they often feel disconnected from a deity who takes special
interest in a small marginalized group to which they them-

36

FREE INQUIRY

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

secularhumanism.org

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4

fiction,” and the theologian is reduced to an artist. Gone is
the metaphysician who speaks with authority on the nature
of being.
Of course, the problem that postmodern theologians face
is why anyone not already immersed in their language games
should accept their accounts of the sacred and of divine-human relations. By their own admission, their narratives come
with no authority, no proof or evidence. They may sound nice,
and they may be used to inspire a progressive ethic, but what
possible reason do we outsiders have to believe that even a
shred of their narratives is true?
I still happen to believe strongly in the importance of epistemic justification: for any worldview on offer, there ought to be
plenty of evidence to back it up, and postmodern theologians
are unwilling to provide it. Furthermore, in order for any
Christian worldview to appear credible today, it must take seriously the enormity of gratuitous suffering and the waste of
sentient life, and progressive political theologies routinely fail
to do so. To honor God with the title “creator” while simultaneously claiming that he has no power whatsoever to alleviate
suffering, as most all progressive theologians do, strains credulity. And to claim that “God is love” is to turn a blind eye to the
brute—often brutal—facts of existence. It all seems a rather

The Shrine That Wasn’t
Chris O’Carroll

transparent exercise in wishful thinking and self-deception,
and there came a point when I could no longer participate in it.
Some well-educated Christians undoubtedly have the ability to
assume the stance of the postmodern ironist and just play
along, fully aware that the Christian language game is “mostly
fiction,” that its models of reality have little (if anything) to do
with the world we actually inhabit. But for me, this no longer
satisfies. I need evidence. I need models of reality that are justifiable, models grounded in the latest research the social and
natural sciences have to offer.
Further Reading
Johnson, Elizabeth. Quest for the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the
Theology of God. New York: Continuum, 2012.
Kaufman, Gordon. In the Face of Mystery: A Constructive Theology.
Boston: Harvard University Press, 1995.
McFague, Sallie. Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear
Age. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1987.

James Metzger received his PhD in religion from Vanderbilt University. He
now teaches religious studies, ethics, and critical thinking. Prior to a career
in academics, he served as a minister to several United Methodist Church
and United Church of Christ congregations.

New FI Literary Editor
FREE INQUIRY welcomes Cheryl Quimba as its new
Literary Editor. Quimba is a graduate of the MFA

Thanking our hosts for food and wine, we said

Program in Creative Writing at Purdue University.

We’d take a walk around their neighborhood

She lives in Buffalo, New York, where she works at

Before we caught a late train home to bed.

the fiction publisher, Starcherone Books, and is a

Just down the block, the smell of fresh-cut wood

Teaching Artist at the Just Buffalo Literary Center.

Drew us to the sawdusted grassy verge.
The whorl we spied inside the severed limb
Begot a prankish, troublemaking urge.

Please send poetry submissions of up to five poems
to her at cquimba@centerforinquiry.net. Poems can
be included in the message body or in one file as a
.doc, .docx, .rtf, or .pdf attachment. Hard-copy sub-

The standard cowled outline of Her or Him

missions may be mailed to Free Inquiry, ATTN: Poetry

Adorned the stump. Let’s call a TV crew,

Editor, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.

Undo streetlamp-haloed serenity!
A Fatima-like frenzy will ensue
As pilgrims throng to worship at this tree!
We didn’t call. Our laughter was a prayer
Keeping real faith with what was really there.

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His poems have appeared in
Angle, Light, Literary Review, Measure, and The Rotary Dial, among
other print and online journals.
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INGERSOLL’S BASIC IDEAS
Explained by Herman E. Kitteridge — His Friend and Biographer
[Ingersoll had solid philosophic — and scientific — reasons
underpinning his unbelief in anything supernatural. His
friend Herman E. Kitteridge, discussed these questions with
him and goes into detail about them in his biography of Ingersoll.
This can be found in its entirety at theingersolltimes.com
website on the second page under ABOUT INGERSOLL —
KITTERIDGE BIOGRAPHY.
Kitteridge makes it clear that Ingersoll thought of himself
as an atheist, despite his depiction as the Great Agnostic.
He was positive he does not believe there is a God; but,
because of lack of knowledge, cannot make the positive
assertion that God does not exist.
Still,as demonstrated below, he felt that the attitude of the
agnostic — not pretending to know — was in specific applications the only tenable one.
Ingersoll's science was that of over 134 years ago. That
confirmed for him that the universe had always existed and
that both matter and energy were in constant transformation but never created or destroyed.
As always , he explained himself in accessible language.
This is well demonstrated in the following extracts from the
biography which relate to the source of his knowledge and
how that explains why different people have different
conclusions.
This goes directly to the crucial foundation of the Christian
religion — the absolute assertion than all humans (except
children, mentally incompetent and those forced.) have free
will by which they know the right course when they seriously deliberate a moral question; and are free to take the
right course, irrespective of all that went into their making;
and in becoming who they are.
This must be, as it is the foundation for guilt; need for
atonement, forgiveness and Jesus. If ones views and
actions are caused by factors beyond their control — as
acknowledged in the exceptions noted — then there can be
no just guilt. St. Augustine made that explicit. ff]

Source of My Knowledge
Now, I examine my own mind, and I find that I know two
things.

n First, I know that I exist. How do I know this? Because
“I examine.” How could I examine if I did not exist? In
other words, I am conscious; therefore, I exist — “I
think, hence I am.”
n Second, I perceive that my stream of consciousness is
subject to continuous interruptions, or changes; and
these interruptions, or changes, I call phenomena.
I know phenomena. Above, below, behind these phenomena, I cannot logically and honestly go.
Whether the multitudinous divergent phenomena manifest
in my subjective consciousness, through the five senses are
mere seemings; whether they represent objective realities,
and, if so, whether those realities are different from, or
greater or less than, the phenomena themselves, I do not
and can not know.
Whether the paper on which I write, my limbs, my body,
are objective realities, and, if so, whether they are precisely
what they seem to be, I do not and can not know. Why can
I not know? Because everything concerning them must
reach my consciousness through one or more of the
senses, and be perceived as phenomena.
What then, shall be my attitude?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
idealist, that back of subjective phenomena, there is no
objective reality, no material substance?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the dogmatic materialist, that back of subjective phenomena,
there is an objective reality, an eternal material substance which is the cause of those phenomena?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
theist, that back of subjective phenomena is God, their
"Great First Cause"?
What shall be my attitude?
"Whoso has mastered the elements of philosophy knows
that the attribute of unquestionable certainty appertains
only to the existence of a state of consciousness so long as
it exists; ....” “For any demonstration that can be given to
the contrary effect, the ‘collection of perceptions’ which
makes up our consciousness may be an orderly phantasmagoria generated by the Ego, unfolding its successive

ADVERTISEMENT

scenes on the background of the abyss of nothingness;…

Where did he get his weights?

“On the other hand, it must no less readily be allowed that,
for anything that can be proved to the contrary, there may
be a real something which is the cause of all our impressions; that sensations, though not likenesses, are symbols
of that something; and that the part of that something,
which we call the nervous system, is an apparatus for supplying us with a sort of algebra of fact, based on those
symbols. A brain may be the machinery by which the material universe becomes conscious of itself.”

Where did you get yours?

What, then, I ask again, shall be my attitude?
Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the idealist,
of the dogmatic materialist, or of the theist?
I shall do none of these. I shall say, with Ingersoll, “I do
not know.”.…until it shall have been blotted out, the attitude
of the Agnostic, it seems to me, must be recognized as the
only tenable attitude of the human mind.
Says Ingersoll: —“Let us be honest with ourselves. In the
presence of countless mysteries; standing beneath the
boundless heaven sown thick with constellations; knowing
that each grain of sand, each leaf, each blade of grass, asks
of every mind the answerless question; knowing that the
simplest thing defies solution; feeling that we deal with the
superficial and the relative, and that we are forever eluded
by the real, the absolute, — let us admit the limitations of
our minds, and let us have the courage and candor to say:
We do not know.”

Can you change your weights at will?
To him, the assertion that an infinitely wise and powerful
Being created and governs this world was a monstrous absurdity; but he did not deny, because, as already stated, he
realized that the mental scales in which he was obliged to
weigh the evidence for and against might be wrong, —
might have erroneously tipped to the negative side.
And so he never claimed to know the right weight: he
simply read his scale.
Moreover, he knew that there were millions of other
“scales,” every one differing from his own, and that, consequently, in spite of themselves, they would all give different
weights to the same matter.
This is the golden kernel of Ingersollism — …every
mind [has its] its own “weights and measures.”
He knew that the theist and the dogmatic atheist alike must,
too, have weighed the matter in their scales, and must have
reached, unavoidably, their respective conclusions.
He did not blame them for their conclusions: he simply
demanded that they, like himself, tell them as conclusions,
not as facts.

............

FREE WILL — Ingersoll’s Weights
and Your Weights

Ingersoll tells of a missionary trying to convince an Indian
of the wonderful truths of Christianity. The red man listened
attentively, then stooped and, with a stick, drew a little
circle in the sand. “This,” said he, “is what Indian knows.”

I once asked Ingersoll why he had accepted Agnosticism,
instead of either theism or dogmatic atheism. He replied, in
effect, that he possessed, as his only guide in this and all
other matters, a brain capable of certain things: there were
limits within which its processes were confined. Under given
conditions, it reached given conclusions — we will say beliefs.

Then, tracing a very large circle around the first, he added,
“and this is what white man knows; but out here [pointing
outside both circles] Indian knows just as much as white
man.”

These beliefs unavoidably resulted from evidence, as that
which is called “weight” results from the gravitation of
matter placed upon a scale. As far as he could see, his
beliefs, — his weights, — were right, but he did not
affirm that they were right; for he recognized the
fact that, after all, his brain, — his mental scales, —
might be wrong.

............

“It is insisted that man is free, and is responsible, because
he knows right from wrong. But the compass does not navigate the ship; neither does it in any way, of itself, determine the direction that is taken. When wind and waves are
too powerful, the compass is of no importance. The pilot
may read it correctly, and may know the direction the ship
ought to take, but the compass is not a force. So men,
blown by the tempests of passion, may have the intellectual
conviction that they should go another way; but of what
use, of what force, is the conviction?”

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed
and explained to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com
website where you can read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format.
If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Anticipating Hamlet in the Gospels:
God’s Plan, Mere Coincidence, or
Intentional Deception?
Mark Rubinstein

I

magine you are an educated Roman aristocrat during the
mid-second century CE. You know about the growing number
of Christians, followers of that strange new religion that has
broken away from Judaism. They have worked hard to convert
you, but you have heard their story before: a dying and rising
Savior is nothing new. Many “messiahs” have claimed to work
miracles, but the world marches on and nothing changes.
But suddenly, for you, everything changes. One day in
the marketplace, you are drawn to a crowd listening to
Justin Martyr, the brilliant defender of Christianity. He has
a novel proof that the Gospel narratives about Jesus must
be true: Justin claims that almost every event reported in
them was prophesied centuries earlier in the Hebrew Bible!
Systematically, detail by detail, Justin proves his claim. You are
dumbfounded and on the spot decide to convert.
Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible became an early Christian
industry, known today as “typology,” to which even so brilliant a scholar as Augustine devoted much of his life and writings. Typology provides a mirroring form of proof: we can use
it to show that the Gospels must be true since they were anticipated by the Hebrew Bible, and we know the Hebrew Bible
is true because it anticipates the Gospels. Moreover, typology
embodies a primitive theory of history based on reverse causality: God first decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it. History is thus endowed with a purpose,
but that will only become intelligible after we experience the
future. Christians argue that if we look only to the Hebrew
Bible, we will not understand history. Only with the New
Testament does God’s real plan come into focus.
In the modern world, typological proof remains alive and
well. As stated in the current edition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church (1:1:107), “The New Testament lies hidden
in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.” If
you have ever heard the Messiah, Handel’s sublime oratorio,
you may not have realized it, but you were exposed to this
kind of proselytizing logic. Much of the lyrics are not from the
Gospels but from the Old Testament book of Isaiah, written
five centuries before Jesus was born. Do you remember these
borrowed verses?
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Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son. . . . The people
that walked in darkness have seen a great light. . . . For unto
us a child is born, unto us a son is given. . . . Then the eyes of
the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be
unstopped. . . . He is despised and rejected of men. . . . Surely
he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows . . . But he
was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
inequities . . . and with his stripes we are healed. . . . And the
Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of
thy rising. (Isaiah 7:14; 9:2, 6; 35:5; 53:3–5; 60:3)

There is no more influential passage from the Hebrew Bible
favored by Christians to show that the coming of Christ, their
true Messiah, had been anticipated for several centuries. Based
on this authoritative testimony, Christians could argue that
the Messiah was to be rejected and suffer and die for the sins
of others. Of course, Jesus is never mentioned by name in the
Hebrew Bible; but, nonetheless, Christian theologians have
found him in every story and in every psalm.
To take a famous example among hundreds, Christians
found in Isaac an early Jesus and in Abraham a stand-in for
God. Like Abraham, God is willing to sacrifice his only son. Just
as Isaac carries wood to his pyre for his own sacrifice (Genesis
22:6), so too Jesus was forced to carry the crossbeam to the
place of his crucifixion (John 19:17). And just as the ram or
lamb was “caught in a [thorny] thicket by its horns” (Genesis
22:13), Jesus was mockingly crowned with a wreath of thorns
just before his death (Mark 27:29).
The source of the error is failure to appreciate the Astonishing
Law of Coincidences: they happen far more easily than you
think. If you have a big enough pile of stuff (the Hebrew Bible),
and if you sift through all of it, you can find whatever you are
looking for (a detail from the life of Jesus). The Astonishing
Law of Coincidences has an even more astonishing corollary:
if things are rigged, they happen even more frequently. Could
many details of the life of Jesus recounted in the Gospels have
simply been copied from the Hebrew Bible playbook? To show
that any sufficiently rich literary source can seem to anticipate
another, I will now “prove” that the real reason the Gospels
were written (drum roll, please) . . . was in preparation for
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, written 1,500 years later!

Jesus and Hamlet
I have read perhaps fifty books about Shakespeare’s plays,
and not one of them mentions this connection. Yet, the evidence for this contention is even stronger than the evidence
supporting the idea that the Old Testament was written with
Jesus in mind.* To get us started: I have long wondered about
the uncertain identities of the authors of each of the four biblical Gospels; but, of course, the purpose of this mystery was
to prepare the way for the controversial attribution of Hamlet
to an Elizabethan actor, about whom little is also known,
called William Shakespeare.
Who is Jesus? is the central question of the Gospels. The
first verse of Mark states that Jesus is the son of God, but
it takes the entire Gospel to tell us what that could mean.
What kind of young man is Hamlet? That is a central question
of the play. The very first line of the play, which so often in
Shakespeare laconically summarizes the drama,
asks who Hamlet is: “Who’s there?” (1:1:1). In
each case, as readers, we are kept in suspense:
in the Gospels, will Jesus defeat Satan and his
demons or die trying, and in Shakespeare’s
play, will Hamlet avenge the murder of his
father or die trying? Ironically, both figures
emerge victorious and will be recognized as
kings, Jesus as “King of the Jews” and Hamlet
as King of the Danes. But both will die moments
later, each wounded, Jesus by a spear and
Hamlet by a sword.
Like Jesus, Hamlet is a superior human being
in a number of ways, a nearly perfect man ethically and intellectually and possessing great verbal skill. At
age thirty, like Jesus, he discovers that he lives in a corrupted
world and then within months is unjustly cut down in his
youth at the hands of his adversaries and rivals. His words (or
perhaps Shakespeare’s), pregnant with a transcendent wisdom like those of Jesus, have become the most widely quoted
of any person, real or fictional, in Western history.
Both the Gospels and Shakespeare’s play are much concerned
with death and the afterlife: Jesus preaches the doctrine of
heaven and hell, while Hamlet’s dead father complains he must
soon render himself up “to sulph’rous and tormenting flames”
(1:5:4–5), and Hamlet later wonders about “the dread of something after death—the undiscover’d country from whose bourn
no traveler returns” (3:1:86–88). Reminiscent of the Trinity and
the baptism of Jesus, at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play,
Hamlet’s dead father, the previous king (= God-the-Father-like
figure), comes to Earth as an apparition (= Holy-Ghost-like
figure) to charge Hamlet (= Jesus-the-Son-like figure) with his
responsibility to restore the moral balance of Denmark (= Judea):
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (1:5:100). Both
*Comparative word counts: about 32,000 words are in Hamlet; 86,000
words are in the Gospels (KJV, which contains four versions of the same
story); 602,000 words are in the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament
(KJV). So it is far more likely that by chance something in the Gospels
will have an “anticipatory” story or verse in the Old Testament compared
to the odds of finding similar connections between Hamlet and the
Gospels.

the Gospels and the play are concerned with iniquity and perversion. For Jesus, it is demons and the current religious authorities.
Similarly, the play is full of images of corruption: rottenness,
maggots, cankers, unweeded gardens, incestuous sheets, compost, leprous distilments, the vicious moles of nature, pestilent
vapors, and worms feasting on corpses. Hamlet is enjoined to
root out the evil (= Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, chief priests,
scribes, Satan, demons), even, as it turns out in the end, at the
cost of his life. He is forced to hide his true intentions (= messianic secret) except from his great friend of a lower social rank,
Horatio (= disciple), in order to gain time to carry out his mission.
The Gospels have spawned a two-thousand-year-old confusion between reality and appearance. Is Jesus an invention
of their authors, or is he really God’s son? Is the Ghost, Hamlet
wonders, an invention of the Devil sent to seduce him into
evil, or does he really represent his father? Is Hamlet mad or

“Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible
became an early Christian industry. . . .”

merely feigning madness? At one point (Mark 3:21), Jesus’s
neighbors and family mistake his behavior for madness. Is
the new king a murderer or merely a fortunate and clever
statesman? Is Satan the source of all evil, or is he merely God’s
advisor, as he appears in the Hebrew Bible book of Job? Was
Hamlet’s mother an adulteress? Was Jesus’ mother a virgin?
Is Polonius a wise advisor and loving father or a conceited
fool? Is Jesus a great moral teacher or another failed pretend messiah? Just as Jesus frequently upbraids those who
physically see but do not intellectually see and praises those
who can see intellectually without first seeing physically,
Shakespeare’s play is saturated with images of seeing, seeming, and assuming a false shape or appearance.
The state has been thrown out of kilter. Claudius (= Satan)
has usurped the throne rightfully belonging to Hamlet by
murdering his brother (Hamlet’s father) and marrying his
queen (Hamlet’s mother). Similarly, in Genesis, the first real
proof that Adam had brought sin into the world is his son
Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. As a result, “the time is out
of joint” and, like Jesus, Hamlet must “set it right” (1:5:210–
211). For Hamlet, even the smallest detail of the world is pregnant with meaning. So he says, “There is a special providence
in the fall of a sparrow” (5:2:210). But Jesus’s similar interest
in sparrows has long ago prepared us for this insight: “Are
not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall
not fall on the ground without your Father” (Matthew 10:29).
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Immediately following his baptism, Jesus goes into the wilderness where he is tempted by the Devil: “The devil taketh
him up into an exceedingly high mountain, and sheweth him
all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; and
saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt
fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:8–9). Similarly, at
the beginning of the play, Hamlet is tempted by Claudius to
set aside the mission that will be assigned to him by his true
father. Claudius slimily tries to bribe Hamlet with promises of
worldly status and encourages him to think of him as his new
father: “Think of us as a father; for let the world take note,
you are the most immediate to our throne, and with no less
nobility of love than that which dearest father bears his son
do I impart toward you” (Hamlet 1:2:96–99).
In Hamlet’s baptism/transfiguration scene, he is accompanied by Horatio and others who witness Hamlet meeting
his father’s apparition. The Ghost will speak only to Hamlet,

“. . . Typology embodies a primitive theory of
history based on reverse causality: God first
decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it.”

while God in the Gospels speaks only to Jesus. Afterward,
Hamlet instructs them to “never make known what you have
seen” (1:5:160), while Jesus instructs the disciples who have
witnessed his Transfiguration that “they should tell no man
what things they had seen” (Mark 9:9).
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount prefigures Polonius’s advice
to his son Laertes: “My blessing with thee. And these few precepts in thy memory look thou character. Give thy thoughts
no tongue, nor any unproportioned act his thought. . . . Give
every man thy ear, but few thy voice. Take each mans censure,
but reserve thy judgment. . . . Neither a borrower nor a lender
be. . . . This above all, to thine own self be true, and it must
follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to
any man” (Hamlet 1:3:62–86).
Jesus begins his ministry declaring, “Repent ye, and believe
in the gospel” (Mark 1:15), and Hamlet advises, “Confess
yourself to heaven, repent what’s past, avoid what is to come”
(3:4:170–171). Like Mark’s demons and like Satan, Claudius,
who has committed both fratricide and regicide, in part so
he could marry his brother’s wife, laments, “Try what repentance can: what can it not? Yet what can it, when one cannot
repent?” (3:3:66–67).
Shortly before his death, Jesus predicts an end of days:
“But in those days . . . the sun shall be darkened, and the
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moon shall not give her light. And the stars of heaven shall
fall, and the powers that are in heaven and earth shall be
shaken” (Mark 13:24–25). A similar prediction appears in
Shakespeare’s play: “As stars with trains of fire and dews of
blood, disasters in the sun; and the moist star [the moon] . . .
was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. And even the like
precurse of feared events, as harbingers proceeding still the
fates and prologue to the omen coming on have heaven and
earth together demonstrated” (Hamlet 1:1:129–136; also
1:1:257).
Although Judas was Jesus’s trusted disciple, he ended up
betraying his master and dying for it. Similarly Hamlet’s good
friends from childhood, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (or is
it Guildenstern and Rosencrantz?) (= Judas), are condemned
to death by their own act of betrayal. It seems the Gospels
had Shakespeare’s drama in mind when they invented the
character of Judas, since we find in Hamlet: “So oft it chances
in particular men that for some vicious mole of nature in them
as in their birth . . . that these men, carrying, I say, the stamp
of one defect . . . shall in the general censure take corruption
from that particular fault. The dram of evil doth all the noble
substance of a doubt to his own scandal” (Hamlet 1:4:26–40).
Jesus is rejected, denied, or abandoned by almost everyone including his disciples, his family, and the two criminals crucified with him. Similarly, Hamlet is betrayed by
Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia, and, of course,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern—every significant living character apart from his alter ego, Horatio. Jesus and Hamlet are
forced to confront the evils of their worlds alone.
Peter tempts Jesus to turn aside from his mission, and Jesus
rebukes him saying, “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Mark 8:33).
This clearly prefigures Hamlet’s remark, “The spirit that I have
seen may be the devil and the devil hath the power t’ assume
a pleasing shape” (2:2:627–629) and Polonius’s warning,
“with devotion’s visage and pious action we do sugar o’er the
devil himself” (3:1:53–55).
As Jesus contemplates his death in the Garden of
Gethsemane, he says to his disciples: “My soul is exceedingly
sorrowful unto death . . . and he went forward a little, and fell
on the ground, and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour
might pass from him. And he said, Abba, Father, all things are
possible unto thee; take away this cup from me: nevertheless
not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:34–36). This
theme also is important in Shakespeare’s play when Hamlet,
because of his birth, must consider the larger polity over his
own needs: “His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,
for he himself is subject to his birth. He may not, as unvalued
persons do, carve for himself for on his choice depends the
safety and the health of the whole state” (Hamlet 1:3:20–24).
And in the most famous soliloquy in literature, Hamlet,
like Jesus, must choose between living a normal life or taking
responsibility, fighting back, and risking his own death: “To
be or not to be—that is the question: whether ‘tis nobler in
the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous for-

tune, or take arms against a sea of troubles and, by opposing,
end them” (Hamlet 3:1:64–68).
In Mark, the last words of Jesus are: “My God, my God,
why has thou forsaken me?” (15:34), while Hamlet says, “O
God, God, how weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to
me all the uses of this world!” (1:2:136–137). In John, Jesus’s
last words before his death are “It is finished” (19:30), while
Hamlet’s dying words are “The rest is silence” (5:2:395).
Immediately after Jesus dies, “graves were opened; and
many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of
the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city”
(Matthew 27:52–53), while in Hamlet we hear that immediately after the death of Julius Caesar, “The graves stood
tenantless, and the sheeted dead did squeak and gibber in
the Roman streets” (1:1:127–128).
Just as Jesus, in his final request, charges his disciples
to take his message to “all nations,” as he is dying, Hamlet
enjoins Horatio: “Things standing thus unknown, shall I leave
behind me! If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart . . . in this
harsh world draw thy breath . . . to tell my story” (5:2:379–
384).

I know that Christians see the resurrection of Jesus as the
cornerstone of their faith, but actually its main purpose was
preparation for Shakespeare’s lines: “Why the sepulcher,
wherein we saw thee quietly interred, hath oped his ponderous and marble jaws to cast thee up again” (1:4:53–56).
I could point to many other anticipatory verses, such as
how John 20:25 anticipates Hamlet 1:1:66, Mark 10:19 anticipates Hamlet 1:2:135–136, Matthew 7:3 anticipates Hamlet
1:1:124, Mark 12:17 anticipates Hamlet 2:2:47–48, and
Matthew 23:28 anticipates Hamlet 3:1:155–156. And here are
some verses the Gospel evangelists missed that Jesus must
have said: Hamlet 1:2:67, 86–87; 2:2:99; 4:3:9–11; and 3:2:356–
357. Verily, our cup runneth over. How better for God to explain
the crucifixion to Jesus than to use Hamlet’s words to his mother:
“I must be cruel only to be kind” 3:4:199.

Mark Rubinstein is a columnist for F REE I NQUIRY and a retired professor
of finance at the University of California at Berkeley.

I think that our most functional criterion for identifying proposals as
knowledge is physical observation, repeatable on demand. What I’d like
to understand, at last, is the ostensibly more powerful basis upon which theists seek to deny this. They must have one, as their defining proposals stand
in direct opposition to our entire body of on-demand-repeatable physical
observation based knowledge. Reality has no option for showing us, more
clearly than it already has, that the purportedly physical miracles upon which
our theists base their initial beliefs in their Supernatural Beings never really
happened.
To make this challenge explicit, I am not merely claiming that the theists are
wrong. I’m claiming that they are wrong by any criterion through which right
and wrong can be coherently distinguished. This claim is a lot stronger, and
it’s testable. For example, if Christians can show any functional basis for
knowledge-selection that validates the existence and power of Yahweh over his logically exclusive
alternatives (Allah, Vishnu, Wotan, etc.), or if Muslims can show any such basis that preferentially
validates Allah, then my claim would be invalidated.
Most succinctly, we have never been able to win at the level of “our truths” against “their truths,” but I
think that we can now win at the level of on-demand-repeatable physical observation vs. our species’
common-sense concept of “truth” itself. I think that we have had all of the needed philosophical pieces
in place, for about the 80 years since publication of Karl Popper’s Logic of Scientific Discovery, to
definitively call the theist’s bluff at this deepest accessible epistemic level. My book’s essays therefore
argue and provide ammunition for such a bluff call, between ourselves and all who still proselytize for
emotionally seductive irrational knowledge systems (systems that fundamentally don’t make sense,
and so can only be propagated as “truths”). If I can get enough of you in my own camp to understand
and help me to spread this call, then – like Archimedes with his lever – we will start to move the world.
For more information please visit our website, at poppersinversion.org , or buy my book Leaving Truth. As a paperback,
from B & N; or as an eBook, from any of the main e-retailers.

secularhumanism.org

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

FREE INQUIRY

43

Scientific Ethics and the Scriptures
of Abrahamic Faiths
Steve Sklar

T

his article presents the view that science is sufficient to
establish at least the basis of an ethical system through
indicating human identity and purpose. We have evolved
as our planet evolves, and we can now understand ourselves as
the forefront of that evolution. Science can also be instrumental
in shaping goals through morality. We are the most conscious,
responsible, and powerful creatures on planet Earth. Our actions
modify our world more profoundly than any other living creature
ever has. This shapes our task, our place, more clearly and more
emphatically than any scripture can.

“The scriptures of Abrahamic faiths have many
concepts of the world and
humankind’s place in it that differ
fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these two conflicting realms….”

Our lives have been impacted by science and advanced technologies, yet many of us who are comfortable with this modern
technology accept traditions formulated thousands of years ago.
We use these traditions to maintain a sense of who we are and
to define the meaning of our lives. The scriptures of Abrahamic
faiths have many concepts of the world and humankind’s place
in it that differ fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these
two conflicting realms, oblivious to the glaring contradictions
between them.
There are critical differences between a scientific worldview
and that of these scriptures. Science studies billions of years,
while the scriptures deal with only a few thousand years. Science
portends the possibility that we and our ancestors may survive
for perhaps millions or billions of years. In order to survive, we
must advance beyond the limitations of our current knowledge
and capacity. It is not a question of waiting a few years or even
a few centuries for a final judgment to be imposed upon us that
will determine our destiny. If we and our descendants fail to
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evolve and approach new frontiers, we may be lost. It was not
even suspected thousands of years ago that we would travel
to the moon or that the world’s economy would depend upon
satellites transmitting signals from the heavens. Even our present
achievements may seem primitive to our descendants thousands
of years from now. Our future depends upon what we and
future generations do. The end of our story is not found in an
ancient book; it has yet to be written.
As the tasks of human communities became more complex,
cooperation among members became more essential and purely
instinctual behaviors became inadequate—even dangerous. We
learned to review our actions critically and to estimate the future
consequences of what we do or intend to do. We are capable of
evaluating ourselves, of comparing ourselves with others, and
of directing ourselves toward self-improvement. We have established moral standards and judge ourselves and others by those
standards. We have become ethical, and our intentions can be
directed not just to pleasure and survival but also to higher and
more distant goals. This was a long, arduous evolution, a process
of trial and error, slowly forming and enhancing consciousness
and expanding its use. We unite to accomplish long-term goals,
and our lives take on greater significance with shared meaning
and intent. Morality adds another dimension, separate from survival and reproduction. The ability to see ourselves and our place
in the universe, and to act upon that vision, allows us to break
through the limitations of our past. We are not only the most
advanced creatures on Earth; we have become the power of
Earth to be conscious of itself, to evaluate itself, and to project its
goals into the future. This is not romanticism. It is science. We do
what no other creature on Earth does or could conceive of doing.
Our Earth has evolved a means of judging itself and a means of
setting its own conscious goals and attempting to achieve those
goals. We are the Earth’s self-knowledge and self-determination.
Are we capable of doing this well, of consciously and deliberately guiding ourselves and our planet toward a greater future?
It is a difficult task, but we must accept it. What we do, more
than any other factor, will determine what happens next in the
multibillion-year process of life on this planet. If we use nuclear
weapons to destroy ourselves, we might push back the evolution
of life to the point where consciousness disappears—possibly
not to reappear before life on Earth ceases. Our weapons could
leave our planet dead, lifeless—a cosmic tragedy. Even should life

survive a nuclear holocaust, the setback could prove fatal.
Taking a longer view, Earth will eventually die. Our sun will
expand, and its heat will evaporate the oceans and all water on
Earth. It will later contract and stop producing enough heat to
support life. Unless our descendants find ways to travel to other
planets in other solar systems, they will not survive. If we nurture
ourselves and our world, our descendants may learn to travel
to other solar systems and have billions of years to grow and
become more perfect. If we destroy ourselves, there may not
be time enough for another technological species to evolve and
create the means for interstellar travel before Earth becomes
desolate.
We have a clear ethical choice. We could destroy ourselves
through our ignorance and savagery or our descendants can
achieve glories we cannot now even conceive.
Our most essential task, then, is to survive and to take responsibility for the sustainability of life on Earth. Our ancestors,
including the writers of the books of the Bible, may not have
understood the scope of this responsibility, but we have grown
into it. Our duty is to remain true to it. This responsibility requires
honesty, and the fulfillment of this task requires discipline. It is
not necessary to have a prophet reveal this to us. It is our own
history. It is not necessary that a supreme being command it of
us. Though a commandment might confirm our duty, the duty
is already evident. We know our place in the universe: the most
exalted and responsible place of all the creatures our planet
has. Our science has taught us this. It is the foundation of our
self-knowledge as well as the foundation of the vision of the task
before us. Even a decision to ignore our responsibility would be
an ethical decision, albeit one that could prove disastrous.
We can immediately decide upon at least one moral precept:
that it would be unethical to deprive Earth of its consciousness
acquired over the course of billions of years. And it would also be
dangerous. Without our guidance and our growth, life that originated on Earth will eventually perish. This existential imperative
is obvious, yet it directly contradicts a religious view held by millions—a belief that may prove to be one of the most dangerous
ideologies ever widely accepted. This is the belief in a final, horrible war between the forces of good and evil, a war of intense
devastation to purify Earth and establish a realm of peace and
justice forever. This belief originated in Zoroastrianism, which
taught that the universe is ruled by two powers, one of goodness
and light and the other of evil and darkness. Supposedly, these
two forces are equal in strength, and the struggle between them
will be resolved one day through a human battle during which
those who follow goodness and light will be victorious. The
Hebrew community was exposed to Zoroastrianism when Cyrus
the Great of Persia conquered Babylon and released the Hebrews
from captivity, allowing them to return to Jerusalem as subjects
of his empire. The concept of a final battle was absorbed into
some Jewish sects and then into Christianity and Islam. When
the most frightful weapons we possessed were bows and arrows,
this belief posed no existential threat. It was just one more reason
to go to war.
However, now that we have weapons of terrifying potency,
we simply can no longer afford to abide this myth. Each community of combatants in such a conflict would be confident that

God will be on its side, guaranteeing its victory. Jews await the
Messiah, Christians await the second coming of Christ, Muslims
await the Mahdi. Given our current weapons and the possibility
of even more devastating weapons in the future, there may be
no victors in a final struggle. Just as millions of species have been
lost to extinction, such a war could be an unrelieved horror, an
insane act of planetary suicide. There are members of the Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim faiths who believe that building a nuclear
arsenal to prepare for that final battle is an act of obedience
to God. This could lead to a worldwide disaster. Even in biblical
times, it was obvious that war does not lead to peace, nor does it
usually lead to purification. It leads to death, and a nuclear winter
could lead to the death of millions of species, including humans.
After millennia of assuming that we reside in the center of the
universe, we have just begun to realize how vast the universe is
in both space and time. Because of this realization, we are beginning to understand the immensity of our own potential. Our
lives have already begun to expand beyond the surface of our
planet. As we understand our origins, we begin to comprehend
both our responsibilities and the magnificent future that awaits
us if we are wise. Our instincts evolved as survival mechanisms.
Some of them, such as love and compassion, are essential for our
progress. Others, such as hatred and pride, are highly dangerous.
This is true whatever scripture one may believe in, and it is true
without belief in any scripture. Our selfishness and violence have
largely shaped our history, but they now threaten to bring us
and much of the world around us to a disastrous end. To transform ourselves and the world around us, to build a home in the
universe and to be worthy of living within it, will require insight
and technology and also caring and concern for ourselves and
the environment that sustains us. For the first time in human
history, most people can read and write. For the first time in
human history, most people live under democratic governments
and believe that all humans have rights. The transformation is
underway.
Our evolution is more deliberate than ever before, and our
future depends more than ever upon our own insight and morality. If we are to thrive, we must put away the anger, hatred, and
prejudice that have plagued us and increase in forgiveness, compassion, and love. We must outgrow our parochial viewpoints
and prepare ourselves to live out a role in a universal drama far
beyond the scope of our ancestors. The home we build for ourselves is the home we shall live in. Science has provided a means
both of understanding who we are and of constructing an environment for ourselves in which we can thrive. The scriptures of
Abrahamic faiths have played a vital role, but as our knowledge
advances, their weaknesses have become more and more apparent. In the process of overcoming these weaknesses and moving
forward in our growth, science must be our guide.

Steve Sklar has a degree in Oriental Studies and Western Philosophy from
Columbia College. He studied Asiatic faiths with native adherents overseas
for twelve years. He presently lives and works in Florida.
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Lauren Becker

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

7. Anyway, religion flourishes when
it’s oppressed by the state as
surely as it turns corrupt when
joined with it.
8. History lesson: the quickest way
to destroy a peaceful society is to
give its rulers the authority of God.
9. Besides, how are we going to
explain a state church to a world
of people expecting America to
be the “land of the free”?
10. If we start revoking liberties, all the
good people who value freedom
will leave and then what will we
have?
11. Relax. Remember: every time we
try to make everyone believe the
same thing, lots of people get
killed.
12. If we start acting like a backward
theocracy, no one will like us and
they won’t believe a word we
say—as a church or as a state.
13. It’s hard enough enforcing laws
that we agree on. How are we
going to enforce a law that no
one likes? Besides, stupid laws
only damage our credibility.
14. Okay, this is a democracy. How
many people really want the government to tell them how to worship God? Not enough.
15. If we start to think it’s okay for
the majority—the state—to take
away our religious freedom, what
freedom will we let it take away
next?

It’s 2014, and, like Madison, we have
a problem. There is a dangerous problem with the desire to base our national
morality on Christian beliefs—or any
religious beliefs. Of course it’s a good
idea to have a strong moral foundation,
but morals don’t need religion to be
sound. In fact, history is replete with
examples showing that morality does
horrific damage when it is based on the
authority of a god. God’s laws are absolutes, and the things that make people want to cling to absolutes are the
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of human experience; and they reavery things that make them dangerous:
soned—after much strenuous debate—
absolutes shut down critical thinking.
that “We the People” would be the best
They do not allow debate. They allow
guardians of liberty. Not God. Not king.
no reflection. There is no moderation.
Not priest. We the People. They conThere is no reason.
cluded that ten amendments would do
When people attach the authority
far more to ensure the general welfare
of God to moral precepts, they turn
than the Ten Commandments.
good ideas into bad ideology and corAnd so it was with Madison’s “Memorial
rupt theology. “Love thy neighbor”
and Remonstrance.” When the General
gets hijacked by “The ends justify the
Assembly tried to pass a bill that would
means because God said so.” Ideology
infringe upon religious liberty, Madison
is amenable to branding and is particudidn’t try to justify his disagreement with
larly useful during political campaigns,
an appeal to faith. He didn’t fire back at
but it is a disastrous basis on which to
his adversaries with a Commandment,
make decisions. It is a disastrous way to
with a “because God said so.” He
govern a country.
looked to reason and found fifteen of
People who believe the United
them—more than enough to persuade
States can somehow be saved by a
his fellow Virginians to change their
rebirth of religious piety miss the most
minds and choose the better way.
profound lesson American history has
Our leaders and fellow citizens are
to offer. The most unique and signifright to claim that America has strayed
icant characteristic of our national
from its original values, but our value sysexperiment was not its dedication to
tem was never about commandments.
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiLiberty, equality, tolerance and respect,
ness. The genius of the American examfairness, freedom of conscience and
ple was the method our founders used
speech, distribution of power, and checks
to conclude that those things should be
and balances—the civic virtues and demthe foundation of their new republic.
ocratic values that have sustained us are
They dismissed the political and relisecular values born of human experigious ideologies of the day and used
ence and free thought. They are the
reason to come up with better ideas.
legacies of founders who understood
When the colonists came together to
that happiness is more dependent on
draft the Declaration of Independence,
freedom than on faith, that reason is a
it was not because “God said so.”
better judge than religion, and that revoInstead, our founders appealed to
lutionary ideas work better than religious
reason—no fewer than twenty-seven
ideology.
reasons—and painstakingly explained
America cannot be saved by a return
to King George and the rest of the
to religion because America was not
world why “these United Colonies are,
founded on religion. America is the
and of Right ought to be, Free and
child of reason. If we wish to return to
Independent States.”
our founding principles—if we wish to
When
delegates
to
the
regain our moral footing and work
Constitutional Convention gathered to
toward a better day—this is where we
form a more perfect union, establish
should begin.
justice, and ensure domestic tranquility,
they didn’t write the authority of God
into the administration
of government. They
studied world history
Lauren Becker is associate director of the Council for Secular
and political philosophy;
Humanism, an associate editor of F REE I NQUIRY , and the marketthey compared dozens
ing director of the Center for Inquiry. This article is adapted from
of governing systems;
an essay posted to the Center for Inquiry’s blog Free Thinking.
they reviewed centuries

secularhumanism.org

ADVERTISEMENT

JOHN W. LOFTUS
John Beversluis, author of C.S. Lewis and the Search
for Rational Religion: “No review can begin to do justice
to an ambitious book of this scope or to the sustained
theological, philosophical, scientific, textual, and historical
critique of Christianity that it contains. Suffice it to say at
the outset that I have never read a book that presents
such a massive and systematic refutation of the claims of
Christianity, and I have seldom read a book that marshals
evidence (from such a wide variety of disciplines) and
documents its claims in such painstaking detail. The
Problem of Evil chapters contain one of the most penetrating and no-nonsense discussions of the problem that I
have ever read.”
Tom Flynn, editor of Free Inquiry: “Doubting Christians
beginning to doubt will find this book a juggernaut…If you
seek an encyclopedic compendium of arguments against
almost any imaginable defense of the Christian faith, this is
your book…[T]he reader seeking a comprehensive disproof
of Christianity as contemporary evangelicals defend it can
do little better than to consult this volume.”
Richard Carrier, author of Sense and Goodness without
God: “John’s book addresses almost every conceivable
argument for Evangelical Christianity in extraordinary and
sobering detail. I doubt any honest, rational, informed
Evangelical can remain in the fold after reading this book.
Even though any Christian could pick at bits, the overall
force of his case is, IMO, invincibly fatal.”

David Van Allen, webmaster of ex-christian.net: “This
book is an absolute ‘must have’ for anyone who has left
the Christian faith or is having serious intellectual doubts
about the Christian religion. While the book starts out
explaining some of his experiential reasons for leaving
Christianity, the volume goes far beyond a mere personal
testimony and dives deeply into the elemental contradictions of Christianity. Loftus’ coverage of the problems
inherent in the claims of Christianity is comprehensive.”
Johnathan MS Pearce, author of Free Will?: “A tour de
force in the world of philosophy and theology. The Problem
of Evil chapters are absolute winners, and should be read
by anyone who might believe in an omnipotent/scient/
benevolent God. Should be on the bookshelf of every
critical thinker.”
Jeffery Jay Lowder, co-founder of Internet Infidels: “I
give this book two thumbs way up. In addition to courageously sharing his personal story, Loftus applies his considerable training and expertise into developing a cumulative
case against Christianity and for atheism. I cannot think of
another book like it on the market. In fact, his book might
best be described as a ‘counter-apologetics’ textbook.”
Edward Tabash, Chairperson of the board of CFI: “This is
a wonderful book! I believe that there is no ex-theist who
has done a better job of profoundly refuting the claims of
religion. Loftus is one of the most precious intellectual
treasures an otherwise benighted society can have.”

I have read and reread this extraordinary book. Loftus’ revelation was not as sudden as Paul’s was said to be, but it
was just as profound and life reversing — he tells you how and why clearly and concisely. I am proud to recommend
it to all. — fellowfeather@gmail.com

Other books by
John W. Loftus:

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

ern science” (capitalization in original), citing its use by the VIA Institute
on Character. Founded by psychologists Neal H. Mayerson and Martin
E. P. Seligman (the latter well known
for his work on “learned helplessness”
and, later, for helping to found positive psychology), this nonprofit institute maintains the “VIA® Classification
of Character Strengths,” a tool popular
among neoconservative “character education” activists.* Yes, “Transcendence”
is one of the VIA® Classification’s six categories of character strength. Another
commenter spotlighted psychiatrist-geneticist C. Robert Cloninger, who includes
something called “self-transcendence”
in an instrument he has titled the
“Temperament and Character Inventory.”

“The domain of everyday
experience can’t be
transcended. There is nothing
above it, nothing beyond
or over it, nothing to revere…
only reality.”

This all sounds impressive, but is it
science? FREE INQUIRY examined positive psychology, including questions
about its legitimacy, in an October/
November 2006 cover feature. But let’s
look closer.
The VIA® Classification of Character
Strengths breaks down Transcendence
into five subcategories. “Appreciation
of Beauty and Excellence” is naturalistic
*The whole business of “character education” has always struck me more as an effort
to gratify charter-school enthusiasts and
center-right funders than as anything deeply
rooted in data.
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enough. So are “Hope” and “Humor.”
More worrisome is “Gratitude,” described as “being aware of and
thankful for the good things that
happen, taking time to express thanks.”
To whom—or should I say, to Whom—
are these thanks addressed? As used
here, “Gratitude” invites a transitive interpretation, and gratitude interpreted transitively is troubling for seculars in the
same way that reverence is. It implies
that one’s gratitude has a supernatural
object—and with that, naturalism tumbles into the dust.
But it is the Classification of Character’s
fifth component that veers into flat-out
mysticism: “Spirituality [faith, purpose]:
Having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe;
knowing where one fits within the larger
scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide
comfort.” While those last two clauses
might (at a stretch) be interpreted naturalistically, the opening equation of spirituality with faith and that clause about
“having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe”
point strictly up, out, and beyond—away
from naturalism and, inescapably, away
from any pretention to science.
How about Dr. Cloninger? He has
done well-regarded studies on the
genetics of personality traits, especially on the heritability of predispositions toward personality disorders. But
his best-known book, Feeling Good:
The Science of Well-Being, alternates
self-serving calls for rigor with a flat
statement that “a person is composed
of multiple elements of body, mind,
and spirit.” Wow. Here Cloninger starts
from mind-body dualism—not for him
the more naturalistic conception that
mind and brain are one—then goes
it one better, treating spirit as yet a
third distinct category of existing stuff.
Ectoplasm, anyone?
A bit later, Cloninger writes: “What
has become increasingly clear to me
is that man has a natural integrative
tendency that leads to health, and that
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disease emerges whenever there is a
block.” Science? Just sciencey? Outright
woo? Let the reader decide. But color
me unconvinced by one online commenter’s assurance that transcendence
“is already in popular use . . . among
prominent academics who have already
‘carved out’” a rigorously naturalistic
meaning for the word.
To be fair, transcendence can be
employed in a strictly naturalistic way,
denoting a sense of overcoming one’s
ego that can be subjectively powerful
for all that it is objectively illusory. But
as we’ve seen, researchers who start
out using the word that way stumble
into otherworldly connotations with
disturbing ease.
Transcendence and reverence, I conclude, are like spirit: words whose supernatural connotations are so vivid that
secularists and naturalists simply can’t
employ them without the near-certainty
of being destructively misunderstood.
Into the lockup with these words!

The Regrettable Mysticism of Barbara
Ehrenreich
With her new book, Living with a Wild
God, the veteran writer-activist (and
lifelong atheist) Barbara Ehrenreich surprisingly asserts the reality of mystical
experience. At age seventeen, you see,
she had one. It felt incredibly vivid and
vastly significant. Throughout history,
individuals have recorded similar subjective experiences. Therefore, there’s really
something out there, a realm whose existence science is missing and that scientists should start looking for.
Believe it or not, that’s a fair summary
of the book. Based on little more than the
intensity of her long-ago experience and
the fact that others have recounted similar experiences, Ehrenreich has cashiered
her long-held view that something
remarkable but wholly internal occurred
in her brain in favor of the hypothesis that
she had a genuine “encounter” with
some external reality. (It may be relevant
that she characterizes the it-was-all-inmy-head hypothesis harshly, as “mental

breakdown.”) Try as I may, I can find no
explanation for Ehrenreich’s volte-face
other than that after decades, her naturalism yielded to the salience and intensity of an experience that, despite its
vibrancy, was almost certainly illusory.
I don’t mean to question the veracity of Ehrenreich’s account; I’m quite
prepared to accept that she had the
experience she recounts or one much
like it (memory, even of searing events,
is an inexact reconstructive process,
after all). I’m prepared to accept that
other individuals have undergone similar experiences. But parsimony compels
us to favor first the hypothesis that all
of these astonishing experiences are
just illusions created within the brains
that experienced them. (Far from representing “mental breakdown,” such
vivid illusions seem to be just one more
among the remarkable things that
human brains do from time to time.)
A universe that includes no mystical
realm but does include intelligent creatures capable of experiencing illusions
of one is immensely simpler than a
universe that includes an actual mystical realm. Barring powerful evidence,
there’s simply no reason to suppose the
second hypothesis correct.
Ehrenreich advances no evidence,
only anecdotes piled high. She notes that
many others report similar subjective
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experiences and insists that her own (also
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Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

are two main ex-Muslim groups in
North America, one mainly consisting of and led by Pakistanis and the
other mainly consisting of and led by
Arabs. (Nothing I’ve said here should
be read as disparaging Namazie, whose
groups operate in the United Kingdom.
Namazie is doing great work; she is a
close friend and in my opinion a wonderful person.)
If one is an ex-Muslim, that does not
mean that one is a rationalist or human-

continued from p. 12

That’s way more important than the
ist. One can be an ex-Muslim and yet be
fact (true as it is) that I’m an ex-Muslim.
deeply sexist, antigay, or a racist who
favors only people from one’s own religious or ethnic background. Skeptical of
F REE I NQUIRY ’s newest columnist, Faisal Saeed Al Mutar, is an Iraqi-born
my claims? I urge you
writer, public speaker, community manager, web designer, and social
to do research and
activist currently living in the United States. He is an advocate for
investigate for yourscience, reason, and the free market of ideas and economy. Al Mutar
self. At the end of the
is the founder of the Global Secular Humanist Movement and Secular
day, I am an advoPost. He is a community manager at Movements.org, a division of
cate for skepticism
Advancing Human Rights.
and critical thinking.
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Greta Christina

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

If the world were either completely
wonderful or completely terrible, I’d
know what to do. If everything really
did happen for the best in this best
of all possible worlds, I’d put on a
happy smile, enjoy all the delightful
things, ignore all the terrible things
(such as Barbara Bush asking “Why
should I waste my beautiful mind?” on
body bags and death), and trust that it
would all be sorted out in the end. If,
on the other hand, human nature really
were base, corrupt, and entirely self-interested, as so many cynics insist, I’d

“Decisions are messy,
distinctions are blurry, life is
uncertain. And yet we have to
make decisions, and make
distinctions, and move forward
in our lives. . . .”
put on my armor every day and battle
for the biggest share of the pie I could
grab. Cynicism and rose-colored glasses
are two sides of the same coin: they’re
both easy ways to make our judgments
ahead of time, without having to evaluate each person and situation and
decision.
Either/or thinking is an easy way
out. Of course, the biggest problem
with the either/or view of life is that
it’s, you know, not true. Insert rationalist rant here about how reality is more

Nigel Barber

continued from p. 8

It’s an utterly incoherent philosophy.
important than any comforting lies we
Yet a part of me does understand its
could make up about it and how we
appeal: the yearning for a reprieve
need to understand reality as best we
from responsibility and uncertainty
can so we know how to act in it. But
that somehow, magically, isn’t a prison.
the other problem with the either/or
But the greater part of me rejects
view of life is that it’s a trap. It closes
it. The greater part of me grasps, all
us off from life. When we follow somethe way down to the marrow of my
one else’s pre-packaged rules about
bones, that drawing our own lines in
how to act without ever questioning
the infinite spectra of experience is
them, we retreat from engaging with
what makes us human. The greater
the world at the most intimate and
part of me grasps that I don’t trust peopowerful level. When we slot everyone
ple so that I can get an ironclad guarinto boxes, we don’t let ourselves be
antee of not being hurt: I trust people
surprised by them. The hard, bright
because a life without trust is pretty
walls clearly dividing the world become
much not worth living. The greater part
a prison. Living a life of absolute cerof me grasps that if there’s no room in
tainty, with every decision already
my life to be surprised by the terrible
made for us—it would be like living in
things people do, there’s no room to be
Nineteen Eighty-Four or in Camazotz.
surprised by the amazing things they
It’s a funny thing. In Christian mytholdo. The greater part of me grasps that,
ogy, the blissful reward we’re supposas Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in The Left
edly reaching for is a state of permaHand of Darkness, “The unexpected is
nent choicelessness, in which evil and
what makes life possible.”
suffering and bad decisions never cross
The unexpected is what makes life
our minds for even a second. And the
possible. A life with absolute certainty
gravest sin human beings ever comis no life at all.
mitted, the sin so dreadful we’re all still
And I want life.
being punished for it generations later,
is attaining the knowledge of good
and evil. Yet in this same mythology,
free will and the ability to choose right from
wrong is considered a
Greta Christina is the author of Coming Out Atheist: How to Do
great gift—so powerful
It, How to Help Each Other, and Why (2014) and of Why Are
and important a gift
You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things that Piss Off the Godless
that God permits ter(2012), both from Pitchstone Publishing. She blogs at Greta
rible evil and suffering
Christina’s Blog.
in order to let it flower.

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

continued from p. 13

protect the civil rights of those who
• Why are religious employers making • Why are atheists discriminated against
want to be free of religion in America?
in hiring decisions and generally unable
health-care decisions about employees
to hold political office in America?
who do not share their beliefs?
• Why are states being allowed to ban • Belatedly on board with gay rights,
will the president now
contraception and abortions, contrary
support the civil rights of
to the Roe v. Wade decision?
Nigel Barber is the author of the e-book Why Atheism Will
those who want freedom
• How can the Texas Board of Education
Replace Religion. This essay originally appeared in The
from religion?
be allowed to insert religiously inspired
Huffington Post.
• What is he going to do to
falsehoods into school science texts?
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Nat Hentoff

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal Public Schools Persist

nated in many large districts.”
Have you noticed this? I wonder
whether probable presidential candidate Hillary Clinton and her likely
Republican opponents have.
And how many non-Latino Americans
are aware of this: “The growth of segregation has been most dramatic for Latino
students, particularly in the West, where
there was substantial integration in the
1960’s, and segregation has soared.
A clear pattern is developing of black
and Latino students sharing the same
schools.”
What I learned from Orfield, my
hero as a journalist on this still-pressing issue, reminded me of my own
public-school years at the nation’s first
public school, the Boston Latin School
(BLS), founded in 1635. (One of my
fellow alumni was Samuel Adams, an

Arthur L. Caplan

how much Duke would have enjoyed
instigator of the American Revolution.)
their rendition of his song, they were
In six precollege years starting in the
stunned that I was old enough to have
late 1930s, I can remember only one
actually known him.
black student in my classes there. There
But although things ain’t what they
were no girls until later, at the Girls’
used to be at BLS, they are across this
Latin school.
segregated nation. President Barack
BLS is now well integrated. When
Obama should visit BLS to see, hear,
I revisited the school some time ago,
and feel the difference. So should the
I saw and heard one of the best highnext president.
school jazz bands in this country, and it
included performers of every race and
gender. (Jazz was never
mentioned when I was
Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a
at BLS.)
senior fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among
The band was playing
other books, Living the Bill of Rights (University of California
Duke Ellington’s “Things
Press, 1999) and The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering
Ain’t What They Used to
Resistance (Seven Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At
Be.” Duke was my menthe Jazz Band Ball: Sixty Years on the Jazz Scene (University of
tor for years in more
California Press, 2010). He is currently working on his next book,
than jazz, and when I
Is This Still America?
told these young players

When Does Human Life Begin?

to become human beings. During the
period of embryonic development that
begins with fertilization and ends a few
days later with successful implantation of
the blastocyst into the uterine wall—the
period known as “preimplantation development”—up to 50 percent of human
conceptions fail to survive, most likely due
to genetic errors in the embryo.
Miscarriage is the most common
type of pregnancy loss, according to the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists. Studies show that anywhere from 10 to 25 percent of all clinically recognized pregnancies (meaning
that an embryo has implanted) end in
miscarriage, depending in part on the
age of the woman.
The biological facts don’t tell us
where to draw the line as to when
personhood begins. But they do show
that many embryos that result from
conception—indeed, the majority of
them—lack the capacity to become living human beings. They do not produce disabled humans. They cannot
produce any sort of human life. Science
and medicine know this. They are sim-

continued from p. 9

continued from p. 11

biological functions, probably at around
ply too intimidated to say so.
six months of life, it can be reasonably
In its moral zeal, the personhood
argued that personhood has begun.
movement makes a huge mistake
Those in the personhood movement
when it tries to legislate a starting
in the United States have let their anipoint for human life that is inconsistent
mus toward abortion blind them to the
with biology. And scientists are making
facts that have emerged about human
an inexcusable blunder not to point
embryology over the past fifty years.
out factual errors by those engaged in
And scientists, sadly, have been unwillthe argument about when life begins.
ing to correct them. Conception is the
Human life is very difficult to start.
start of something, but it is more the
More often than not, it fails postconstart of the possible rather than the
ception. To argue that personhood
actual. It is not until a being emerges
begins at conception is to reach for a
that has the traits necessary for individmoral stance that the facts simply do
ual existence that we can and should
not support.
say that a person has begun. How law
So, what then? When might we reaand public policy want to handle that
sonably say that personhood begins?
fact is still debatable. But to ask the law
A starting point that is far more conto treat embryos as persons from the
sistent with the facts of biology is not
moment of conception is to head down
conception but the emergence of the
a path where the facts ought not perhuman brain. We declare persons dead
mit anyone to go.
when their brains have lost the capacity
to govern the core functions necessary for life—
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly Mitty
breathing, excretion, and
Professor of Bioethics at New York University and director of
the like. When a fetus
the Division of Medical Ethics at New York University Langone
has developed a brain
Medical Center.
that can support its basic
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Church-State Update

Climate Change, Overpopulation,
and Pope Francis Edd Doerr

B

y now, there can no longer be any
serious doubt that climate change
is real. About 97 percent of the
climate science community agrees.
There are uncertainties about details,
of course, but overall the science is
solid and indisputable. The change
is anthropogenic. We, the people of
Planet Earth, are responsible.
In May, the U.S. National Climate
Assessment study essentially confirmed a recent global report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. Land and sea surface temperatures and sea levels have risen in
tandem. Arctic sea ice and glacier mass
are declining. The West Antarctic ice
shelf is falling apart.

“. . . There can no longer
be any serious doubt that
climate change is real. . . .
We, the people of Planet Earth,
are responsible.”

As a practical matter, climate change
is intricately related to “accelerating
environmental degradation, deforestation, desertification, topsoil erosion,
overexploited fisheries, declining freshwater reserves, nonrenewable resource
depletion, increasing waste accumulation”—and, I would add, biodiversity
shrinkage, atmospheric carbon-dioxide
buildup, and widespread, increasing,
sociopolitical instability and violence.
The words in quotation marks are
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those I have been using of late in writings on climate change, but the quote
is actually from an article I published
in USA Today magazine in January of
1995. My review of Alan Weisman’s
new book, Countdown: Our Last, Best
Hope for a Future on Earth, in the June/
July FREE INQUIRY covered a lot of the
background on this, as does Elizabeth
Kolbert’s much-heralded new book,
The Sixth Extinction (2014).
We know what we have to do.
Conserve resources. Cut waste. Recycle.
Reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
Increase energy efficiency. Greatly expand
use of solar, wind, geothermal, and other
clean resources for electricity generation.
Reduce reliance on animal protein, which
uses far more of ever-scarcer land and
water than foods derived from plants
while also creating more greenhouse
gases. Stop deforestation.
And above all, we must bring human
population growth to a screeching halt.
Now, not later. Access to contraception
must be universal. Abortion must be
available everywhere. That is a large
order, but the future of our human
species depends on it.
What are the barriers to universal
access to contraception and abortion? Conservative religious leaders
across the spectrum: Christian, Muslim,
Hasidic, and so on and on. Yet this
problem is seldom discussed.
There is, however, one guy who can
make a big difference with the stroke
of a pen. He is Pope Francis. He could
and should rescind the Vatican’s absurd
ban on contraception, carved in stone
by Pope Paul VI in 1968 in defiance of
nearly all of his own advisers, a ban that

secularhumanism.org

most Catholics ignore anyway. But politicians the world over are afraid to be
perceived as anti-Catholic. The bishops
wield enormous power, and too few
people are bold enough to yell “But
the emperor has no clothes!” Francis
should also have the Vatican give up
its position as the only religious body in
the world to enjoy nonstate permanent
observer status at the United Nations,
which it has used for years to impede
international efforts to advance women’s rights regarding contraception
and abortion.
Francis’s good words about helping
the poor will be meaningless unless he
backs his church away from its stance
on family planning.

New Orleans’ Post-Katrina Disaster
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina smashed New
Orleans to pieces, destroying most of its
beleaguered public schools in addition
to myriad homes and businesses. To
add injury to calamity, Louisiana politicians have conspired to finally eliminate public schools altogether in what
is left of the city. Now, New Orleans
has no public schools at all, just charter
schools and voucher-funded church-run
schools not answerable to local taxpayers and voters. As The Washington Post
reported on May 19, “After Katrina, the
[so-called] recovery [school] district fired
more than, 7,000 employees—nearly all
of them African Americans—while the
charter schools hired scores of young
teachers, many of them white recruits
from Teach for America. The fired teachers sued for wrongful termination and
won a judgment that could total more
than $1 billion.”

What conservative politicians, corporate interests, and various hucksters
and pseudo-reformers have done to
New Orleans is a preview of what these
interests would like do nationally and
are pushing steadily forward to achieve.
Far too many Americans are blissfully
unaware of what is being steamrolled through that, unless stopped,
will destroy the great American public-school system, wreck the teaching
profession, and splinter society along
class, ideological, religious, ethnic, and
other lines.
Fortunately, a number of serious and
experienced educators have recently
published excellent, must-read books

Error: The Hoax of the Privatization
exposing the privatizers, pseudo-reMovement and the Danger to America’s
formers, and special interests workPublic Schools by Diane Ravitch (2013);
ing to undermine our public-school
and Charter Schools and the Corporate
system. Let me recommend some: A
Makeover of Public Education by
Chronicle of Echoes: Who’s Who in the
Michael Fabricant and Michelle Fine
Implosion of American Public Education
(2012). Also check out my monograph
by Mercedes K. Schneider (2014); 50
“The Great School Voucher Fraud”
Myths & Lies That Threaten America’s
online at arlinc.org.
Public Schools by David Berliner and
The clock is ticking. The two issues
Gene Glass (2014); Fear and Learning
discussed in this column require top-priin America: Bad Data, Good Teachers,
ority attention.
and the Attack on Public Education by
John Kuhn (2014); The Public School
Advantage: Why Public Schools
Outperform Private Schools by
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
Christopher and Sarah Theule
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
Lubienski (2014); Reign of
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Freethought History

Dares God—and Lives to Tell the Tale

“I

f there really is a God, I dare Him to
strike me dead in the next fifteen
minutes!” Sounds pretty nervy,
doesn’t it? But has anyone ever actually
said it—and lived? The answer turns
out to be an agreeably complicated
story, featuring a number of central figures in the history of secularism—and a
consistent failure of the Divinity to rise
(or descend) to the challenge.

“‘If there really is a God, I dare
Him to strike me dead in the
next fifteen minutes!’ Sounds
pretty nervy, doesn’t it? But has
anyone ever actually said it—
and lived?”

Let’s start with a well-documented
case of “The Dare,” involving the Nobel
Laureate novelist Sinclair Lewis (1885–
1951) and set in early twentieth-century Kansas City. Lewis was doing
research for Elmer Gantry, his scathing
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depiction of the venality of Midwestern
fundamentalist preachers. As part of
that preparation, he held Wednesday
lunchtime sessions of what was called
“Sinclair Lewis’s Sunday-School Class,”
and he even gave talks in the churches
of some sympathetic pastors. That process reached a peak on April 18, 1926,
when Lewis was speaking at a forum
in the Linwood Boulevard Christian
Church. Reports differ on what he
said, but given his position as one of
America’s preeminent writers, it’s no
surprise that a national uproar ensued.
A contemporary magazine article
quotes Lewis as follows, responding
to a letter-writer’s claim that God had
caused the death of the elderly agnostic Luther Burbank: “Let us make a real
test,” he said in an almost apologetic
manner. “I am going to suggest something that I know is cheap and theatrical but nevertheless has its point. If God
strikes agnostics dead as a warning to
the world, let him take a man in the full
strength of his physical powers and not
an old man with high blood pressure.
I am healthy and my death will prove
something.” Lewis supposedly had put
his watch on the lectern and, when he
finished speaking, held it up; in a letter to the Kansas City Times in 1953, a
woman who was on the platform with
him reported that he then said, “Well,
the fifteen minutes are up. I am still
alive, and the writer is wrong. God is
not as he pictures Him.”
secularhumanism.org

Richard Lingeman’s biography
asserts that Lewis knew of some predecessors of this challenge, specifically,
Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1899)
and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950).
However, Lingeman offers no references
for that claim, and I have found no evidence that Ingersoll ever made such a
provocative statement; Shaw undoubtedly did—or tried to. The story, found
in a long prefatory essay to Shaw’s play
Back to Methuselah, is so entertaining
that it deserves quotation at length.
Defying the Lightning:
A Frustrated Experiment
One evening in 1878 or thereabouts, I, being then in my earliest twenties, was at a bachelor
party of young men of the professional class in the house of a doctor in the Kensingtonian quarter of
London. They fell to talking about
religious revivals; and an anecdote
was related of a man who, having
incautiously scoffed at the mission of
Messrs. Moody and Sankey, a then
famous firm of American evangelists,
was subsequently carried home on
a shutter, slain by divine vengeance
as a blasphemer. A timid majority,
without quite venturing to question the truth of the incident—for
they naturally did not care to run
the risk of going home on shutters
themselves—nevertheless shewed a
certain disposition to cavil at those
who exulted in it; and something
approaching to an argument began.
At last it was alleged by the most
evangelical of the disputants that
Charles Bradlaugh, the most formi-

dable atheist on the Secularist platform, had taken out his watch publicly and challenged the Almighty
to strike him dead in five minutes if
he really existed and disapproved
of atheism. The leader of the cavillers, with great heat, repudiated this
as a gross calumny, declaring that
Bradlaugh had repeatedly and indignantly contradicted it, and implying
that the atheist champion was far
too pious a man to commit such a
blasphemy. This exquisite confusion
of ideas roused my sense of comedy.
It was clear to me that the challenge
attributed to Charles Bradlaugh
was a scientific experiment of a
quite simple, straightforward, and
proper kind to ascertain whether
the expression of atheistic opinions
really did involve any personal risk.
It was certainly the method taught
in the Bible, Elijah having confuted
the prophets of Baal in precisely
that way, with every circumstance
of bitter mockery of their god when
he failed to send down fire from
heaven. Accordingly I said that if
the question at issue were whether
the penalty of questioning the theology of Messrs. Moody and Sankey
was to be struck dead on the spot
by an incensed deity, nothing could
effect a more convincing settlement
of it than the very obvious experiment attributed to Mr. Bradlaugh
and that consequently if he had not
tried it, he ought to have tried it. The
omission, I added, was one which
could easily be remedied there and
then, as I happened to share Mr.
Bradlaugh’s views as to the absurdity
of the belief in these violent interferences with the order of nature by
a short-tempered and thin-skinned
supernatural deity. Therefore—and
at that point I took out my watch.
The effect was electrical. Neither
sceptics nor devotees were prepared
to abide the result of the experiment. In vain did I urge the pious to
trust in the accuracy of their deity’s
aim with a thunderbolt, and the justice of his discrimination between
the innocent and the guilty. In vain
did I appeal to the sceptics to accept
the logical outcome of their scepticism: it soon appeared that when
thunderbolts were in question there
were no sceptics. Our host, seeing
that his guests would vanish precipitately if the impious challenge
were uttered, leaving him alone with
a solitary infidel under sentence of
extermination in five minutes,

interposed and forbade the experiment, pleading at the same time
for a change of subject. I of course
complied, but could not refrain from
remarking that though the dreadful
words had not been uttered, yet, as
the thought had been formulated
in my mind, it was very doubtful
whether the consequences could be
averted by sealing my lips. However,
the rest appeared to feel that the
game would be played according
to the rules, and that it mattered
very little what I thought so long as I
said nothing. Only the leader of the
evangelical party, I thought, was a
little preoccupied until five minutes
had elapsed and the weather was
still calm.

Shaw’s reference to the famed atheist Charles Bradlaugh (1833–1891)
takes us deeper into the nineteenth
century, when such a piece of brazen impudence would have been
considered even more outrageous. It
comes as no surprise, therefore, to find
Bradlaugh’s daughter very emphatically insisting that her father never said
such a thing—no matter how often it
was ascribed to him, especially by his
enemies. The story loomed so large in
his career that her biography has an
entire chapter, “The ‘Watch’ Story,”
devoted to the subject.
In that chapter, Hypatia Bradlaugh
Bonner assembles an impressive who’s
who of freethinkers who had supposedly issued the challenge. After noting
that the earliest ascription to her father
came in 1867, she cites others who had
it attached to their names—although
each one, just as her father had done,
steadfastly denied doing anything so
outré: Abner Kneeland (1774–1844),
said to be the first person to do it;
Emma Martin (1812–1851), a precocious
critic of religion and early supporter
of women’s rights; George Holyoake
(1817–1906), who reportedly began
denying the story in 1854; Harriet Law
(1831–1897), whose outspoken unbelief drew her into this elite club in the
1860s; and Annie Besant (1847–1933),
whom Bonner quotes as commenting
that such accusations never come from
contemporary sources—instead, “the
secularhumanism.org

pious Christian always heard about it
twenty years ago and has kept it locked
in his bosom ever since.”*
In 1880, Bradlaugh himself sued a
writer and a publisher for libel because
they had printed the story and refused
to retract it; at trial, the defendants
asserted that the episode had taken
place repeatedly, almost two dozen
times in different places over the preceding two decades, beginning in 1860.
But they, like Besant’s accusers, were
unable to produce persuasive evidence
for even one of those instances. Their
case fell apart, and Bradlaugh, distracted by other concerns and satisfied
that their claims had been shown to be
baseless, eventually let the matter drop.

“Applying a characteristic twist
in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely
prayed to God to strike
his audience dead.”

In retrospect, it seems likely that
the dramatic increase in such accusations against unbelievers was an almost
reflexive response to the wave of secularism that had intensified with the
publication of Darwin’s On the Origin
of Species in 1859—as if one could discredit the movement by pinning a truly
offensive act on one of its leaders. That
campaign of course did not succeed:
secularism has had its ups and downs in
the last century and a quarter, but the
overall trend is very encouraging—in
particular, laws against blasphemous
statements have pretty well disappeared from the landscape.
*For informative summaries of the lives of
these remarkable individuals, see The New
Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books,
2007), edited by Tom Flynn. Our particular
theme is mentioned only in the article on Sinclair Lewis, which is one reason for gathering
these less-familiar stories here.
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And “The Dare” itself is still alive and
well in our own day. Applying a characteristic twist in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely prayed
to God to strike his audience dead: “See?
Nothing happened. Everybody’s okay? All
right, tell you what, I’ll raise the stakes a
little bit. If there is a God, may he strike me
dead. See? Nothing happened.”* Finally,
not wanting to be left out of this merry
apostate crew, I myself have “dared
God”—at the beginning of a recent
lecture to the Secular Student Alliance
chapter in Austin (“The X-Rated Stories
about Jesus: Weird Tales from the
Apocryphal Gospels,” April 9, 2013). I
added a further variation by asking the
Divine Being to wait forty-five minutes
until I finished the talk—and to zap me
personally rather than the entire audience (a necessary refinement, given
the Being’s well-known propensity for
hitting the wrong target). Obviously,
I’m still here, writing these words—
although if you see a superscript obelus
*A Google search on the appropriate terms
will bring up a YouTube video (tjVLJKR6g7U)
and a transcript of that performance (rense.
com/general69/obj.htm).

(dagger-symbol) in front of my name
on the first page, it might be a sign that
you can push the Divinity only so far.
Seasoned theologians, of course, will
not be impressed by what they might
regard as calculated but empty theatrics—or be dismayed by the absence of
divine response. The formulaic line of
defense is, “You cannot tempt God,”
although there are quite a few passages
in the Hebrew Bible where the Divinity
was indeed tempted into employing violence by a wide variety of alleged offenses.† It’s not my purpose in this short essay
to argue fine points of theology; but it
should be clear that “The Dare” does have
an interesting history. More important, it
does seem to demonstrate, as Sinclair
Lewis observed three-quarters of a century ago, that “the God of the Bible,”
when challenged in a very direct (and
biblical) way, simply fails the test.

†Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, of the Graduate Theological Union at Berkeley,
estimates that there are about a
thousand acts of divine violence in
the Old Testament alone (Eerdmans
Dictionary 1357–1358).
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God on Trial

The Fable of the Christ

I

have always been a staunch Bible skeptic but not a Christ-mythicist. I maintained that Jesus probably existed but
had fantastic stories foisted upon the
memory of his earthly yet iconoclastic life.
After exhaustive research for my
first book, I began to perceive both the
light and darkness from history. I discovered that many prominent Christian
fathers believed with all pious sincerity
that their savior never came to Earth
or that if he did, he was a Star-Trekian
character who beamed down pre-haloed and full-grown, sans transvaginal
egress. And I discovered other startling
bombshells.
An exercise that struck me as meri56
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torious, even today singular, involved
reviving research into Jesus-era writers
who should have recorded Christ tales
but did not. John Remsburg enumerated forty-one “silent” historians in The
Christ (1909). To this end, I spent many
hours bivouacked in university libraries,
the Library of Congress, and on the
Internet. I terminated that foray upon
tripling Remsburg’s count: in my book,
I offer 126 writers who should have but
did not write about Jesus (see the box
on p. 57). Perhaps the most bewildering
“silent one” is the super-Savior himself.
Jesus is a phantom of a wisp of a personage who never wrote anything. So,
add one more: 127.
secularhumanism.org

Perhaps none of these writers is more
fascinating than Apollonius Tyanus,
saintly first-century adventurer and
noble paladin. Apollonius was a magic-man of divine birth who cured the
sick and blind, cleansed entire cities of
plague, foretold the future, and fed the
masses. He was worshiped as a god and
as a son of a god. Despite such nonsense claims, Apollonius was a real man
recorded by reliable sources.
Because Jesus ostensibly performed
miracles of global expanse (such as in
Matthew 27), his words going “unto
the ends of the whole world” (Rom. 10),
one would expect virtually every literate
person to have recorded those events. A

Jesus contemporary such as Apollonius
would have done so, as well as those
who wrote of Apollonius.
Such is not the case. In Philostratus’s
third-century chronicle Vita Apollonii,
there is no hint of Jesus. Nor does
Jesus appear in the works of other
Apollonius epistolarians and scriveners:
Emperor Titus, Cassius Dio, Maximus,
Moeragenes, Lucian, Soterichus Oasites,
Euphrates, Marcus Aurelius, or Damis of
Hierapolis. It seems that none of these
first- to third-century writers ever heard
of Jesus, his miracles and alleged worldwide fame be damned.
Another bewildering author is Philo
of Alexandria. He spent his first-century
life in the Levant and even traversed
Jesus-land. Philo chronicled contemporaries of Jesus—Bassus, Pilate, Tiberius,
Sejanus, Caligula—yet knew nothing of

the storied prophet and rabble-rouser
enveloped in glory and astral marvels.
Historian Flavius Josephus published
his Jewish Wars circa 95 CE. He had lived
in Japhia, one mile from Nazareth—
yet Josephus seems unaware of both
Nazareth and Jesus. (I devoted a chapter to the interpolations in Josephus’s
works that make him appear to write of
Jesus when he did not.)
The Bible venerates the artist formerly known as Saul of Tarsus, but he
was a man essentially oblivious to his
savior. Paul was unaware of the virgin
mother and ignorant of Jesus’s nativity,
parentage, life events, ministry, miracles, apostles, betrayal, trial, and harrowing passion. Paul didn’t know where
or when Jesus lived and considered the
crucifixion metaphorical (Gal. 2:19–20).
Unlike what is claimed in the Gospels,

Paul never indicated that Jesus had
come to Earth. And the “five hundred
witnesses” claim (1 Cor. 15) is a forgery.
Qumran, hidey-hole for the Dead Sea
Scrolls, lies twelve miles from Bethlehem.
The scroll writers, coeval and abutting
the holiest of hamlets one jaunty jog
eastward, never heard of Jesus.
Christianity still had that newcult smell in the second century, but
Christian presbyter Marcion of Pontus in
144 CE denied any virgin birth or childhood for Christ. Jesus’s infant circumcision (Luke 2:21) was thus a lie, as well
as the crucifixion! Marcion claimed that
Luke was corrupted; Christ self-spawned
in omnipresence, esprit sans corps.
I read the works of second-century Christian father Athenagoras and
never encountered the word Jesus—
Athenagoras was unacquainted with the

The Silent Historians
Aelius Theon
Albinus
Alcinous
Ammonius of Athens
Alexander of Aegae
Antipater of Thessalonica
Antonius Polemo
Apollonius Dyscolus
Apollonius of Tyana
Appian
Archigenes
Aretaeus
Arrian
Asclepiades of Prusa
Asconius
Aspasius
Atilicinus
Attalus
Bassus of Corinth
C. Cassius Longinus
Calvisius Taurus of Berytus
Cassius Dio
Chaeremon of Alexandria
Claudius Agathemerus
Claudius Ptolemaeus
Cleopatra the physician
Cluvius Rufus
Cn. Cornelius Lentulus Gaetulicus
Cornelius Celsus
Columella
Cornutus
D. Haterius Agrippa
D. Valerius Asiaticus
Damis
Demetrius
Demonax
Demosthenes Philalethes
Dion of Prusa
Domitius Afer
Epictetus
Erotianus
Euphrates of Tyre

Fabius Rusticus
Favorinus
Flaccus
Florus
Fronto
Gellius
Gordius of Tyana
Gnaeus Domitius
Halicarnassensis Dionysius II
Heron of Alexandria
Josephus
Justus of Tiberias
Juvenal
Lesbonax of Mytilene
Lucanus
Lucian
Lysimachus
M. Antonius Pallas
M. Vinicius
Macro
Mam. Aemilius Scaurus
Marcellus Sidetes
Martial
Maximus Tyrius
Moderatus of Gades
Musonius
Nicarchus
Nicomachus Gerasenus
Onasandros
P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus
Palaemon
Pamphila
Pausanias
Pedacus Dioscorides
Persius/Perseus
Petronius
Phaedrus
Philippus of Thessalonica
Philo of Alexandria
Phlegon of Tralles
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
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Plotinus
Plutarch
Pompeius Saturninus
Pomponius Mela
Pomponius Secundus
Potamon of Mytilene
Ptolemy of Mauretania
Q. Curtius Rufus
Quintilian
Rubellius Plautus
Rufus the Ephesian
Saleius Bassus
Scopelian the Sophist
Scribonius
Seneca the Elder
Seneca the Younger
Sex. Afranius Burrus
Sex. Julius Frontinus
Servilius Damocrates
Silius Italicus
Soranus
Soterides of Epidaurus
Sotion
Statius the Elder
Statius the Younger
Suetonius
Sulpicia
T. Aristo
T. Statilius Crito
Tacitus
Thallus
Theon of Smyrna
Thrasyllus of Mendes
Ti. Claudius Pasion
Ti. Julius Alexander
Tiberius
Valerius Flaccus
Valerius Maximus
Vardanes I
Velleius Paterculus
Verginius Flavus
Vindex
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name of his savior! This floored me. Had I
missed something? No; Athenagoras was
another pious early Christian who was
unaware of Jesus.
The original Mark ended at 16:8, with
later forgers adding the fanciful resurrection tale. John 21 also describes postdeath Jesus tales, another forgery.
Millions should have heard of the
crucifixion with its astral enchantments:
zombie armies and meteorological marvels (Matt. 27) recorded not by any historian but only in the dubitable scriptures
scribbled decades later by superstitious
folks.
The Jesus saga is further deflated by
Nazareth, a town without piety and in
fact having no settlement until after the
war of 70 CE—suspiciously, just around
the time the Gospels were concocted.

Conclusion
When I consider those 126 writers, all
of whom should have heard of Jesus
but did not—and Paul and Marcion and

Steck, Arthur Drews, Prosper Alfaric,
Athenagoras and Matthew with a tetralGeorges Ory, Tom Harpur, Michael
ogy of opposing Christs, the silence from
Martin, John Mackinnon Robertson, Alvar
Qumran and Nazareth and Bethlehem,
Ellegård, David Fitzgerald, Richard Carrier,
conflicting Bible stories, and so many
René Salm, Timothy Freke, Peter Gandy,
other mysteries and omissions—I must
Barbara Walker, Michael Martin, D. M.
conclude that Christ is a mythical characMurdock, Thomas Brodie, Earl Doherty,
ter. Jesus of Nazareth was nothing more
Thomas L. Thompson, Bruno Bauer, and
than an urban (or desert) legend, likely
others—heretics and iconoclasts and
an agglomeration of several evangelic
freethinking dunces all, it would seem.
and deluded rabbis who might have
If all the evidence and nonevidence
existed.
including 126 (127?) silent writers cannot
I also include in my book similariconvince, I’ll wager that we will uncover
ties of Jesus to earlier God-sons such
much more. Yet this is but a tiny tip of the
as Sandan and Mithra and Horus and
mythical-Jesus iceberg: nothing adds up
Attis, too striking to disregard. The
for the fable of the Christ.
Oxford Classical Dictionary and Catholic
Encyclopedia, as well as many others,
corroborate.
Thus, today I side with
Michael Paulkovich is an aerospace engineer and freeRemsburg—and with Frank
lance writer, a frequent contributor to FREE INQUIRY and
Zindler, John M. Allegro,
Humanist Perspectives magazines, a contributing editor at
Godfrey Higgins, Robert M.
The American Rationalist, and a columnist for American
Price, Salomon Reinach, Samuel
Atheist. His book No Meek Messiah was pusblished in
Lublinski,
Charles-François
2013 by Spillix.
Dupuis, Allard Pierson, Rudolf
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ADVERTISEMENT
In previous issues I have presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will more effectively arouse the attention and interest of those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts. They are short, in plain language, and use the Bible, tenets
of the faith and common sense to prove their case. I hope secular humanists will see the value, organize, find a way; and use the most promising
print media to take them to the public. Here is another.

JESUS CREATED ADAM AND EVE
Jesus was emphatic: “I and the Father are one.”
(John 10:30) Believe me that I am in the Father, and
the Father is in me. (John 14:11). t The Holy Bible
says: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God…The Word
became flesh and made his dwelling among us. (John
1:1 and 14). t The Doctrine of Holy Trinity says:
That God is Father-Jesus-Holy Spirit; One Person in
Three and Three Persons in One; Father is God, Jesus
is God and Holy Spirit is God — all in One, without
beginning or end.
This means that Jesus was in the Garden of
Eden; he guided his chosen people out of bondage
in Egypt; gave the Ten Commandments to Moses and
did everything reported in both the Old and New
Testaments as the words and works of God. t It
means a Christian must believe God commanded both good and evil:
Kill Their Infants v. Heaven Is Made For Such
Their infants shall be dashed to pieces before their
eyes…(Isaiah 13:16). tSuffer the little children, and
forbid them not to come to me: for the kingdom of
heaven is for such. (Matthew 19:14).
Kill Every Boy and All Non-Virgin Women v. Do
Not Kill or Even Be Angry
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying…Avenge the
Israelites on the Midianites…[Moses said] Now, therefore: kill every male among the little ones; kill every
woman who has known a man by sleeping with
him…(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it
was said to them of old: Thou shalt not kill. And
whosoever shall kill, shall be in danger of the judgment. But I say to you, that whosoever is angry with
his brother, shall be in danger of the judgment.
(Matthew 5:21-22).
Keep Young Virgin Girls For Yourselves v. Lust
is Adultery
…but all the young girls…keep for yourselves…
(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it was
said: You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you

that everyone who looks on a woman with lust has
already committed adultery with her in his heart.
(Matthew 5:27-28).
Some want to believe that God changed; that
the obscene commands did not come from Jesus —
even in his capacity in the Holy Trinity and as One
with the Father from all eternity. It surely is not the
Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount. That Jesus cannot
be imagined as commanding: “Their infants shall be
dashed to pieces before their eyes…or “Save the
young girls for yourselves.” Something is very wrong!
But the Holy Bible says God is changeless.
“Every best gift and every perfect give is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no change nor shadow of alteration.” (James
1:17)…For God to change would mean that a new
state was better or more perfect than His previous
state; and that is quite impossible for a God who has
always been and will always be perfect. t Of course,
it cannot be that the changeless, all good, just,
loving and merciful Father ever issued such evil
commands. It is one more proof among many others,
that it is all the concoction of men.
The hand of man fully explains the absurdities,
barbarities, contradictions, cruelties and impossibilities with which the Christian religion it is riddled.
Men told the stories before writing. Men wrote the
stories and the very words ascribed to God by all his
various names. Men translated the stories and made
handwritten copies, of copies, of copies of it. Men
determined which stories would be in the Bible 300
years after Jesus was crucified. Men presume to
know what God wants of us; and it is men benefit
from being thought of as knowing.
Christians face an agonizing choice: Either: God,
the loving, just and merciful Father, never issued the
evil commands the Bible says he did — t or: the
man-written Bible and doctrines of Christianity simply
are not reliable.
It seems it would be easy.

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed and explained
to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com website where you can
read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format. If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Humanism at Large

Too Big for the Drama

M

any writers have long glorified
the drama of human life in the
universe and its accompanying
cooperation, competition, enslavement, genocide, and wars in the name
of conflicting human-generated creeds.
Much less concern has been given to
the platform on which the drama is
staged. Let us consider some characteristics of the stage.
Earth is the third of eight planets
in near-circular orbit around the sun.
It rotates on its axis once a day and
revolves around the sun once a year.
The sun and planets, along with smaller
asteroids, constitute the solar system.

“. . . The scale of the universe is
enormous in mass of material,
distances, and time.”

The sun is described as a typical star.
However, the range of kinds of stars is
very wide, from red giants as large as
Earth’s orbit in our solar system (sun
plus planets) to white dwarfs where
a cubic inch of material weighs tons
(atoms stripped of their electrons).
Now, recognize that 1 billion =
1,000,000,000, a thousand times a
million. A trillion is a million times a
million: one followed by twelve zeros.
Astronomers estimate that the Milky Way
galaxy contains a trillion stars, and in turn
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Though often conflated in the single
the universe contains one trillion galaxies.
term evolution, life on Earth consists of two
Thus, the universe contains a trillion times
parts: abiogenesis, the appearance of liva trillion stars: one followed by twening from inanimate matter, and evolution.
ty-four zeroes.
Abiogenesis occurred sometime at the end
With distances so vast, it is conveof the first billion years of Earth’s history,
nient to express a distance by the time
about 3.6 billion years ago. We may never
it takes light to traverse it. The speed
learn the mode of abiogenesis, because
of light is phenomenal 186,282 miles
the aggressiveness of existing life would
per second. At 240,000 miles distance,
have wiped out any previously formed
it takes light from the moon but 1.3
materials. Evolution to the current kinds of
seconds to reach us. At ninety-three
life evolved from earlier forms during the
million miles, it takes light from the sun
subsequent 3.6 billion years.
8.3 minutes to arrive at Earth. From the
There are now millions of species extant
nearest star, light requires 4.3 lightand even more that have become extinct,
years to reach us. The distance light
including over one thousand species of
travels in a year is designated a lightdinosaurs that became extinct sixty-five
year, and it is 5.9 trillion miles.
million years ago, after existing on Earth
The distance across the arms of our
for 175 million years. The span of 3.6 billion
spiral Milky Way galaxy is about one hunyears is ample to account for the diversity
dred thousand light-years. There are about
of life. Modern humans (Homo sapiens)
forty galaxies in our stellar neighborhood.
evolved but two hundred thousand years
The distance to the nearest galaxy, the
ago, or in about 1/18,000 (0.006 percent)
Andromeda galaxy, is 2.5 million lightof the time that Earth has existed.
years. It is hurtling toward the Milky Way
Thus, the scale of the universe is
at seventy-five miles per second (one hunenormous in mass of material, disdred times the rate of a speeding bullet).
tances, and time. Is it reasonable that a
The two galaxies are scheduled to collide
universe of a trillion times a trillion stars
in 2.5 billion years. The dimension of the
(one followed by twenty-four zeros),
entire universe is fifteen billion light-years.
spanning fifteen billion light-years, has
In recent years, despite their relatively
evolved beginning fourteen billion
small sizes and vast distances from Earth,
years ago just so that very late-arriving
astronomers have been successful in idenhumans can tussle with interpretations
tifying several hundred planets orbiting
of good and evil on Earth? As stated by
hundreds of stars in the Milky Way galaxy.
the Nobel Prize–winning physicist
Planet formation about stars appears comRichard Feynman, “The stage is too big
monplace.
for the drama.”
The universe was born in the “Big Bang”
about fourteen billion years ago. The solar
system is younger, born 4.6 billion
years ago. It is estimated that the sun
Bruce Martin is professor emeritus of chemistry
will last another five billion years, at
at the University of Virginia. He is a contributor to
which time it will swell, become a
Skeptical Inquirer magazine.
red giant, and envelop Earth.
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Reviews

Living Well in the Age of Atheism

Bill Cooke

P

eter Watson is a difficult man to
categorize. He’s had a long and successful career at the higher reaches of
English journalism. He’s a polymath
whose first books were explorations of
aspects of the art world: the spiraling
art market, the trade in stolen artworks,
and intellectual histories of particular
paintings. After that came even more
ambitious surveys of the intellectual
climate of European thought and then,
in 2005, the still more wide-ranging
work, Ideas: A History of Thought and
Invention from Fire to Freud. Since then,
Watson has written a long study of the
German contribution to the development of art, thought, and culture and
an account of the great migrations
from Asia to the Americas across what
is now the Bering Strait and their subsequent impact. Whatever their subject,
all Watson’s books are supported by
prodigious reading. And Watson likes
to write long books.

“[Author Peter] Watson takes
as a starting point the claim of
Charles Taylor that living without
God is going to be somehow flat,
uninteresting, and limited.”

His latest is The Age of Atheists: How
We Have Sought to Live Since the Death
of God. Watson takes as a starting point
the claim of Charles Taylor that living
without God is going to be somehow
flat, uninteresting, and limited. With philosophers such as Ronald Dworkin and

The Age of Atheists: How We Have Sought to Live
Since the Death of God, by Peter Watson (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2014, ISBN 978-1-4767-5431-4)
587 pp. Hardcover, $35.00.

Thomas Nagel, he explores the sense that
secular lives can indeed feel the lack of
a certain something. But, he asks, is this
a default condition of secular living, or
have we just been looking in the wrong
places? Science has shown us that the
religious views of the world cannot be
true, but, he complains, it has not shown
how to live with the implications of religion being untrue. With these questions
in place, he embarks on a historical study
of atheists since Nietzsche’s declaration
of the death of God.
If you pick up this book expecting
discussions of people such as Robert
Ingersoll, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Charles
Bradlaugh, H. L. Mencken, and Paul Kurtz,
you will be disappointed. None of them
get so much as a mention. Neither do
a host of other atheists and agnostics
important in their respective countries.
But that is not a reason to stop reading.
Watson’s study concentrates on his core
area of interest: the poets, novelists, and
artists. At this point, the book becomes
exhilarating because we are introduced
to a whole new world of people who
have lived godless lives full of meaning
and significance.
Watson is completely uninterested
in the distinctions between atheist and
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agnostic, let alone the other labels that
have been suggested, such as nontheist,
igtheist, and misotheist. Many of the
people Watson discusses are committed
antinaturalists, antirationalists, and antihumanists. But they are atheists—in the
general sense that Watson works with—
and therefore warrant consideration.
For secular humanists, this can make for
uncomfortable reading. Bolsheviks, some
Nazis, and more than a few other miscellaneous racists, irrationalists, and single-issue fanatics have also been atheists.
All get coverage in The Age of Atheists.
This can get a bit tiring, but it should not
be a surprise for secular humanists. After
all, we have known for a while that atheism on its own is an incomplete foundation for a satisfying life after the death
of God. The slogan used by the Council
for Secular Humanism—“Beyond atheism, beyond agnosticism, secular humanism”—attests to this insight. Atheism is
only about what we’re not. Rationalism is
about how we operate, and humanism is
about what we commit our lives to.
Watson’s assumption that science
cannot be an agency of salvation is
one with which some secular humanists might take issue. Science for him
is not the key vehicle to constructing
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an understanding of the world and our
place in it. While he is not antiscience,
neither is he satisfied with the various
science-flavored attempts to frame our
lives without resort to religion. It’s not
that they are wrong, Watson argues;
it’s that they are inadequate. Alongside
the realm of science is what he calls the
“phenomenological realm” of poetry and
art, which looks toward making some
meaning from the bleak scientific understanding of our total irrelevance to the
cosmos. And there is the realm of desire,
which takes little notice of all that surface
noise and pursues altogether different
goals and urges.
So, to make meaning in our lives in a
world without God, we need some sort
of balance between the realms of science, phenomenological meaning, and
desire. And for Watson, it is the poets,
novelists, and artists who do this most
profoundly. Whether one accepts this
framework or not, there is much to be
learned from Watson’s account of the
wealth of insights the poets, novelists,

well once the transcendental temptaand artists have arrived at over the past
tions have finally been put way. And by
century and a half. The reader gets a
ranging as widely as he does, Watson
sense of a broad tradition of thought,
shows how impoverished the doom-saydebate, conjecture, anguish, argument,
ing of people such as Charles Taylor really
and acceptance from some of the most
is. The mistake Taylor and those like him
prominent names of the modern world.
make is to assume that because their
Secular humanists are so used to thinkpreferred dogmas are in decline, then the
ing of themselves as a small minority
sense of mystery must also be fading
fighting against the tide on these sorts
away. This, of course, is simply not the
of questions that it is edifying to realize
case. The fading away of dogmas does
that’s not the case.
not also mean a life without mystery and
The whole framework of thought
wonder. Indeed, Watson adds insighthas changed irrevocably over the past
fully, there is a great deal more to know
few centuries, and the primitive religious
now than there was before the death of
stories that pander to human hubris no
God. And the broad range of thinkers
longer stand up to the hard new truths.
Watson surveyed all sought out contemThe need now is less for lengthy contests
plation of that in their various ways. And
over the existence of God. For a growing
we, reading of their experience, are richer
number of people, that issue has been
for it.
decided. The urgent question
now is: How do we live then?
Peter Watson’s book is part of
Bill Cooke is international director for the Center
this next wave of humanist
for Inquiry and author of A Wealth of Insights:
thought. The Age of Atheists is a
Humanist Thought Since the Enlightenment (Amherst,
powerful, thoroughly researched,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2011).
and clearly written guide to living

How to Come Out of the Atheist Closet

Reba Boyd Wooden

B

eginning in 1999 when I started
the first secular humanist group in
Indiana and continuing in my position as executive director of Center
for Inquiry–Indiana, I have heard hundreds of de-conversion stories. People
hear about our weekly Sunday morning Coffee and Conversation and come
to share their leaving-religion stories.
In most cases, they express concerns
about other people in their lives finding out that they no longer consider
themselves religious. For some, it is
fear of losing their jobs, but for most,
it is fear of what will happen when
their spouses, parents, and/or friends
find out. In her newest book, Coming
Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help
Each Other, and Why, Greta Christina
features more “coming out to family”
stories than all the other kinds of stories put together.

62

FREE INQUIRY

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

Coming Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help Each
Other, and Why, by Greta Christina (Charlottesville,
VA: Pitchstone Publishing, 2014, ISBN 9781939578198) 440 pp. Paperback, $17.95.

I have seen firsthand how much these
people need community, and it has become
my passion to meet that need. Therefore, I
was especially interested in the book’s chapter on community building. My experience
bears out what Greta Christina says: “It’s
easier [to come out as a nonbeliever] when
you know that you’ll have a supportive
community that can give you some or all of
what you got from religion.”
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As she writes, “. . . There’s exactly one
thing, and only one thing, that religion
uniquely provides: a belief in the supernatural. . . . Everything else that religion
happens to provide—social support, rites
of passage, a sense of tradition, a sense
of purpose and meaning, safety nets,
networking, companionship and continuity, etc.—none of that is particular
to religion. All of it can be gotten else-

where.” And I share the experience that
Christina describes about being involved
in organized atheism. “One of the things
I love most about being in organized
atheism is how much it’s widened my
circle of friends.” I had never met so many
interesting and intelligent people before
becoming involved.
Through meeting and interacting
with other atheists, newcomers to our
community can see how other atheists live happy, fulfilling, moral lives. I
agree with Christina that it is important
that atheists come out of the closet, but
they should not feel obligated to go
around telling everyone about it. One’s
religion—or lack thereof—is a personal
matter and isn’t anyone else’s business.
But on the other hand, if the subject of
religious beliefs comes up, we should
not remain silent, and we should never
apologize for our atheism.
And as Christina says, there are also
good reasons to not come out: for example, if you think it would seriously endanger your safety or the safety of the people in your life.

Christina addresses the issue of what
name a group should choose. I agree that
different names may appeal to different communities; however, I am opposed
to using monikers with negative connotations, such as “Godless Atheists” or
“Heathens.” They perpetuate the stereotypes about the nonreligious that many
people have. When I started a group in
Indiana, I named it “Humanist Friendship
Group of Central Indiana” because I
wanted the name to be positive and
welcoming. That is also why I like the
organizational name “Center for Inquiry.”
It is not negative or limiting; the word

“Through meeting and
interacting with other atheists,
newcomers to our community
can see how other atheists live
happy, fulfilling, moral lives.”

son that Christina interviewed said that
she regretted coming out.
However, if one expects this book
to tell him or her exactly how to come
out as an atheist, he or she will be disappointed and rightly so. As Christina says,
“Here are some right ways to come out.”
She lists eleven helpful suggestions but
acknowledges that the process is different for everyone; we should be patient
and be the bigger person in our interactions with people who may be surprised
or upset, know where to draw the line
on how much resistance we are willing
to take, expect fairness in their treatment
of us, and never apologize for our choice.
Although the book is based on four
hundred “coming out atheist” stories
that Christina gathered from responses
to her blog, readers spreading the word,
web sites of other groups, and several
books about atheism, she admits that
it is not a representative sample of all
atheists from all over the world and all
demographics, so readers should take
this limitation into consideration.
My major criticism of this book is
that it is very repetitious and would read
more smoothly and be shorter if some
topics were combined. However, the
short chapters did motivate me to keep
reading—I was not faced with a lengthy
chapter each time I picked up the book.
All in all, I would recommend this
book to those who are struggling with
the decision to come out and how to do
it. Another good book (though there
are many others) is Jim Mulholland’s
Leaving My Religion: A Practical Guide to
Becoming Non-Religious. Mulholland is
a former minister and author of
Christian books who has come out as an
atheist and wants to help others in their
transitions. He says, “When it comes to
your happiness, what you believe is not
nearly as important as your ability to
live out those beliefs with integrity and
authenticity.”

atheist is. CFI’s name is inclusive of all who
are inquiring and allows for the broad
mission of the organization.
A passion of mine that I don’t find
addressed in this book is putting a
positive public face on a group. I have
networked over the years with organizations in the community that share
our stance on issues. Through this, CFI–
Indiana has gained respect among those
in the local progressive community who
are our allies.
Coming Out Atheist is a great book
for people who are in that process. It
would be comforting for them to hear
that others are almost always glad that
they came out and that it has made
their lives better. Very few of the
coming out stories end with dire
Reba Boyd Wooden is executive director of the Center
consequences. Even if there are
for Inquiry–Indiana and director of the Center for Inquiry
some short-term negatives, they
Secular Celebrant Program.
are rarely long-term. Only one persecularhumanism.org
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The Battle of the Pro-Choice Catholics

Edd Doerr

I

n America, the biggest stumbling
blocks for women’s rights of conscience on reproductive matters are
the Catholic bishops and the leaders of
the various Protestant fundamentalist
camps. Patricia Miller’s excellent new
book, Good Catholics: The Battle over
Abortion in the Catholic Church, deals
primarily with the top-down leadership
of the Vatican and the bishops, who, it
should be very clear, do not represent
the views of most Catholics but are
able to spook many politicians into
thinking otherwise. The fact is, well
over 90 percent of Catholic women
have used contraception of one sort or
another; most Catholics are pro-choice
to one degree or another; and Catholic
women have abortions at about the

“In America, the biggest
stumbling blocks for women’s
rights of conscience on
reproductive matters are the
Catholic bishops and the leaders
of the various Protestant
fundamentalist camps.”

same rate as non-Catholic women.
Separately, it might be noted that most
Catholics disagree with the Vatican,
referred to by some wags as the Old
Boys Club on the Tiber, on divorce and
remarriage, the ordination of women,
clerical marriage, and the need to send
their children to church schools, especially since the last traces of Protestant
hegemony in U.S. public schools vanished half a century ago.
Miller carefully and meticulously
(with forty-three pages of endnotes and
bibliography) traces how the American
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Good Catholics: The Battle over Abortion in the
Catholic Church, by Patricia Miller (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0520-27600-0) 332 pp. Hardcover, $34.95.

Miller’s book Good Catholics rates five
bishops created and poured resources
stars. Although it is concerned primarily
into the antichoice movement for nearly
with politics, it could be supplemented,
a half-century, how this movement tried
I think, by an addition: discussion of the
unsuccessfully to amend the Constitution
climate change problem and how it has
to reverse Roe v. Wade, how it acquired
been worsened by the Vatican’s internathe aid of Protestant fundamentalists,
tional efforts to impede access to conand how it then turned to a strategy
traception, which, ironically, has contribof piecemeal chipping away at reprouted to the forty-million-plus abortions
ductive choice and access, mainly at the
per year worldwide that have cost the
state level. She ends with a discussion
lives of countless women in developing
of the bishops’ efforts to thwart the
countries.
contraceptive insurance mandate in the
Finally, as I wrote this review, the latAffordable Care Act. Miller names names
est issue of Conscience arrived on my
and provides abundant documentation.
desk. Two news stories caught my eye.
Importantly, Miller highlights the couThe Supreme Court in the 80+ percent
rageous Catholic theologians, clergy, and
Catholic Philippines has recently ruled
activists who from the start have worked
that most of the Reproductive Health
publicly and with limited resources to
Law, signed by President Aquino last
counterract the bishops’ all-out efforts
December, is constitutional. The law, long
to impose their patriarchalist misogynist
opposed by the bishops, will make contheology on all women, Catholic and
doms and birth-control pills available at
non-Catholic alike: Rosemary Radford
government health centers. Second, in
Ruether, Robert Drinan, Daniel Maguire,
Spain, which is over 90 percent nominally
Frances Kissling, and Jon O’Brien, to name
Catholic (though only a third of Spanish
but a few. Much of the book is dedicated
taxpayers opt to have a tiny portion of
to the work of Catholics for Choice, origtheir taxes go to the church), there are
inally Catholics for a Free Choice (CFC),
efforts by the center-Right government
founded in 1973. (Disclosure: I have been
to render illegal 90 percent of the first
privileged to work with CFC staff for
trimester abortions allowed under the
many years.) CFC publishes the quarcountry’s 2010 abortion rights law.
terly journal Conscience, which I highly
recommend for its wide-ranging
coverage of reproductive choice
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
and related matters. Miller is a
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
past editor of the journal.
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crepancies” continue to frustrate
researchers. As Kosmin underscores, the most persistent challenge remains how to determine
the accurate share of authentic
atheists and agnostics as distinguished from young respondents
whose “Yes” answers to “theological” questions appear confused by intellectual ambiguity or
emotional ambivalence.
Based on the Nones category, for example, the study
implies that 3 percent of the
total sample self-identify as
atheists and agnostic. Based
on the Secular category, the
self-identified share jumps to 8
percent. Speculating on combined Worldview (Religious,
Secular, and Spiritual) categories answering “yes” to two
theological questions, the presumed total skyrockets to 28
percent of the sample.
Perhaps the dilemma could
be ameliorated by designing a
questionnaire with qualified
questions covering a range of
coherent beliefs that serve to
clarify atheist or agnostic belief
systems. Examples: Answer “Yes/
No” or “More Likely To Agree/
Less Likely To Agree.”
Atheist
• The natural world, including
human beings, evolved
from purely physical causes
without supernatural origins
or interventions.
• Human existence has no
connection to any supernatural reality, purpose, or plan.
• While I’m sometimes
immersed in the emotional,
moral, and aesthetic power
of experience, expressed
especially in moving language, I still believe that
all phenomena can be
explained by science and
reason.
Agnostic
• I’d be open to recognizing
divine revelations or miracles
under convincing circumstances
• I’m certain that the “mind”
or consciousness dies forever
with the physical brain.
• Though unlikely, people

could possibly have valid
mystical, supernatural or
paranormal experiences that
cannot be explained by science and reason.
A questionnaire amended
with such questions, as well as
with their religious/spiritual
counterparts, might get us
closer to reckoning how many
young atheists and agnostics
might be coming up through
the ranks.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

Religion and the Civil
Rights Movement
Atheists will find Leah Mickens’s
article, “We’ve Come This Far—
in Spite of Faith” (FI, June/July
2014) about the strategies of
the civil rights movement in
the twentieth century applicable to our current atheist
strategy. She contrasts the
accommodationist approach
of Booker T. Washington with
the more aggressive, and ultimately more successful, actions
of Martin Luther King Jr. The
former did not advocate for
social or political equality but
assumed that “whites would
voluntarily grant” equality
eventually. MLK’s strategy
was more aggressive, seeking
to change public opinion by
“confront[ing] their oppressors
through protests, court cases,
and boycotts.”
We atheists in the spring of
2014 lost two high-profile court
cases, with the additional perverse effects of thereby expanding the rights of Christians at
our expense. So consideration
of changing our current strategy is warranted. Since 2000,
and even since 1950, our
approach has not effectively
secured our rights as nonbelievers. Would a strategy similar to
MLK’s work better for us?
To reconsider our options,
the Center for Inquiry should
call together other atheist organizations. We owe it to future

generations of atheists to consider alternative strategies that
will more likely move us away
from our current second-class
status and toward full equality.

Kent Munzer
Topeka, Kansas

On Native American
Land Claims and the
Courts
I don’t know if I could more
emphatically disagree with
George Zebrowski’s “Bully’s Justice” (FI, June/July 2014). Central
to his premise is a notion that
we seculars often and justifiably
decry in the Christian camp. They
urge that we contemporaries are
(and properly should be) punished for the transgression of an
ancient forbearer named Adam.
In a nutshell, it’s the notion of
ancestral guilt. Along the same
lines, Zebrowski urges us to bear
guilt and burden for crimes by
ancestors that were somewhat
more recent (of course also less
mythical).
Regardless, ancestral guilt
is a very tawdry notion. It was
used to justify persecution of
Jews. Its opposite was often (and
sometimes still is) used to justify
monarchical rights. It’s a notion
that stinks to high heaven. Each
contemporary is who he or she
is. Societal policy should judge,
reward, and/or punish each such
person according to what he or
she does—as opposed to because
of what was done by some
antecedent person or group.
I was raised a Mormon.
That sect has several “articles
of faith,” one of which (contravening most of Christianity)
declares: “We believe man will
be punished for his own sins,
and not for Adam’s transgression.” It’s an obvious statement
of obvious justice. Zebrowski
evidently does not concur.
Speaking more practically,
yes, it’s true European immigrants were often very bad to
the natives. I wish they had not
been. I feel very badly for how
secularhumanism.org

terrible they sometimes were.
But, how does Zebrowski suppose displaced natives themselves came to dominate the
lands that were involved? Did
they peacefully purchase each
section from previous tenants?
Not likely. Rather more likely
is that each dominant native
group came to its dominance
much as the Europeans later
did: by ruthlessly pushing out
(if not outright slaughtering)
the previous tenants. Thus, if
Zebrowski was consistent in his
premise, it would follow that
these tribes have no greater
intrinsic right to claim these
lands than Europeans did.
But that’s only half the problem. Zebrowski embraces not
only the notion that we should
be punished or rewarded—
now and in our present lives
for what our ancestors did,
he also embraces the notion
that this punishment or reward
should be group/race/ethnicity based, as opposed to based
on individuals. I thought that,
as humanists, we were striving
to transcend such parochial,
provincial, and tribal thinking.
I thought we were seeking to
see group-inherited distinctions
as irrelevant, and endeavoring
to instead see each person as
an equal member of a common
humanity.
To give any present group
special privileges today because
of an injustice against their
ancestral group does not undo
that past injustice. It dries
no tears of those who genuinely suffered. It wipes away
no blood. Instead, it transfers
unearned benefit to those who
have nothing but ancestral connection to those that truly suffered and burdens (punishing
for Adam’s sin) to those who
committed no injustice or crime.
It answers ancient injustice
(over which we contemporaries
have and had no control) with
current injustice, over which we
have complete control.
Very much related to this
is the notion of reparations
to persons of African descent.
The campaign for that depends
on the very same premise as
Zebrowski embraces.
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We must move past such
things. Justice must be in the
here and now. We must work to
assure we accomplish as much
justice, between persons that
presently exist, as we can. The
past (especially a past in which
none of us participated) must be
left to itself.

Glade Ross
Shelton, Washington

George Zebrowski fails to discuss the injustice of demanding
that the court award the land to
the Onondaga without requiring that the tribe reimburse the
presents owners and the State
of New York for all the improvements made (roads, schools,
businesses, medical facilities,
etc.) since the 1500s and enjoyed
by the present Onondagas.
And although Zebrowski
may be correct in pointing out
that the origin of the Doctrine
of Discovery can be traced back
to Pope Nicholas V, it should be
noted that Nicholas was only following his God’s example of taking over land by force, if necessary. The Old Testament is filled
with stories of God ordering the
Israelites to invade nations, kill
entire populations, and capture
slaves (i.e., Numbers 31).

John S. Taylor Jr.
Silver Creek, Mississippi
George Zebrowski replies:
These letters are quite confused.
First, I do not believe in ancestral
guilt and do not say so anywhere.
What I do hold is that if we do
not repudiate past wrongs, if only
in words, then we make a new
compact with the wrongs. In other
words, we are blameworthy today
if we continue with fresh crimes
based on the old ones. This is what
makes the issue contemporary.
The Native American nations
do not want any kind of extreme
solution; only a recognition of
wrongs and individual settlements,
mostly with corporations.
The conclusions drawn by the
letter writers from my article are
not mine. I urge us not to forget and commit new crimes, as
does our criminal-industrial prison
system when it commits “new
crimes” against prisoners, many
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of whom are obviously guilty. As
Santayana reminds us, if we forget
the past, we are doomed to repeat
it. A national reconciliation commision, with no punishments to be
handed down, only truth bared,
would be best, as Bishop Desmond
Tutu organized in South Africa.
Nowhere do these letters decry
silence and denial, which still conceal the present-day effects of slavery and Native American genocide.
Empires rationalize their pasts, as
their descendants continue to benefit from past crimes. I include myself
in these benefits.
What is most interesting in
these comments about my article
is how lightly blameworthiness is
concealed, so poorly denied. The
consequences of genocide and
slavery are still with us, day-today in American life, despite the
effort to shift the debate to class
differences, where the blame
can be put more easily on “economic losers.” The fear of blame
is everywhere, because otherwise
something would have to be done
to fulfill America’s Constitution.
Recognition of crimes might make
progress easier.

Leaving Religion
It has only been a few short years
since I ran across your fine publication in a bookstore. Nothing
had ever so resonated with me,
and I immediately subscribed. I
read each issue from cover to
cover and enjoy the intellectual
stimulation immensely.
However, it is “The Faith I Left
Behind” series that moves me to
write a letter to the editor—my
first ever to any editor. I have
found the variety of experiences
fascinating and the many twists
and turns in people’s lives that led
them to discover and accept atheism equally fascinating. Although
I thoroughly enjoy the essays
written by those who are writers by profession and who seem
to live the academic life, I find
“The Faith I Left Behind” essays,
written by people from various
walks of life who are not necessarily writers by profession, very
interesting and even refreshing.
I definitely look forward to the
book that includes the essays
already published in FREE INQUIRY
and more. . . .
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In my humble opinion, FI
should seriously consider having
a “The Faith I Left Behind” essay
as a regular department in every
issue. If there was a standing
invitation, I believe there could
be an ample ongoing supply of
such essays. Maybe it would be
the first step in some atheists’
coming-out process and thus
give the atheist movement a bit
more momentum. I am so grateful for FREE INQUIRY and only wish
to see it flourish!

Mayna Craggs
Paducah, Kentucky

I have been a subscriber to your
magazine for some time, but I
needed to tell you how much I
enjoyed the articles in the last
three issues titled “Why I Am
Not a. . . .” As I was brought up
believing in the ideals of John
Calvin, I certainly appreciated
these articles and thank you for
them.

Joyce H. Bol
Buffalo, New York
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We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

to the understanding of the universe and to the solving
of human problems.

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,
to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology
can contribute to the betterment of human life.

We believe in an open and pluralistic society and that
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting human rights
from authoritarian elites and repressive majorities.

We are committed to the principle of the
separation of church and state.

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

allowed to fulfill their aspirations, to express their sexual
preferences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to have
access to comprehensive and informed health care,
and to die with dignity.

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,
integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.
We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

We are engaged by the arts no less than by the sciences.

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

and we are open to novel ideas and seek new
departures in our thinking.

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

We attempt to transcend divisive parochial loyalties based
on race, religion, gender, nationality, creed, class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity and strive to work together for
the common good of humanity.

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

theologies of despair and ideologies of violence and as a
source of rich personal significance and genuine satisfaction
in the service to others.

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve
it for future generations, and to avoid inflicting needless
suffering on other species.

than despair, learning in the place of dogma, truth instead of
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, tolerance in the place
of fear, love instead of hatred, compassion over selfishness,
beauty instead of ugliness, and reason rather than blind
faith or irrationality.

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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O

n May 5, the United States
Supreme Court issued its decision
in Town of Greece v. Galloway,
upholding the practice of the
Town of Greece, New York, of having prayers open town board meetings. Since the practice was initiated in
1999—replacing the previous practice of
a moment of silence—the prayers have
been overwhelmingly Christian, with frequent explicit references to “Our Lord,
Jesus Christ.” Moreover, the town did
nothing to indicate that the prayers were
not endorsed by the town government.
I cannot say I was optimistic about
the outcome of this case, as I indicated
last year (“The Looming Supreme Court
Showdowns,” FREE INQUIRY August/September 2013, Volume 33, no. 5). In 1983,
in Marsh v. Chambers, the Supreme Court
upheld official prayers in the context of
state legislatures and Congress, principally on the basis that the First Congress
had chaplains. With a conservative
majority on the court, one could envision
the Marsh decision being expanded to
include local government meetings.
However, there is one clear distinction between local government meetings and sessions of Congress or state
legislatures: citizens often have to participate in county or city meetings to
present petitions or arguments on matters that affect them directly, whether
secularhumanism.org

it’s a zoning dispute, complaints about
noise, or the need for another dog
park, whereas they attend sessions
of Congress or their state legislature
only as tourists. When citizens interact directly with their government, the
first order of business should not be a
sectarian prayer, which sends an unmistakable message to religious minorities
and the nonreligious that they are outsiders, second-class citizens.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court
majority was not persuaded by this distinction. More disturbingly, the reasoning of the majority opinion displayed a
contempt for the rights of nonbelievers.
The majority opinion referred to the fact
that religion holds an important place
in the lives of “many Americans.” Well,
that’s undoubtedly true, but humanists
and atheists are citizens also, and it is
decidedly not the role of government
to endorse the religious views held by
“many Americans.” Our Constitution
plainly indicates that the government is
to stay clear of religious matters, allowing the people to come to their own
conclusions about religion without any
compulsion, prodding, encouragement,
or oversight by the state. Deference to
the religious sentiments of the majority
is precisely what the Constitution, in particular the First Amendment, is intended
to prohibit.

The court majority also provided a
tortuous justification for not finding
sectarian Christian prayers impermissible. The majority reasoned that it
would be difficult, if not impossible,
to draft a generic prayer satisfactory
to everyone. In addition, the majority
observed that government should stay
out of the business of editing prayers
and censoring clergy. In a remarkable
statement, the majority asserted, “Once
[the government] invites prayer into the
public sphere, government must permit
a prayer giver to address his or her own
God or gods as conscience dictates”
(emphasis added). I agree completely
that the government should not draft
or edit prayers, but the solution to
this problem is not to grant clergy a
government platform to say what they
want to say. Rather, the solution is
to refrain from “invit[ing] prayer into
the public sphere” in the first place!
Effectively, the majority conceded that
having official prayers at government
meetings entangles the government
with religion but then concluded that
the solution to this unconstitutional
entanglement is to ignore it—provided,
of course, that “many Americans” don’t
object to the practice.
Seldom have so many words been
accompanied by such twisted logic to
obscure the evisceration of a constitutional provision.
Although the case was wrongly
decided and represents a sharp setback
to church-state separation, the court’s
ruling does serve a couple of useful
purposes. First, it should dispel any illusion that this country is quickly becoming more accepting of the nonreligious.
Sure, polls indicate some increase in
our numbers and some decrease in
the level of prejudice, but the nonreligious are still regarded too often as
both suspect and politically toothless.
It is too widely imagined that their
concerns can be brushed aside with
impunity. This situation is not going
to change unless and until humanists,
atheists, and other nonreligious people
resolve to become active, protest, sup-

port the movement’s advocacy groups,
and punish at the ballot box those
politicians who would deny us our constitutional rights. If we are united in
our efforts, changing the legal/political
climate in our favor is not an impossible
dream. Bear in mind that the Supreme
Court’s decision was based on the narrowest of margins—a 5–4 vote. One
vote the other way, and we would have
been able to limit or eliminate payers at
local government meetings.
But we also need to bear in mind
that if another justice is added to the
court’s current conservative majority,
giving it a solid block of six justices,
our government’s current embrace of
majoritarian religious sentiment may
not change for a generation. This could
happen, and it may well happen if we
sit on our hands.

“When citizens interact directly
with their government, the first
order of business should not be
a sectarian prayer, which sends
an unmistakable message to
religious minorities and the nonreligious that they are outsiders,
second-class citizens.”

The decision also highlighted the
renewed aggressiveness of the religious Right. As mentioned above, protest over the Town of Greece’s practice started only after it abandoned a
moment-of-silence to go with in-yourface sectarian prayers. This was not a
case that involved some centuries-old
venerable tradition. It was a case of
some religious activists wanting to turn
a government meeting into a pulpit—
and daring anyone to do something
about it. We’ve all heard the many
claims by members of the Christian
Right that they are being discriminated
against by those horrible militant
secularhumanism.org
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atheists. Poppycock! It’s the Christian
Right that is spoiling for a fight. They
are the ones trying to throw up Ten
Commandments monuments or displays everywhere and continually devising schemes to try to circumvent court
rulings on school prayer. Significantly,
immediately after the decision in Town
of Greece v. Galloway, a member of

“. . . Disturbingly, the reasoning
of the majority opinion
displayed a contempt for
the rights of nonbelievers.”

the Roanoke (Virginia) County Board
of Supervisors stated that the board
should explicitly prohibit non-Christian
prayers being said during invocations.
The renewed aggressiveness of some
religious groups is also evidenced by
the other major Supreme Court case
this term, Sebelius v. Hobby Lobby. This

is the case in which some corporations
generally applicable laws and regulations, the consequences will be signifiare arguing that due to the religious
cant. Such a ruling would threaten one
beliefs of their owners, they should be
of the cornerstone principles of a secuexempt from government regulations
lar state—namely, that one law applies
that require employer-provided insurto all, with no special preferences
ance to cover contraceptive care. The
based on religion. Moreover, in comreligious Right claims that religious libbination with the decision in Town of
erty is imperiled by these government
Greece v. Galloway, it would transform
regulations. This is nonsense, of course.
the wall separating church and state
The regulations do not require anyone
into a sieve. Religious institutions and
who objects to contraception on relipractices would officially be granted
gious grounds to use contraception.
favored status—again, provided they
What the religious groups really want
appeal to “many Americans.”
is the right to impose their religious
If we’re confronted with such a situviews on third parties, in this case,
ation,
we can either meekly accept it or
those employees who may want to use
we
can
unite and use all our resources
contraception.
to
resist
and reverse this pernicious
I am writing this in late May, about
coupling
of
government and religion. I
fifty days before the publication of
prefer
the
latter
course.
the issue of FREE INQUIRY in which it will
appear. By the time you read this, the
Supreme Court will have decided the
Hobby Lobby case. If the
Supreme Court upholds
Ronald A. Lindsay is the CEO and president of the Center for
the right of corporations
Inquiry, a supporting organization of the Council for Secular
to claim a wide-ranging
Humanism.
religious exemption from

CFI’s Michael De Dora elected president of the United Nations
NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief
On Monday, June 16, CFI's representative to the United
Nations, Michael De Dora, was elected president of the United
Nations NGO Committee on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The
Committee was formed to promote and defend international
agreements protecting the rights to freedom of religion and
belief and consists of more than two dozen religious and nonreligious groups.
The Committee is composed of representatives of Non-Governmental
Organizations working in the UN community and was formed in New York
in 1991 to seek to strengthen the effectiveness of the United Nations in the
prevention of religious intolerance and discrimination and the advancement of freedom of religion or belief. The purpose of the committee is to
promote freedom of religion or belief through enhanced NGO relations
with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, other relevant UN Offices, and UN member states, and through improved communications between concerned
NGOs in New York and Geneva. The role of the Committee is to coordinate NGO activities in New York
so as to reinforce the efficacy of the United Nations in the areas of promotion and protection of the
right of freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and meets six times a year.

6

FREE INQUIRY

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

secularhumanism.org

OP-ED

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

L

ater I’ll have something to say
about Barbara Ehrenreich’s frustrating recently published apologia for mystical experience. But first,
it’s time to cast a new word—no,
two—alongside spirit into my personal
Dungeon for Words Secular Humanists
Should Try Really Hard Not to Use.
In a 2013 Guardian blog post bewailing atheism’s poverty as a supporting
matrix for secular ceremonies, British
writer Suzanne Moore wrote: “We may
find the fuzziness of new age thinking
with its emphasis on ‘nature’ and ‘spirit’
impure, but to dismiss the human need
to express transcendence and connection
with others as stupid is itself stupid.”
If you’ve been looking for an elevator
speech about the differences between
religious and secular humanism, this is
a great place to start. Religious humanists may well yearn to “express transcendence and connection with others.”
How do secular humanists differ? While
we cherish “connection with others” as
warmly as anyone else, insofar as we are
secular, we reject “transcendence” out
of hand. For secular humanists, there’s
simply no such thing as transcendence
or the transcendent.
A core aspect of the secular view is
the insight, rooted in science, that reality is mundane. Reality is the domain of
matter, energy, their interactions, and
(so far as we can tell) nothing else.* On
the secular view, then, words such as
spirit and transcendence simply have no
referents. To the degree that reverence
is understood transitively—as denot*Okay, there may be dark matter and dark
energy, but I’m betting that when we find
out if—or what—they are, they too will take
their places among the ordinary constituents
of the cosmos.

ing awe, veneration, or respect toward
something beyond—it has no referents
either. The domain of everyday experience can’t be transcended. There is
nothing above it, nothing beyond or
over it, nothing to revere . . . only reality.
That’s not to say that secular humanists can’t have sweeping aesthetic or
emotional experiences—but we understand them naturalistically. Yes, that
symphony swept me away, though I
recognize that my experience was brain
states all the way down. It is to say
that when religious or congregational
humanists craft rituals that speak to
“spirituality” or “reverence” or “the universal human quest for the transcendent,” they shouldn’t be surprised when
secular humanists decline to join in.
Is the yearning for the transcendent a
human universal? Maybe so—the jury’s
still out—but even if it is, what does that
prove? The yearning for eternal life is
probably universal too, and humanists
make no bones about pointing out that
there is none of it to be had. The yearning for immortality is achingly real; its
target is an illusion. What is so difficult in
recognizing that “the quest for the transcendent” might be more of the same?
More Americans than ever acknowledge that there’s no god. A smaller
number also realize that there exists
no transcendent realm, not even a
shadowy impersonal one. Those who
recognize this are secular humanists,
and let’s admit it, many of us find the
religious-humanist impulse to play in
the cracks of a world-picture that we
know actually leaves no room for the
transcendent somewhat sad. To borrow Suzanne Moore’s harsh word, yes,
some of us find it stupid.

secularhumanism.org

In late 2013, I posted a version of
the above on the Center for Inquiry’s
Free Thinking blog. The comments it
sparked were revealing and convinced
me that it’s time for us to consign
transcendence, reverence, and their
cognates to the linguistic hoosegow
alongside spirit and its cognates.
A little background: back in 1994, I

Religious humanists may yearn
to “express transcendence
and connection with others.”
Secular humanists cherish
“connection with others” as
warmly as anyone, but reject
transcendence out of hand.

wrote a piece in the Secular Humanist
Bulletin urging secular folks to abandon words such as spirit, spiritual, and
spirituality. I argued that spirit and
its cognates are so deeply associated
in the popular mind with immaterial
agency that secular people simply can’t
wield them without being misinterpreted as confessing to a belief in gods
or ghosts, undermining our credibility
as advocates for naturalism.
Today, I’m proposing to triple the
population of spirit’s slammer. Here’s
why: one blog commenter assured me
that “Transcendence IS used in mod(Continued on page 48)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

“F

undamentalist believers want
everything to be simple. They
want their moral choices to be
straightforward: they want a clear rulebook that outlines their choices, written for them by a perfect god. They
want the world divided up into clearly
labeled categories, with good people
in one box and evil people in another.
It’s so childish. The world isn’t like that.
And the world shouldn’t be like that.
It would be horrible. Why would they
even want that?”
Lots of atheists I know say stuff like
this. I sometimes say it myself. And then

I have one of those days when I’m hit
with a barrage of difficult, complicated
choices that have no clear answers, and
by the end I’m exhausted with decision
fatigue and couldn’t even tell you what
kind of ice cream I wanted. I have one
of those days when someone I thought
I knew well does something that’s not
just appalling but completely out of
character, unlike anything I’ve ever
seen this person do, and the ground
starts to crack under my feet as I wonder how many of my other friends are
hiding crucial parts of their faces and
their characters and their lives. I have
one of those days when the sun is shin-

ing and our backyard is beautiful and
tranquil, and people on the other side
of the globe are kidnapping schoolgirls
and selling them into sex slavery, and
I don’t know how to live in the world
with it being so astonishingly wonderful and at the same time so deeply terrible. I have one of those days, or weeks,
or months, or years. Or the world has
one of those days, or weeks, or months,
or years. And I suddenly get a lot more
sympathy for the desire to have an
either/or world.
I don’t agree with the black or white
view, of course. I’ll get to that in a minute. I don’t think it’s an accurate view
of the world, and ultimately, I don’t
think it’s a desirable one. I’m just saying
that I get why some people yearn for it.
Nuance is hard. Nuance is one of the
hardest things to accept and manage.
Many decisions are messy; different values come into conflict, and there is no
one clear answer. (Do I take a bath every
day, which contributes to the California
drought but helps alleviate my depression? Do I buy computer equipment
made in China, which supports appalling labor conditions but enables me to
do the work I do?) Many differences
don’t have clear demarcations: they’re
spectrums, continuums; even good
and evil shade into each other imperceptibly. (Where do forgiveness and
flexibility shade into being a doormat
with no boundaries—and where does
enforcing boundaries and insisting on
justice shade into being an unforgiving
hard-ass with no compassion or understanding of human frailty?) Trusting
people doesn’t mean you have absolute certainty: it means being closer
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“I don’t agree with the black or
white view . . . I’m just saying
that I get why some people
yearn for it.”
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to one end of the trust spectrum than
the other, and no matter how careful
or smart you are about who you trust
and when, you have no guarantee that
your trust will be rewarded. Absolute
safety is impossible: no matter how
rich we are, how strong, how healthy,
how well-insured, how many gates and
guards we put between ourselves and
the world, we can never be 100 percent
protected from harm. (If nothing else,
an asteroid could crash into the planet
and destroy us all.)
Decisions are messy, distinctions are
blurry, life is uncertain. And yet we
have to make decisions, and make distinctions, and move forward in our lives
with some sort of confidence.
And we have to take responsibility for it. When the lines aren’t clearly
drawn for us, we have to draw them
ourselves. When we draw them wrong,
we have to take responsibility. We learn
from our experiences as best we can, so
we can draw those lines better in the
future—but we do this with the understanding that the parameters constantly
change and without any certainty that
we’ll get it right.
There are moments when I find this
liberating, even exhilarating. I’m free!
My life is mine! And there are moments
when I find it exhausting, overwhelming, when the burden of responsibility literally feels like a physical burden,
like sandbags hanging from my shoulders. Those are the moments when I
understand the desire for an either/or
world—the desire for clear rules to follow and for an absolute certainty that
the rules are perfect.
(Continued on page 50)

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal
Public Schools Persist

O

n May 17, 1954, when a unanimous Supreme Court ruled in
Brown v. Board of Education that
racially segregated public schools are
inherently unconstitutional, I was elated.
At last, the high court’s former, disgraceful, un-American decision in Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) legitimizing “separate
but equal” public education had been
overturned. I had been following a series
of court cases, particularly the one led by
lawyer Thurgood Marshall that finally
expelled Jim Crow from the lives and
futures of American schoolchildren.
But over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education disintegrated. The extent to which the
Fourteenth Amendment’s “equal protection of the laws” is now denied to so
many students was starkly shown in a
May 16, 2014, New York Times report by
Sheryl Gay Stolberg: “Today about four
in 10 Black and Latino students attend
intensely segregated schools, the federal Department of Education reported
on its official blog Friday, adding that
only 14 percent of white students
attend schools that could be considered
multicultural.” *
And consider this statement by the
Department of Education’s assistant
secretary for civil rights, Catherine E.
Lhamon: “We have slowly and very
steadily slipped backward. All over the
country we are seeing more and more
racially segregated schools.”
Ocynthia Williams, a United Parents
of Highbridge (the Bronx) parent organizer, pinpointed the basis for this
thriving segregation in another arti-

cle: “The way it is now, your zip code
defines your destiny. It’s shameful and
it’s really sad.”†

*“Michelle Obama Cites Views of Growing
Segregation,” New York Times, May 16, 2014.

†“Regents Woe for Minorities,” New York
Daily News, May 18, 2014.

Added Ernest Logan, president of
the Principals Union: “We forget to
consider the social ills. Housing, poverty, hunger and health. How can a kid
worry about what he’s learning if he’s
not eating? We’ve been talking about
it for 40 years.”
Summarizing what our founders
were unable to foresee—though some
were uneasy about the breadth and
depth of independence—Mona Davis,
president of the New York City Parents
Union, which focuses on the kids in
New York City schools, said: “Our students are receiving a separate and
unequal education.”
I live and work in New York City,
wrongly regarded by its many domestic and foreign tourists as the most
culturally advanced of American cities.
So it is in many cities—and yes, even
suburbs—throughout this hypothetical
land of liberty. Will this crisis be a compelling issue in the 2016 presidential
and congressional elections?
In her commencement speech
before twelve thousand high-school
seniors in Topeka, Kansas, where the
Brown v. Board of Education case originated, First Lady Michelle Obama said:
“Today, by some measures, our schools
are as segregated as they were when
Dr. King gave his final speech. Many
districts in this country have actually
pulled back on efforts to integrate
their schools, and many communities
have become less diverse.” I commend

secularhumanism.org

her for speaking out. Maybe her husband—until, thank goodness, he leaves
office—will address this betrayal of
Brown v. Board of Education.
For years, the leading national expert
on separate and unequal public schools
has been Dr. Gary Orfield, codirector
of the Civil Rights Project at University
of California, Los Angeles. On May 15,
2014, for that project, he coauthored a
report, “Brown at 60; Great Progress, a
Long Retreat and an Uncertain Future.”
Among his conclusions: “Black and

“. . . Over time, the gains made
by Brown v. Board of Education
disintegrated.”

Latino students tend to be in schools
with a substantial majority of poor
children, but white and Asian students
are typically in middle-class schools.
Segregation is by far the most serious in
central cities of all sizes and suburbs of
the largest metro areas, which are now
half nonwhite.” And dig this: “Latinos
are significantly more segregated than
blacks in suburban America.”
How did this happen? The Civil Rights
Project report adds: “The Supreme Court
has fundamentally changed desegregation law, and many major court orders
have been dropped. Our statistical analysis shows that segregation increased
substantially after the plans were termi(Continued on page 51)
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

When Does Human Life Begin?

W

hen does human life begin?
For those in the “personhood”
movement in the United States,
there is no doubt about when that
happens—it is at conception, when
the sperm meets the egg. The personhood movement has gained a foothold among antiabortion activists who
are looking to pass laws that define
embryos as people with full rights.
Personhood advocates aim to outlaw all
abortions, along with in vitro fertilization, embryonic stem-cell research, and
emergency contraception. Granting
embryos personhood would also mean
that someone who killed a pregnant
woman at any stage in her pregnancy
would be at risk of prosecution for a
double homicide. And in those states
that restrict a woman’s right to utilize
a living will if she is pregnant, no living
will could apply from the moment of
conception.
A personhood law has been enacted
in North Dakota. Wisconsin, Florida, and
Colorado are seeing the most recent
attempts by personhood proponents to
write their stance into state law.
Personhood measures have made
the Colorado ballot twice before, in
2008 and 2010, led by the efforts of a
Denver-based nonprofit group called
Personhood USA. Those measures did
not pass. Last year, nine states had personhood bills either introduced in their
state legislatures or put forward as ballot initiatives, as occurred in Colorado.
So far, none has passed.
Put aside the fact that those who
advocate for personhood never say
when personhood precisely begins—
when a sperm reaches an egg, when
it penetrates the egg, when genetic
recombination begins, or when a new
genome is formed. There is plenty
about personifying an embryo that

makes no empirical sense.
Those who argue that personhood
begins at conception base their claim
on the assertion that every human life
begins with conception. That is true.
But what they fail to acknowledge is
that conception does not always create
an embryo life, much less a baby. In
fact, it usually does not.
Why is this fact not well publicized?
Because scientists and doctors have,
sadly, held themselves aloof from the
whole contentious argument. Many
endorse the view of the U.S. National
Academy of Sciences (NAS), which
stated in 1981 that the existence of
human life at conception is “a question to which science can provide no
answer.” Since that time, scientists and
physicians have remained more or less
mum—or self-censored—on this issue.
While it is true that the law or theology can stipulate when life and personhood begin, it is also true that science
and medicine have found facts that
bear on the possible answers to that
question. While the facts, as the NAS
noted in 1981, do not tell us what we
ought to say about when personhood
begins, they do certainly, contrary to
the NAS view, lay out boundaries for
what can be said about the starting
point. So what are the facts?
Sometimes, conception creates more
than one life—twins or triplets, but
then one of those lives is absorbed into
the body of another—fetal resorption.
It really is not clear how many lives can
be started at the moment of conception, and to say that a person always
begins at conception is patently false.
The biggest empirical problem with
the view that personhood begins at
conception is the scientific fact that
a large percentage of embryos lack
the capacity, under any circumstances,
secularhumanism.org

Caplan Receives National
Science Board Award
The National Science Board (NSB) has
named Arthur L Caplan the 2014 recipient of its Public Service Award for an
individual for his exemplary service in
fostering public understanding of science and engineering.
“Years before the cloned sheep
Dolly appeared on the global stage,
Arthur Caplan was working to raise
public awareness and discussion
about ethical implications of science,”
said Ruth David, Chair of the NSB’s
Committee on Honorary Awards.
“Arthur engaged with reporters, wrote
and talked about ethical and policy
questions related to science, medicine
and bioengineering, and encouraged
his peers and students to do likewise.”
Caplan is the founding head of
the Division of Bioethics at New York
University Langone Medical Center in
New York. He is the author or editor of
thirty-two books and over six hundred
papers in peer-reviewed journals. He
has chaired a number of national and
international committees and writes
several columns, including one for FREE
INQUIRY since 2006. He is also a fellow
of several professional organizations,
including the Hastings Center, the
American College of Legal Medicine,
and the American Association for the
Advancement of Science.
Caplan has previously received the
McGovern Medal of the American
Medical Writers Association and the
Patricia Price Browne Prize in Biomedical
Ethics, and he was named a Person of
the Year for 2001 by USA Today.
—Andrea Szalanski, FREE INQUIRY

Managing Editor
(Continued on page 51)
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Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

OP-ED

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

I

’ve met Maryam Namazie (the spokesperson for Iran Solidarity, One Law for All,
and the Council of Ex-Muslims of Britain)
several times now. I will be speaking at
her conference in London in October.
Namazie is one of the leading proponents of adopting the label “ex-Muslim”
as one’s principal identifier, in preference to, say, “atheist” or “humanist.” She
argues for this because atheists or
humanists who come from a Muslim
background face great difficulties that
other atheists or humanists might not. Of
course, those living in Muslim-dominated
countries face greater difficulties still.

“Thirteen countries prescribe the
death penalty for atheists, all of
them Muslim-dominated.”

I think I agree with her partly in principle. I hail from a Muslim-dominated
country (Iraq), where I faced extensive
discrimination and even death threats.
Thirteen countries prescribe the death
penalty for atheists, all of them Muslimdominated: Afghanistan, Iran, Malaysia,
the Maldives, Mauritania, Nigeria,
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Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia,
Sudan, the United Arab Emirates, and
Yemen. I would add Iraq to the list as
well; although Iraqi law does not define
atheism as a capital offense, atheists
(Christians and secular Muslims too) are
constantly targeted by the militias that
pretty much control most of the country.
But part of me disagrees with choosing “ex-Muslim” as one’s primary identifier. I am uncomfortable with it because
of my general opposition to tribalism
and favoritism. Some might accuse me
of suffering from “big city” syndrome (I
was raised in Baghdad and now live in
Washington, D.C.; in between, I lived in
cities such as Beirut and Kuala Lumpur),
but I see cosmopolitanism as a virtue.
Because of it, I prefer to identify myself
with atheism and humanism as parts
of a larger national and global movement, rather than identifying principally with people who happen to come
from the same religious background
that I do. Another way to express it is
that I would rather identify with what
I hope to accomplish, not just with the
circumstances I came from.
Another reason not to embrace the
label “ex-Muslim” uncritically is that
from research and also from personal
experience, I know that a great many
atheists of Muslim background still
hold attitudes toward LGBT issues and
women’s rights that aren’t far removed
from those of still-practicing Muslims.
Not long ago, I had a conversation with
someone who identifies as an ex-Mus-
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lim from Kuwait. He told me matter-offactly that he believes women should
be stoned to death for not being virgins. Yes, he actually believes that, in
the twenty-first century. He lives in New
York City. And he’s far from alone. Since
I came to the United States, I’ve traveled to more than twenty-five states
and met great numbers of ex-Muslims.
Quite a few of them may be atheists,
but they have a long way to go before
they will be considered rationalists or
humanists.
For that reason, after weighing the
arguments I’ve decided that describing
myself primarily as an ex-Muslim is not
for me. It’s a label that captures only
the past and speaks nothing about
one’s code of ethics or one’s vision for
the world. The focus of my work has
always been on what’s next.
I believe in advocating for rational and critical thinking, for skepticism,
human rights, and the importance of
the scientific method because I think
these things lead to a better world in a
way that just being an ex-Muslim does
not. Additionally, if men and women of
reason can unite under one umbrella
regardless of our backgrounds of faith,
we can achieve much more and present
a more united front to our opponents
than if we remain divided by our religions of origin.
Speaking of divisiveness, I’ve found
that ex-Muslims in the United States
tend to be divided by ethnicity. There
(Continued on page 49)

Nigel Barber

OP-ED

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

T

he separation of church and state
in the U.S. constitution is more
honored in the breach than in the
observance. Those who want to escape
from organized religion must fight for
that freedom against those in power
who would foist religious views upon
them at every turn. The religious Pledge
of Allegiance continues to be recited in
public schools, despite its being clearly
unconstitutional.
Religious oppression is far worse in
other countries than it is in the United
States. Living here is not like living in an
Islamic republic, where rejecting Islam
(apostasy) is punishable by death. Still,
that is a very low bar. Countries that
lack religious freedom have a very bad
quality of life in other respects, as I
pointed out in my book Why Atheism
Will Replace Religion.
It is not unreasonable to expect that
the home of modern democracy would
grant its citizens the same freedom
to reject religion as residents of other
developed democracies enjoy, especially
when that right is written into the U.S.
Constitution in the sense that no religion may be established by the state.
Yet the establishment of the Christian
religion is apparent everywhere. I would
like to know why my taxes are used to
pay a Christian chaplain who is hired by
Congress to lead that body in prayer.
Why do the U.S. Armed Forces, including
the National Guard, use my tax money
to pay chaplains who lead the troops in
prayer?

I am not a constitutional scholar,
but it is hard to see how these activities
could be interpreted as anything but
establishment of religion by the state.
Why is the president sworn into office
using a Bible and religious language
implying that the office draws strength
from God, in violation of the Article VI
prohibition on religious texts as a condition for holding public office?

would certainly explain why he might
bother to visit the pope in Rome, seeming like a supplicant before the outlandish pomp and circumstance of the
Vatican. It would also explain his fondness for hosting “prayer breakfasts.”
I have some questions for the president and the Supreme Court about the
presumed separation of church and state.

In Our Thoughts and Prayers
It would be easy to write off the presidential oath as an exercise in tradition
were it not for the fact that the head
of state engages in a constant flow of
religious cheerleading. If something bad
happens to Americans, the president
informs their families that the victims
are “in our thoughts and prayers.”
This is an ambiguous formulation.
Who is doing the praying, the Obamas
or the government? A more irritating
interpretation is that all Americans are
praying for the victims. When the head
of state is responding to a national
disaster, that seems the most plausible
interpretation.
President Barack Obama is not alone
in his frequent reference to religion;
most other recent presidents did exactly
the same, suggesting that religious
utterances are perceived as safe ground
for American presidents. Indeed, if one
listened to the content of Obama’s public statements, one might be forgiven
for concluding that he was a religious
leader rather than a secular one. That
secularhumanism.org

“The religious Pledge of
Allegiance continues to be
recited in schools, despite its
being clearly unconstitutional.”

Questions for the President and the
Supreme Court
• Why, so long after the Cold War has
ended, do we still have “In God we
trust” on our coins and paper money?
• How can the governor of Alabama,
on his first day in office, say that people who are not Christians are not
his brothers or sisters? Why does my
local TV weatherman in Alabama tell
me that I will need an umbrella on my
way to church?
(Continued on page 50)
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Lauren Becker

OP-ED

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

I

t’s 1784, and James Madison has a
problem: the General Assembly of
Virginia has just proposed a bill that
would establish a special tax to pay for
“teachers of the Christian Religion.”
The bill has wide support because
the Episcopal Church—the dominant
church—will benefit greatly from
having taxpayers pay for its teachers.
Madison, however, knows better. He
knows the bill is an attack on the principle of freedom of conscience and
a threat to the liberties so recently
wrenched from King George III.

“In their minds, there is a causal
link between secular government
and societal decay, so—‘to protect our country’—they’ve been
hacking away at what Jefferson
called the ‘wall of separation’
between church and state.”

So what does he do? What does the
future Founding Father, Father of the
Constitution, Father of the Bill of Rights,
and fourth president of the United
States do? He sits down and writes out
a list of fifteen reasons that Virginians
should reject the bill and any other
attempt to mix religion and government. Then he puts it in a petition and
sends it all over the Commonwealth.
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Remarkably, Madison’s “Memorial
and Remonstrance” and dozens of other
petitions collected over ten thousand
signatures. When the General Assembly
gathered again in 1785, the bill died
before it even made it to the floor.
The success of Madison’s petition set the stage for the passage of
Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia Statute of
Religious Freedom. Then, in 1787, when
the Constitutional Convention met to
create a new American system of government, the language of the Virginia
Statute became the law of the nation
and inspired the first secular republic in
history.
This is our history—unless of course
you’re one of countless people who
think America is a Christian nation
founded on biblical principles.
Right now, millions of Americans are
convinced that our society is in the midst
of a steep moral decline. To slow the
decay, many right-wing political and
religious leaders and their followers are
demanding a “return” to the foundation
of American virtue, which they believe
to be the Bible and Christian doctrine.
They believe that, if we just do what
God tells us to do, he will make it all better. Alarmingly, they also believe that if
we don’t do what God tells us to do, he
will punish us. In their minds, there is a
causal link between secular government
and societal decay, so—“to protect our
country”—they’ve been hacking away
at what Jefferson called the “wall of
separation” between church and state.
For them, goodness comes from God, so
if we are to be a good country, we must
be a godly one.

secularhumanism.org

James Madison’s
‘Memorial and
Remonstrance’
Madison’s reasons of 1785 are still relevant today and remain a compelling
argument against the impulse to mingle church and state. To paraphrase
(with apologies to the most eloquent
Madison):
1. A person’s relationship with God
is between that person and God,
so a majority of people should
not be able to impose its religious
opinion on individuals.
2. Government gets its power from
the people. Since people should
not impose their religious opinions on one another, government
should not impose religion on
individuals either.
3. We just fought really hard to win
our liberties from England—why
would we want to start giving
them away again?
4. If we expect to be free to worship
God in our own way, we have
to let everyone else do the same
thing. A just God is more offended
by inequality than by uncertainty.
5. The president isn’t an authority on
religious truth, and the state is not
the means of salvation.
6. Are you worried that religion
will fail without the support of
the government? Isn’t your faith
stronger than that?
(Continued on page 46)

LETTERS
was legal—but at the husband’s
behest, not the wife’s.
If antifeminists want to wail
against abortion rights, they
should answer one question:
If a woman cannot control the
functioning of her own womb,
then who does and why? As this
question is answered candidly
and with unabashed historical
accuracy, we shall have uncovered the true plight of women
down through the ages.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Stigma of Abortion
Re “Fingernails” by Ophelia Benson, FI, June/July 2014: there
can be no question that negative public stigmas can be far
more oppressive than adverse
laws. There is no greater example of this than in the historic
struggle for women’s equality.
In America women have had
the right to vote since 1919. But
it is the prejudicial stigma that
“nice girls don’t do that” that
has held women in check for
generations. This was certainly
true in the fight for artificial
birth control. It is now true in
the fight for unfettered abortion rights.
As the U.S. Supreme Court
has ruled, a safe abortion is a
Fourth Amendment right subject to some statutory limitations. This being the case, a
woman wanting an abortion
should not have to beg the
indulgence of any adverse and
demeaning person, organization, or moral judgment.
An abortion is not an “unfortunate last resort.” It is not a
postdated act of birth control
that a woman should have prevented. It is not a selfish evasion
of parental responsibility: that,
as we have historically known,
was invented by men for men’s
purposes with women having
no say in the issue. For example, in ancient Rome, abortion

and so forth. There are things
that I would prefer were not
known by family and friends,
but it is most rational for me
to realize I could either not do
such things or accept that it is
OK to do them and not worry
about possible reactions.
The more we know about
what others are doing, the more
likely we will be able to reduce
and prevent the morally and
socially unacceptable actions
that are occurring worldwide.

Bill Evers
West Lafayette, Indiana
Nat Hentoff replies:

The New Age of
Surveillance
Re “Are You Ready for a New
Age of Surveillance?” by Nat
Hentoff (FI, June/July 2014): I
have difficulty understanding
all the concerns related to people knowing what other people
are doing. Anything that might
diminish privacy is seen as a
sign of the downfall of civilization. What is it that people feel
needs to be kept from others?
Are they acting in a manner
that is illegal or possibly just
very embarrassing to them? We
shouldn’t be committing illegalities, so that is not a legitimate
reason for wanting privacy. If
we have been socialized to feel
embarrassed by some behaviors, it is time to try and get past
that sort of cultural pressure.
Easy to say, hard to do, I agree,
but still it is not an argument for
wanting to prevent others from
knowing what we are doing.
One could argue that people
may try and use such “private”
information to harm an individual. This would not be acceptable but should be dealt with
by education, socialization, and
laws that prevent discrimination based on factors such as
sex, ethnicity, health conditions,

I suggest that Mr. Evers read the
Fourth Amendment to the Bill of
Rights to be more aware of the
widespread concerns that the
government—without informing us—can wholly and boundlessly invade our privacy. When
British officials did that to us colonists, it was one of the precipitating causes of the American
Revolution. As for when private
sources—from corporations to
personal enemies—do the same,
this spying is also most rationally
un-American. It is most remarkable to meet someone who is so
open to being spied on.

who agree that outlawing them
does not serve a public interest.
It would be absurdly wasteful for
our houses to be served by three
or four competing electrical grids,
but to achieve the efficiency of
a single grid, government must
regulate its owners so they do
not extract ruinous rents or provide unreliable service. People
don’t like to pay taxes, but without them we would not have
roads or bridges, or educated
children—investments that are
essential to the welfare of us all.
Government alone can protect
the commons—such as the atmosphere and drinking water. We
can debate how stringent these
protections should be and how
they should be achieved, but
without them we would all be
less healthy and die sooner, at
best.
The public interest is often
contested and elusive, but the
concept is indispensable. Without
it, we would live in the anarchic
squalor of Somalia, which is the
best extant example of the libertarian paradise.

M. Barton Laws, Assistant
Professor
Brown University School of
Public Health
Providence, Rhode Island

Public Choice Theory
Tibor Machan (“Understanding
Public Choice Theory,” FI, June/
July 2014) does a valuable service by regularly revealing that
libertarianism—like the concept
of God—is incoherent and inconsistent with observable reality. It
is certainly true that politics and
policy making must process contending interests and influences.
However, there are innumerable
actions of government that are
very broadly beneficial. For example, people who want to rape
children or rob banks are disadvantaged when these practices
are outlawed, but Machan will
be hard-pressed to find people

secularhumanism.org

American Secular
Identity 2014
Barry A. Kosmin (“American Secular Identity: Twenty-First Century Style,” FI, June/July 2014)
persuasively measures further
advances among American college students toward secular
identification based on findings
from his 2013 ISSSC online survey. Nevertheless, stubborn “dis(Continued on page 65)
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How Morality Has the Objectivity
that Matters—Without God
Ronald A. Lindsay

T

he thesis of this essay is that morality is not objective in
the same way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective in the ways
that matter: moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can be
mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the world are
relevant to and inform our moral judgments. In other words,
morality is not “subjective” as that term is usually interpreted.
Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive statements
about the world—factual assertions about cars, cats, and cabbages—but neither are they merely expressions of personal
preferences.
This thesis has obvious importance to our understanding
of morality. Moreover, this thesis has special relevance to
humanists and other nonreligious people, because one of the
most frequently made arguments against atheism is that it is
incompatible with the position that morality is objective and
that rejecting the objectivity of morality would have unacceptable consequences.

The Need for God: The Argument from Morality
For centuries now, those who argue for theism have been
running out of room to maneuver. Things that once seemed
to require a supernatural explanation—whether it was thunder, volcanoes, diseases, human cognition, or the existence of
the solar system—have long since become the domain of science. (Admittedly, some, such as Bill O’Reilly, remain unaware
that we can explain the regularity of certain phenomena,
such as the tides, without reliance on divine intervention.)
So the theists have changed tactics. Instead of using God to
explain natural phenomena, theistic apologists have increasingly relied on arguing that God is indispensable for morality.
At first, this contention often took the form of an accusation
that atheists can’t be trusted; they’re immoral. In the last
few decades, however, many theists have—in the face of
overwhelming evidence—grudgingly conceded that at least
some atheists can be good people. So has God now become
irrelevant? Do we need a deity for anything?
Yes, says the theist. Sure, some individual atheists can be
relied upon to act morally, but, as political commentator
16
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Michael Gerson put it, “Atheists can be good people; they just
have no objective way to judge the conduct of those who are
not.” In other words, without God, atheists cannot explain
how there are objective moral truths, and without objective
moral truths, atheists have no grounds for saying anything is
morally right or wrong. We atheists might act appropriately,
but we cannot rationally justify our actions; nor can we criticize those who fail to act appropriately.
Furthermore, this contention that God is required for
morality to be objective has become the new weapon of
choice for those wishing to argue for the existence of God.
For example, the Christian apologist William Lane Craig has
made what he regards as the reality of objective moral truths
the key premise of one of his favorite arguments for the existence of God. According to Craig, there can be no objective
moral truths without God, and since there are objective moral
truths, God must exist.
One traditional counter to the argument that God is
required to ground objective morality is that we cannot possibly rely on God to tell us what’s morally right and wrong. As
Plato pointed out long ago in his dialogue Euthyphro, divine
commands cannot provide a foundation for morality. From a
moral perspective, we have no obligation to follow anyone’s
command—whether it’s God’s, Putin’s, or Queen Elizabeth’s—
just because it is a command. Rules of conduct based on the
arbitrary fiats of someone more powerful than us are not
equivalent to moral norms. Moreover, it is no solution to say
that God commands only what is good. This response presupposes that we can tell good from bad, right from wrong, or, in
other words, that we have our own independent standards for
moral goodness. But if we have such independent standards,
then we don’t need God to tell us what to do. We can determine what is morally right or wrong on our own.
This response to the theist is effective as far as it goes.
Contrary to the theist, God cannot be the source of morality.
However, this doesn’t address the concern that morality then
loses its objectivity. It becomes a matter of personal preference.
We cannot really criticize others for doing something morally
wrong, because all we’re saying is “we don’t like that.”

It’s this fear that without God we’ll have a moral vacuum
and descend into nihilism that sustains some in the conviction that there is a God or that we need to encourage belief
in God regardless of the evidence to the contrary. It sustains
belief in God (or belief in belief) even in the face of the argument from Euthyphro. Logic does not always triumph over
emotion, and the dread that without God we have no moral
grounding—“without God, everything is permitted”—can be
a powerful influence on many.
The notion that God’s word is what counts and what
makes the difference between moral and immoral actions
comforts some because it provides them with the sense that
there is something beyond us, something outside of our ourselves that we can look to determine whether some action is
morally right or wrong. Is murdering someone wrong? Sure,
God tells us that in the Bible. For the devout, that’s a fact. A
fact that can be confirmed, just like the fact that ripe tomatoes are red, not blue. It’s not a matter of subjective opinion.
And if morality isn’t objective, then it must be
subjective, correct?
For these reasons—and also because we
want a firm grounding for morality ourselves—it is incumbent upon humanists, and
secular ethicists generally, to address squarely
the contentions that without God there is no
objectivity in morality and that this situation
would be something dreadful. The problem is
that most try to do this by arguing that morality is objective in a way similar to the way
in which ordinary descriptive statements are
objective. The better argument is that morality is neither objective nor subjective as those
terms are commonly understood.

Secular Attempts to Make Morality Objective
Some secular ethicists have tried to supply substitutes for God
as the moral measuring-stick while adhering to the notion
that morality must be objective and that moral judgments
can be determined to be true or false in ways similar to statements about the world. Some argue that facts have certain
moral implications. In this way, morality is based on natural
facts, and statements about morality can be determined to
be true or false by reference to these facts. Often, the starting
point for such arguments is to point out undisputed facts,
such that pain is a bad thing and, all other things being equal,
people avoid being in pain. Or, if one wants to approach the
issue from the other direction, well-being is a good thing, and,
all other things being equal, people want to have well-being.
The argument will then proceed by using this foundation to
argue that we have a moral obligation to avoid inflicting pain
or to increase well-being. But this will not do. Granted, pain is

“bad” in a nonmoral sense, and people don’t want it, but to
say that inflicting pain on someone is presumptively morally
bad implies we have some justification for saying that this
action is morally bad, not just that it’s unwanted. From where
does this moral obligation derive and how do we detect it?
The problem with trying to derive moral obligations
directly from facts about the world is that it’s always open
for someone to ask “Why do these facts impose a moral obligation?” Sure, well-being may be desirable, and I may want
well-being for myself and those close to me, but that doesn’t
imply that I am obliged to increase well-being in general.
Certainly, it’s not inconsistent for people to say that they want
well-being for themselves and those close to them, but that
they feel no moral obligation to increase the well-being of
people they don’t know. This is not the equivalent of saying
ripe tomatoes are both red and blue simultaneously.
The difficulty in deriving moral obligations directly from
discrete facts about the world was famously noted by the

“. . . Morality is not objective in the same
way that statements of empirically verifiable
facts are objective, yet morality is objective
in the ways that matter. . . .”

eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume, who
remarked that from a statement about how things are—an
“is” statement—we cannot infer a moral norm about how
things should be—an “ought” statement. Despite various
attempts to show Hume wrong, his argument was and is
sound. Note that Hume did not say that facts are not relevant to moral judgments. Nor did he claim that our moral
norms are subjective—although this is a position often mistakenly attributed to him. He did not assert that the truth
of moral judgments is determined by referring to our inner
states, which would be a subjectivist position. Instead, he
maintained that a factual statement, considered in isolation,
cannot imply a moral norm. An “is” statement and an “ought”
statement are distinct classes of statements.
Some have tried to circumvent the difficulty in deriving
moral obligations directly from factual statements by arguing
that “nonnatural” facts or properties supply the grounding
for morality. However, all such attempts to do so have founsecularhumanism.org
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dered on the inability to describe with precision the nature of
these mysterious nonnatural facts or properties and how it is we
can know them. “Intuition” is sometimes offered as a method for
knowing moral facts, but intuitions notoriously differ.
Derek Parfit, an Oxford scholar whom some regard as one
of the most brilliant philosophers of our time (and I so regard
him), recently produced a massive work on ethics titled On
What Matters. This two-volume work covers a lot of ground,
but one of its main claims is that morality is objective, and we
can and do know moral truths but not because moral judgments describe some fact. Indeed, moral judgments do not
describe anything in the external world, nor do they refer to
our own feelings. There are no mystical moral or normative
entities. Nonetheless, moral judgments express objective
truths. Parfit’s solution? Ethics is analogous to mathematics.
There are mathematical truths even though, on Parfit’s view,
there are no such things as an ideal equation 2 + 2 = 4 existing
somewhere in Plato’s heaven. Similarly, we have objectively
valid moral reasons for not inflicting pain gratuitously even
though there are no mystical moral entities to which we make
reference when we declare, “Inflicting pain gratuitously is
morally wrong.” To quote Parfit, “Like numbers and logical
truths … normative properties and truths have no ontological
status” (On What Matters, vol. 2, p. 487).

So secular attempts to provide an objective foundation
for morality have been … well, less than successful. Does this
imply we are logically required to embrace nihilism?
No. Let me suggest we need to back up and look at morality afresh. The whole notion that morality must be either
entirely subjective or objective in some way comparable to
factual (or in Parfit’s case, mathematical) truths is based on
a misguided understanding of morality. It’s based on a picture of morality in which morality serves functions similar to
factual descriptions (or mathematical theorems). We need to
discard that picture. Let’s clear our minds and start anew.

The Functions of Morality

So, if we are starting from the ground up, let’s ask basic questions. Why should we have morality? What is its purpose?
Note that I am not asking, “Why should I be moral?”—a
question often posed in introductory philosophy courses. I
do not mean to be dismissive of this question, but it raises a
different set of issues than the ones we should concentrate on
now. What I am interested in is reflection on the institution of
morality as a whole. Why bother having morality?
One way to begin to answer this question is just to look
at how morality functions, and has functioned, in human
societies. What is it that morality allows us to do? What can
we accomplish when (most) people behave morally that we
would not be able to accomplish otherwise?
Broadly speaking, morality appears to serve these
related purposes: it creates stability, provides
security, ameliorates harmful conditions, fosters
trust, and facilitates cooperation in achieving
“. . . Moral judgments are not arbitrary; we can have
shared and complementary goals. In other words,
genuine disagreements about moral issues; people can
morality enables us to live together and, while
doing so, to improve the conditions under which
be mistaken in their moral beliefs; and facts about the
we live.
world are relevant to and inform our moral judgments.”
This is not necessarily an exhaustive list of
the functions of morality, nor do I claim to have
explained the functions in the most accurate and
precise way possible. But I am confident that my
list is a fair approximation of some of the key
functions of morality.
How do moral norms serve these functions? In
following moral norms we engage in behavior that enables
Parfit’s proposed solution is ingenious because it avoids
these functions of morality to be fulfilled. When we obey
the troublesome issues presented when we tie moral judgnorms like “don’t kill” and “don’t steal,” we help ensure
ments to facts about the world (or facts about our feelings).
the security and stability of society. It really doesn’t take
However, ingenuity does not ensure that a theory is right.
a genius to figure out why, but that hasn’t stopped some
Parfit provides no adequate explanation of how we know
geniuses from drawing our attention to the importance of
ethical truths, other than offering numerous examples where
moral norms. As the seventeenth-century English philosopher
he maintains we clearly have a decisive reason for doing X
Thomas Hobbes and many others have pointed out, if we
rather than Y. In other words, at the end of the day he falls
always had to fear being injured or having our property stoback on something such as intuition, with the main differlen, we could never have any rest. Our lives would be “solitary,
ence between his theory and other theories being that his
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Besides providing security
intuitions do not reference anything that exists; instead they
and stability by prohibiting certain actions, moral norms also
capture an abstract truth.
18
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promote collaboration by encouraging certain actions and by
sure some will consider it simplistic. I have covered in a couple
providing the necessary framework for the critical practice of
of paragraphs what others devote thick tomes to. But it sufthe “promise”—that is, a commitment that allows others to
fices for my purposes. The main points are that in considering
rely on me. Consider a simple example, one that could reflect
morality, we can see that it serves certain functions, and these
circumstances in the Neolithic Era as much as today. I need a
functions are related to human interests. Put another way,
tool that you have to complete a project, so I ask you to lend
we can describe morality and its purposes without bringing
it to me. You hesitate to lend me the tool, but you also believe
God into the picture; moreover, we can see that morality is
you are obliged to help me if such help doesn’t significantly
a practical enterprise, not a means for describing the world.
harm you. Moreover, I promise to return the tool. You lend me
Moral Judgments Versus Factual Assertions
the tool; I keep my promise to return the tool. This exchange
The practical function of morality is the key to understanding
fosters trust between us. Both of us will be more inclined to
why moral judgments are not true or false in the same way
cooperate with each other in the future. Our cooperation will
that factual statements are true or false. The objective/sublikely improve our respective living conditions.
jective dichotomy implicitly assumes that moral judgments
Multiply this example millions of times, and you get a
are used primarily to describe, so they must have either an
sense of the numerous transactions among people that allow
objective or subjective reference. But, as indicated, moral
a peaceful, stable, prospering society to emerge. You also can
judgments have various practical applications; they are not
imagine how conditions would deteriorate if moral norms
used primarily as descriptive statements.
were not followed. Going back to my tool example, let us
imagine you do not respond positively to my
request for assistance. This causes resentment
and also frustrates my ability to carry out a
beneficial project. I am also less likely to assist
you if you need help. Or say you do lend me
a tool, but I keep it instead of returning it as
promised. This causes distrust, and you are less
“Moral judgments are not equivalent to descriptive
likely to assist me (and others) in the future.
Multiplied many times, such failures to follow
statements about the world . . . but neither are they merely
moral norms can result in mistrust, reduced
expressions of personal preferences.”
cooperation, and even violence. If I do not
return that tool peacefully, you may resort to
brute force to reacquire it.
Fortunately, over time, humans have acted
in ways that further the objectives of morality
far more often than in ways that frustrate
these objectives. Early humans were able to
Consider these two statements:
establish small communities that survived, in part, because
Kim is hitting Stephanie.
most members of the community followed moral norms.
Without provocation, we ought not to hit people.
These small communities eventually grew larger, again, in
Do these statements have identical functions? I suggest
part because of moral norms. In this instance, what was critthat they do not. The first statement is used to convey factual
ical was the extension of the scope or range of moral norms
information; it tells us about something that is happening.
to those outside one’s immediate community. Early human
The second statement is in the form of a moral norm that
communities were often at war with each other. Tribe memreflects a moral judgment. Depending on the circumstances,
bers acted benevolently only to fellow members of their tribe;
the second statement can be used to instruct someone, conoutsiders were not regarded as entitled to the same treatdemn someone, admonish someone, exhort someone, confirm
ment. One of the earliest moral revolutions was the extenthat the speaker endorses this norm, and so forth. The second
sion of cooperative behavior—almost surely based initially
statement has primarily practical, not descriptive, functions.
on trade—to members of other communities, which allowed
Admittedly, in some circumstances, moral norms or descriptive
for peaceful interaction and the coalescing of small human
counterparts of moral norms also can be used to make an
groups into larger groups. This process has been repeated
assertion about the world, but they do not primarily serve to
over the millennia of human existence (with frequent, sanconvey factual information.
guinary interruptions) until we have achieved something like
In rejecting the proposition that moral judgments are
a global moral community.
equivalent to factual statements about the world, I am not
This outline of morality and its history is so simple that I am
secularhumanism.org
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endorsing the proposition that moral judgments are subjective. A subjective statement is still a descriptive statement
that is determined to be true by reference to facts. It’s
simply a descriptive statement referring to facts about our
inner states—our desires, our sentiments—as opposed to
something in the world. To claim that moral judgments are
subjective is to claim that they are true or false based on how
a particular person feels. That’s not how most of us regard
moral judgments.

But if Moral Judgments Do Not Refer to Facts, How Do We
Decide What’s Right and Wrong?
It’s obvious that people disagree about moral issues, but
the extent of that disagreement is often exaggerated. The
reality is that there is a core set of moral norms that almost
all humans accept. We couldn’t live together otherwise. For
humans to live together in peace and prosper, we need to
follow norms such as do not kill, do not steal, do not inflict
pain gratuitously, tell the truth, keep your commitments,
reciprocate acts of kindness, and so forth. The number of core
norms is small, but they govern most of the transactions we
have with other humans. This is why we see these norms in all

“. . . This contention that God is required if
morality is to be objective has become the new
weapon of choice for those wishing to argue
for the existence of God.”

functioning human societies, past and present. Any community in which these norms were lacking could not survive for
long. This shared core of moral norms represents the common
heritage of civilized human society.
These shared norms also reflect the functions of morality
as applied to the human condition. Earlier I observed that
morality has certain functions; that is, it serves human interests and needs by creating stability, providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering trust, and facilitating
cooperation in achieving shared and complementary goals.
One can quibble about my wording, but that morality has
something like these functions is beyond dispute. The norms
of the common morality help to ensure that these functions
are fulfilled by prohibiting killing, stealing, lying, and so forth.
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Given that humans are vulnerable to harm, that we depend
upon the honesty and cooperation of others, and that we are
animals with certain physical and social needs, the norms of
the common morality are indispensable.
We can see now how morality has the type of objectivity
that matters. If we regard morality as a set of practices that has
something like the functions I described, then not just any norm
is acceptable as a moral norm. “Lie to others and betray them”
is not going to serve the functions of morality. Because of our
common human condition, morality is not arbitrary; nor is it subjective in any pernicious sense. When people express fears about
morality being subjective, they are concerned about the view
that what’s morally permissible is simply what each person feels
is morally permissible. But morality is not an expression of personal taste. Our common needs and interests place constraints
on the content of morality. Similarly, if we regard morality as serving certain functions, we can see how facts about the world can
inform our moral judgments. If morality serves to provide security
and foster cooperation, then unprovoked assaults on others run
counter to morality’s aims. Indeed, these are among the types of
actions that norms of the common morality try to prevent. For
this reason, when we are informed that Kim did
hit Stephanie in the face without provocation, we
quickly conclude that what Kim did was wrong,
and her conduct should be condemned.
Note that in drawing that conclusion, we are
not violating Hume’s Law. Facts by themselves do
not entail moral judgments, but if we look upon
morality as a set of practices that provide solutions
to certain problems, for example, violence among
members of the community, then we can see how
facts are relevant to moral judgments. Part of the
solution to violence among members of the community is to condemn violent acts and encourage
peaceful resolution of disputes. Facts provide us
with relevant information about how to best bring
about this solution in particular circumstances.
Similarly, with a proper understanding of morality, we can
also see how we can justify making inferences from factual
statements to evaluative judgments. Recall that the fact/value
gap prevents us from inferring a moral judgment from isolated
statements of fact. But if we recognize and accept that morality
serves certain functions and that the norms of the common
morality help carry out these functions, the inference from facts
to moral judgments is appropriate because we are not proceeding solely from isolated facts to moral judgments; instead, we
are implicitly referencing the background institution of morality.
An isolated factual observation cannot justify a moral judgment,
but a factual observation embedded in a set of moral norms can
justify a moral judgment.

Objection 1: Just Because Morality Serves Certain Functions
Does Not Imply It Should Have Those Functions
At this point, the perceptive reader might object that even
assuming that the functions of morality I have described
correspond to functions served by morality, this does not
address the question of what the functions of morality should
be. Haven’t I just moved the fact/value gap back one step,
from the level of an individual factual statement to the level
of a description of the institution of morality as a whole?
Put another way, explaining how morality functions doesn’t
address the issue of how it should function.
This is a reasonable objection, but it is one I can meet. So
let’s consider this issue: Should morality have objectives that
reflect the functions of morality that I have described, that
is, serving human interests and needs by creating stability,
providing security, ameliorating harmful conditions, fostering
trust, and facilitating cooperation in achieving shared and
complementary goals? Perhaps the best way to answer this
question is with another question: What’s the alternative? If morality should not aim to create stability,
provide security, ameliorate harmful conditions,
and so forth, what’s the point of morality otherwise? To increase the production of cheese? One
could maintain that cheese production is an overriding imperative, and one could label this a moral
imperative, but the reality is that for humans to live
and work together we would still need something
to fulfill the functions of what we now characterize
as morality. Perhaps we’d call it “shmorality,” but
we’d still have a similar body of norms and practices, whatever its name.
Granted, some philosophers have argued that morality
should have objectives somewhat different than the ones
I have outlined. Various philosophers have argued that
morality should aim at maximizing happiness, or producing a
greater balance of pleasure over pain, or producing virtuous
characters. Without digressing into a long discussion of ethical theory, I believe these views grasp certain aspects of the
moral enterprise, but they mistakenly elevate part of what we
accomplish through morality into the whole of it. There is no
single simple principle that governs morality. Yes, we want to
encourage people to be virtuous—that is, to be kind, courageous, and trustworthy—but to what end? Likewise, we want
people to be happy, but exactly how do we measure units of
happiness, and how do we balance the happiness of different
individuals against one another or against the happiness of
the community? If we look at morality as a practical enterprise, something like the objectives I have outlined represents
a better description of what we want morality to accomplish.
(I say “something like” because I am not claiming to give the
best possible description of morality’s objectives.)

Objection 2: I Haven’t Explained Why Moral Norms Are Obligatory
A second important objection to my argument is that I have
not explained how it is that moral norms are binding on us.
Even if we accept that there is a common morality, why must
we follow these norms?
There are two types of answers I can give here. Both are
important, so we need to keep them distinct. One answer
would appeal to human psychology. The combination of
our evolutionary inheritance and the moral training most
of us receive disposes us to act morally. We should not lose
sight of this fact because if we were not receptive to moral
norms, no reference to a divine command, no appeal to an
ethical argument, could ever move us to behave morally. For
a moral norm to act as a motivating reason to do or refrain
from doing something, we must be the type of person who
can respond to moral norms. Ethicists as far back as Aristotle
have recognized this. Good moral conduct owes much to
moral training, and the most sublime exposition of the mag-

“. . . Morality is neither objective nor
subjective as those terms
are commonly understood.”

nificence of the moral law will not persuade those who have
been habituated into antisocial behavior.
But in addition to a casual explanation of why we feel a
sense of moral obligation, we also want an explanation of the
reason for acknowledging moral obligations. In my view, it’s
largely a matter of logical consistency. If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms. We cannot logically maintain that moral
norms apply to everyone except us. If we think it is morally
wrong for others to break their promises to us, as a matter
of logic we cannot say that we are under no obligation to
keep our promises. In saying that an action is morally wrong,
we are committed to making the same judgment regardless
of whether it is I or someone else performing the action. In
accepting the institution of morality, we are also accepting
the obligations that come with this institution. Hence, there
is a reason, not just a psychological cause, for acknowledging
our obligation to follow moral norms.
What if someone rejects the institution of morality altogether? The perceptive reader will not have failed to notice
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argument, the notion that God could provide such an external
standard is highly questionable. Second, and more important,
what is lost by acknowledging that morality is a wholly human
phenomenon that arose to respond to the need to influence
behavior so people can live together in peace? I would argue
that nothing is lost, except some confused notions about
morality that we would do well to discard.
The temptation to think that we need some standard
external to morality in order to make morality objective and
to make moral obligations really binding is buttressed by the
fear that the only alternative is a subjectivist morality—but
recognizing that morality is based on human needs and
interests, and not on God’s commands, doesn’t make one a
subjectivist. As already discussed, when those
who don’t think that morality is derived from
God say that something is morally wrong, they
“. . . Secular attempts to provide an objective
don’t (typically) mean that this is just how they
foundation for morality have been . . . well, less than
as individuals feel, which would be a true subjectivist position. One cannot argue with feelsuccessful. Does this imply we are logically
ings. But most nonreligious people think we can
required to embrace nihilism?”
argue about moral issues and that some people
are mistaken about their conclusions on moral
matters.
To have genuine disagreements about moral
morality altogether. One can coherently and consistently preissues, we need accepted standards for distinguishing correct
fer what one regards as one’s own self-interest to doing the
from incorrect moral judgments, and facts must influence
morally appropriate thing. However, leaving aside those who
our judgments. Morality as I have described it meets these
suffer from a pathological lack of empathy, few choose this
conditions. All morally serious individuals accept the core
path. Among other things, this would be a difficult decision
moral norms I have identified, and it is these core norms that
to make psychologically.
provide an intersubjective foundation for morality and for
That said, there is no guarantee that people will not make
disagreements about more complex moral issues. For examthis choice. But notice that bringing God into the picture
ple, all morally serious individuals recognize that there is a
doesn’t change anything. People can make the decision to
strong presumption that killing is wrong, and our knowledge
reject morality even if they think God has promulgated our
that we live among others who also accept this norm allows
shared moral norms. Indeed, many believers have made this
us to venture outside instead of barricading ourselves in our
decision, as evidenced by the individuals who throughout
homes. There is no dispute about this norm. But there are
history have placed themselves outside the bounds of human
discrete areas of disagreement regarding the applicability of
society and have sustained themselves by preying on other
this norm, for example, in the debate over physician-assisted
humans. Many ruthless brigands and pirates have had no
dying. Such disputes on complex issues do not indicate that
doubts about God’s existence. They robbed, raped, and murmorality is subjective; to have a dispute—a genuine dispute,
dered anyway.
and not just dueling statements of personal preference—the
parties to the dispute must have shared premises. In discussing
You may say: “But what they did was objectively wrong”—
and trying to resolve such moral disputes, we make reference
and an atheist can’t say this. As you have admitted, there is
to norms of the common morality (such as the obligation not
nothing outside the institution of morality to validate this instito kill versus the obligation to show compassion and prevent
tution, so the obligations of morality are not really binding.” If
suffering), interpret them in light of relevant facts, and try
one means by “objectively wrong” something that conforms to
to determine how our proposed resolution would serve the
a standard of wrongness that exists completely independently
underlying rationale of the applicable norms. Only the morally
of the human condition and our moral practices, then, correct,
inarticulate invoke subjective “feelings.” (In my forthcoming
an atheist might not use “objectively wrong” in this sense.
book, The Necessity of Secularism: Why God Can’t Tell Us What
(Some ethicists who are atheists might, as I have already
To Do, I devote a chapter to illustrating how we can express
discussed.) But so what? First, as indicated by the Euthyphro
that I italicized “if” when I stated, “If we accept the institution of morality, then we are tacitly agreeing to be bound
by moral norms.” I emphasized this condition precisely to
draw attention to the fact that, as a matter of logic, there is
nothing preventing an individual from rejecting the institution of morality entirely, from “opting out” of morality, as it
were—that is, apart from the likely unpleasant consequences
for that person of such a decision. There is nothing to be
gained by pretending otherwise. There is no mystical intuition
of “the moral law” that inexorably forces someone to accept
the institution of morality. Nor is there any set of reasons
whose irresistible logic compels a person to behave morally.
Put another way, it is not irrational to reject the institution of
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disagreement on public policy matters without invoking God
or just saying “that’s how I feel.”)
From the forgoing, we can also see that morality is not
arbitrary. People can argue intelligently about morality and
can also assert that an action is morally wrong—not just for
them, but wrong period. They can condemn wrongdoers,
pointing out how their actions are inconsistent with core
norms (although most wrongdoers are already aware of their
transgressions). Furthermore, if the offense is serious enough,
they will impose severe punishment on the wrongdoer, possibly including removal from society. All that seems pretty
objective, in any relevant sense of the term. Granted, it’s not
objective in the same way that the statement that it is raining
outside is objective, but that’s because, as we have already
established, factual statements have a different function than
moral judgments.
At this point, the believer might protest, “But there has to
be something more than that. Morality is not just a human
institution.” Well, what is this something more? Why is it not
enough to tell the wrongdoer that everyone condemns him
because what he or she did violated our accepted norms,
which are essential to our ability to live together in peace? Do
we have to add, “Oh, by the way, God condemns you too?”
Exactly what difference would that make?
What some believers (and, again, some secular ethicists)
appear to want is some further fact, something that will make
them more comfortable in claiming that moral norms are
authoritative and binding. Somehow it is not sufficient that a
norm prohibiting the gratuitous affliction of violence reduces
pain and suffering and allows us to live together in peace,
and has, therefore, been adopted by all human societies. No;
for the believer there has to be something else. A moral norm
must be grounded in something other than its beneficial
effects for humans and human communities. The statement
that “it was wrong for Kim to hit Stephanie” must pick out
some mystical property that constitutes “wrongness.” For the
believer, this further fact is usually identified as a command
from God, but as we have already established, God’s commands cannot be regarded as imposing moral obligations
unless we already possess a sense of right and wrong independent of his commands.
Those who cling to the “further fact” view—that is, the
view that there must be something outside of morality that
provides the objective grounding for morality—are not unlike
those naïve economists who insist that currency has no value
unless it’s based on gold or some other precious metal. Hence,
we had the gold standard, which for many years provided
that a dollar could be exchanged for a specific quantity of
gold. The gold standard reassured some that currency was
based on something of “objective” value. However, the whole
world has moved away from the gold standard with no ill

effects. Why was there no panic? Why didn’t our economic
systems collapse or become wildly unstable? Because currency doesn’t need anything outside of the economic system
itself to provide it with value. Money represents the value
found within our economic system, which, in turn, is based on
our economic relationships.
Similarly, moral norms represent the value found in living
together. There is no need to base our moral norms on something outside of our relationships. Moral norms are effective
in fostering collaboration and cooperation and in improving
our conditions, and there is no need to refer to a mystical
entity, a gold bar, or God to conclude that we should encourage everyone to abide by common moral norms.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the claim that we need God to provide morality
with objectivity does not withstand analysis. To begin with, God
would not be able to provide objectivity, as the argument from
Euthyphro demonstrates. Moreover, morality is neither objective
nor subjective in the way that statements of fact are said to be
objective or subjective; nor is that type of objectivity really our
concern. Our legitimate concern is that we don’t want people
feeling free “to do their own thing,” that is, we don’t want morality to be merely a reflection of someone’s personal desires. It’s
not. To the extent that intersubjective validity is required for
morality, it is provided by the fact that, in relevant respects, the
circumstances under which humans live have remained roughly
the same. We have vulnerabilities and needs similar to those of
people who lived in ancient times and medieval times, and to
those of people who live today in other parts of the world. The
obligation to tell the truth will persist as long as humans need to
rely on communications from each other. The obligation to assist
those who are in need of food and water will persist as long as
humans need hydration and nutrition to sustain themselves. The
obligation not to maim someone will persist as long as humans
cannot spontaneously heal wounds and regrow body parts. The
obligation not to kill someone will persist as long as we lack the
power of reanimation. In its essentials, the human condition has
not changed much, and it is the circumstances under which we
live that influence the content of our norms, not divine commands. Morality is a human institution serving human needs, and
the norms of the common morality will persist as long as there
are humans around.
Ronald A. Linsday is the president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry, a
supporting organization of the Council for Secular Humanism. This article
is drawn in part from his forthcoming book, The Necessity of Secularism:
Why God Can’t Tell Us What To Do. The editors of F REE I NQUIRY gratefully
acknowledge the permission of the publisher, Pitchstone Publishing, to use
excerpts from this book.
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 4
Below, we present the final group of essays in a series begun in our February/March 2014 issue presenting personal statements
of individuals’ journeys away from religious belief. We begin with a powerful essay that demanded publication even though it
significantly exceeded our requested length.—EDS.

Why I Am Not a Catholic:
Sundays with Estelle
Mark Cagnetta

I

n a recent telephone conversation with my mother, Estelle—
from whom I am geographically separated by over two
thousand miles—the topic of miracles arose. Our discussion
quickly degenerated into an argument. Her parish priest, she
informed me, had imparted a story about his sick eighty-yearold aunt who had been admitted into hospice care with little
chance of surviving. Out of the country at the time, the priest,
upon hearing of his aunt’s sudden illness, offered to return
to be by her side. Apparently, his relatives convinced him to
remain where he was because there was nothing he could
do. When he returned, the aunt had recovered and had been
discharged from the hospice facility. This, according to the
priest, was a true miracle! Being the devout Catholic that she
is, my mother fully embraced the priest’s conclusion. For me,
an atheist, this was a serious point of contention.
My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church. She
was, as are all Catholics, indoctrinated into her religion shortly
after her birth, having her so-called original sin washed away
through baptism. She was then sent away to an all-girls boarding school to be prepared for a life of suffering at the hands of
the nuns of the Religious for Jesus and Mary sect. The school,
of course, saw it differently and claimed its program enhances
young women spiritually and academically.
Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity was duly
forced upon her unsuspecting children. As far back as I can
remember, I was a doubter, but I played along to maintain
appearances. During my childhood, I was bored during church
services and used the time for meditation; namely, I spent the
time thinking of all the things I could be doing outside of that
ridiculous detention. When I went to confession, I made things
up. As for performing the penance doled out by the troll-like
being firmly embedded in a type of religious indoor outhouse,
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his face obscured by a thin mesh screen, I would cheerfully make
my way to the altar, feign praying, and quickly leave.
I was subjected to four years of Catholic school and mercifully made the change to public school at grade five. I routinely found my way to church every weekend until one fateful Easter Sunday in 1980 while I was away at college. I had an
epiphany. I watched all the hypocrites who had donned their
most elaborate clothing to impress no one but each other and
realized that this wasn’t for me. I turned around and walked
away, never to return.

L

osing my religion was a slow process. In my mid-twenties,
I married the girl of my dreams and undertook a career in
law enforcement. In 1986, my beautiful daughter was born.
Having a second child would prove to be far more difficult.
Conception was made nearly impossible because of my wife’s
endometriosis. We tried everything available to us—testing,
medication, and even surgery, all to no avail. Years passed.
These were trying times. My wife returned to the church, taking my daughter along, mainly to expose her to some form of
spirituality. As a youngster, my child’s sentiments mirrored my
own at that age: “I don’t like all this God stuff.”
In 1999, life seemed to be on a magnificent course. I was
getting my first promotion, we purchased a new car, my wife
had somehow become pregnant, and, with that news in our
holster, we bought ourselves a brand-new home. Maybe
there is a God after all, I thought.
My son was born in May 2000. Three months into his life,
he stopped breathing not once but regularly for short periods.
At first, we thought it was our imaginations, but the realization that something was dreadfully wrong soon sunk in. The
pediatric neurologist on staff at the hospital emergency room
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diagnosed my son with lissencephaly, a rare genetic anomaly
acknowledge coincidence. Instead, they would spotlight their
brought on by the mosaicking of chromosome 17. Literally
great humbleness by attributing everything to God. This was
meaning “smooth brain,” lissencephaly is characterized by a
a petty god that they worshiped, and I wanted no part of him.
lack of neuronal migration to the cerebral cortex, essentially
Which brings to mind a famous Susan B. Anthony quote:
bringing normal cognitive and physical development to a
“I distrust those people who know so well what God wants
halt. Our situation was painful and nightmarish; this was
them to do because I notice it always coincides with their
the kind of thing that happened to other people. Our son’s
own desires.”
prognosis was heartbreaking: severe mental retardation, a
Rather than viewing my son’s affliction as some type of sick
lack of motor skills, blindness, seizures, and a life expectancy
castigation for my parting ways with God, I began to examof two years.
ine it for what it really was. I began to read about genetics,
I can’t say that I had been having second thoughts about
evolution, and atheism. I took the words of Richard Dawkins,
God, but when Michael was born, he did seem to be a blessChristopher Hitchens, and especially Jennifer Michael Hecht
ing. Maybe this was a terrible mistake, this lissencephaly. I
as my gospel. Other than our highly developed brains, we are
immediately went to the hospital chapel and prayed. I had no
merely animals, susceptible to germs, cancers, acts of nature,
qualms about my disbelief and asked only for divine intervenand genetic mutations. If Michael’s genetics produced a trait
tion for my son. Surely God could rectify his error and reverse
that improved his life, it probably would have been passed
this tragic turn of events. Michael was, after all, just an innoon generationally. Sadly, the opposite was true and, cruelly,
cent bystander.
Needless to say, nothing changed. All sorts
of crazy notions went through my head: Was
this punishment for my incredulity? Was I
being tested in a Job-like fashion? Did I smoke
too much marijuana as a teenager? Is God
playing a bad joke on me? Regardless of what
the answer was, Michael needed us to love
“My mother was essentially raised by the Catholic Church.”
him and care for him, and we did that to the
best of our abilities. Nothing can prepare you
to carry out such an enormous task.
Michael was a handsome little guy and,
despite the severity of his handicap, he would
laugh and raise his arm as a signal that he
wanted to be held, which he loved more than
anything. While holding him and enduring his
survival was not in his future, for he was far from being the
many seizures together—which were often quite dramatic
fittest. Michael was the purest of human beings; he never
and painful—I again began to doubt the existence of a loving,
thought a bad thought, he never misbehaved, he never lied,
omniscient, all-powerful god. I began to see how easy it is
and he surely never hated. (Perhaps highly developed brains
to adopt religion when life is going swimmingly. Heck, I was
are overrated.) He loved unconditionally, and he was loved
guilty of it myself. But it’s rough times, when a miracle would
unconditionally by everyone that knew him. The first two
be extremely welcome, that push the limits of belief, simply
years of his life came and went. He made it clear he wasn’t
because those miracles never come.
going anywhere soon.
My mother prayed for Michael every day. I assume prayer
theists often joke about movie stars and athletes thanking
made her feel better about the situation. She had lost her
their lord and savior Jesus Christ when they win a game or
mother to breast cancer, and her daughter—my sister—to
an award or are recognized for their achievements. In reality,
leukemia. Her father abandoned her and her three siblings
giving such praise to a supernatural being—particularly for
when they were still children. She managed to uphold her
such trivial endowments as the ability to throw a ball, make a
faith despite much neglect on God’s part. Others would pray
tackle, or to recite a line—is egotistical to the point of being
for Michael, too. Routinely, people would say to me, “God
moronic. Hearing people say that they are “truly blessed” beonly hands out situations like yours to people who can hancause they have healthy kids, were able to land a job, or won
dle them.” I still ponder that statement to this day. So God is
the lottery were, for me, sources of irritation. More and more,
somehow rewarding me for my strength with a grievously
I began to notice that these God-fearing folk were just too
self-deprecating to accept credit for their own actions or to
disabled child? Isn’t that a bit perverted?
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M

ichael’s diagnosis was textbook, and his life progressed
as the doctors had predicted. The prayers, though innocuous, were ineffectual. Through various conventional
and experimental medications, the neurologists at Boston’s
Children’s Hospital made great strides in controlling Michael’s
maturing seizures. These epileptic episodes began as “blue
spells,” then morphed into petit mal seizures, infantile spasms,
and eventually culminated in grand mal seizures. Powerlessly
watching my child suffer was excruciatingly painful. Knowing
that my friends and family were praying to God—who, if he
actually did exist, would be held responsible for Michael’s
dilemma—was not only painful, it was outright contradictory. We needed those hands clasped in prayer to help us

“Naturally, my mother saw to it that her religiosity
was duly forced upon her unsuspecting children.”

with Michael’s care, but no offers ever materialized. Michael’s
problems worsened. His joints were dislocating, he developed
kidney stones, and eating was becoming an ever-increasing
problem. My faith was waning concomitantly. By Michael’s
fifth year of life, I considered myself a full-fledged agnostic.
Looking back, I was restrained in my misgivings only by the
fact that, deep down, I didn’t want to give up on the possibility of a miracle for my little boy.
By the eighth year of Michael’s tortured existence, it
became glaringly clear that there wasn’t going to be a life-altering supernatural phenomenon. The biblical god, creator
of the universe, humankind, and all of the flora and fauna
on Earth—he who could part seas, speak through burning
bushes, and raise the dead—had proven, through his neglect
and impotence, his fictitiousness. Natural selection gouged
out the eyes of religion and exposed the pretentiousness of
those who follow such an ineffectual spiritual leader.
Unbeknownst to us, Michael began aspirating his food,
a common consequence of the neurologically challenged.
Inevitably, this led to bronchopneumonia. Due to Michael’s
frail condition, the doctors advised us that there was little
they could do: my little boy was going to die. I can’t imagine
there being anything worse in life than watching your child
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fade into nonexistence. I can, in fact, speak with authority on
this subject.
There isn’t.
To appease my mother, I allowed one last act of piousness
into Michael’s life. Although she had trouble finding one of
the priests from her parish to conduct a final prayer over my
son, someone did finally materialize. Ironically, when the
priest placed his hand on Michael’s forehead, eyes closed
and deep into prayer, he witnessed the feebleness of his god
firsthand. At that very moment, Michael had a violent seizure.
You would think, with one of his agents asking for his succor
in a time of great need, that God could, at the very least, give
my son the peace that he deserved.
It was probably at that moment that I
became a full-fledged, impenitent atheist. God
was nothing more than a myth. A few days
later, Michael died. Naturally, we heard the
standard words that are supposed to comfort
the grieving: “He’s with God now,” or “He’s in
a better place.” The better place, in my eyes,
would have been here on Earth, with me and
his family. I am no better or no worse than most
humanly fathers, but to those who refer to
God as their “Heavenly Father,” I can only ask,
“Why?” He is notoriously the antithesis of what
we would consider the apogee of fatherhood:
he is without patience, merciless, unforgiving,
and shows a great unwillingness to help those truly in need.
But there is a reason for his faults; he was created by man, in
his image, as a form of control. Acts that are “miraculous” and
attributable to the hand of God are nothing more than mere
coincidences. Some people live; some die. Some can throw a
perfect spiral; some can’t. Some recover from their illnesses;
others don’t.

M

y parting ways with God has never sat well with my
mother. To her and many like her, the term atheist
conjures images of pure evil. Quite often I point out to her
the atrocities of the Catholic Church—the Inquisition, the
Crusades, the aid to the Nazis, and the pederasts both past
and present who pass themselves off as disciples of God. In
contrast, atheists have a live-and-let-live philosophy. There
is no hatred. No threats. No punishments. We are only temporary guests here on this not-so-uncommon planet we call
Earth, so why not enjoy life to its fullest, never causing harm
along the way? My mother’s immersion into Catholicism is
too deep, however, and her blinders too securely fastened,
to see life any differently. Following unseeingly and keeping
your mind closed like a vault is exactly what religion dictates.
Never question the authority of the church!
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At the beginning of this essay, I relayed the story of my
mother describing a not-so-miraculous miracle to me, one
that was pronounced so by a priest; therefore, it was so. An
eighty-year-old who was sick and on the verge of death, who
got better—if only to the extent that she no longer needed
hospice care. I made clear that the situation could have gone
either way: I’m sure lots of eighty-year-olds in hospice care all
around the world expired that day. Was this geriatric patient
chosen to live over all the others? It was foolhardy of the
priest, and quite narcissistic at that, to think that God showed
a preference because the life he saved was the sister to the
mother of a cleric. But still, they believe.
Strangely, we never see “true” miracles any more. With
the progression of science and its meticulous explanations
for natural phenomena, God’s awesome powers have been
relegated to making cameos in bags of Cheetos, on pieces
of French toast, and on flour tortillas. Needless to say, I was
incredulous to hear my mother’s story about a sick eightyyear-old who felt well enough to leave the hospice facility
and trivially attributing her newfound health to an act of
God. A “miracle,” she called it.

“Why would God come to the aid of an elderly woman and
not to my little boy?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Michael be more
deserving of a miracle than an octogenarian?” Her reply, as
usual, was that she didn’t want to talk about it. Such a foolish
hypothesis is, of course, indefensible. A believer’s typical
response would be, “You have to have faith,” or “God works
in mysterious ways.” But my faith has run out, and I have little
time for mind games. God had his chance, and he let the
opportunity slip away. The world was deprived of a vital
young person who loved his brief existence. Life is better
without religion. I’m better able to face life’s challenges, and
I’ve discovered that making a difference in people’s lives is far
more rewarding than waiting around for some nonexistent
supernatural being to make changes in mine. I simply believe
in the power of the human spirit. I am an atheist.

Mark Cagnetta is a retired police officer. He has a EdD in organizational
leadership. He is married and has a daughter and two grandchildren.

Why I Am Not a Believer
Harry Greenberger

B

ecause I was born an atheist, I was spared the indoctrination (brainwashing, child abuse) that produces helpless
followers of one’s parents’ religion. With nonpracticing
Jewish parents—including a father who’d become a Christian
Scientist following his successful salvation from death (the
prognosis of his medical doctors)—and living in a small
Southern town that had neither a synagogue nor a Christian
Science church, on weekends I attended neither Sunday
school nor church rituals.
I later realized that my mother was a closet atheist who
had worked out how to live comfortably among the Baptist
and Methodist townspeople. But inside our home, there were
never any nighttime prayers for my siblings nor me.
Somehow in my teens I became aware of the HaldemanJulius “Little Blue Books,”* which I could secretly order for five
cents each, and I learned that I was an atheist—and not the
only one in the country either.

No life experience I have had in my four-score years has
convinced me of the existence of a supreme being and an
afterlife, and I can say with confidence and pride that “I am
not a believer.”
*Emanuel Haldeman-Julius (1889–1951) arguably invented paperback
publishing by marketing excerpts of classic literature, sex-education
texts, and a stunning number of short freethought tracts into several
series of booklets sized to fit in a working man’s shirt pocket. The bestknown of these series, the Little Blue Books, debuted in 1923 and
eventually included hundreds of titles.—EDS.

Harry Greenberger was an organizer of the New Orleans Secular Humanist
Association (NOSHA) and its president for thirteen years. He delivered
secular invocations for the New Orleans City Council on six different
occasions. In 2012, NOSHA presented him with its Humanist Award,
renaming it the Harry Greenberger Humanist Award for future recipients.
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
Greg Hladky

I

had barely stepped into the shower when my “reverse”
epiphany occurred. Although I had a degree in theology
from a Jesuit university and had spent a year in seminary,
one flash of insight revealed what nearly four decades of
faith had obscured. The simple truth was this: the God I had
always believed in does not exist.
With my delusion fully exposed, I had to face a new reality.
All of my prayers had been directed to an imaginary friend,
not a living God. Discerning God’s will for my life had been
difficult, not because God remains hidden from the best of
us but because he simply isn’t there. Terrfiying as that revelation was, I I felt relieved to end the charade of prayer and
ritual that had increasingly become impossible to justify. With
the fog lifted, I enjoyed a moment in the sun, setting a new
course far from the familiar shore of faith.

“. . . One flash of insight revealed what nearly
four decades of faith had obscured . . . the God I
had always believed in does not exist.”

Navigating this new reality was not easy. I was invested in
a world that no longer existed, and the relief from cognitive
dissonance was replaced by the hard work of finding new
meaning for my life. The glaring truth was difficult to accept
all at once, and over the next twelve years I had to gradually
disengage from religion and faith.
It was easy to avoid evidence that contradicted my faith
when I lived in the believer’s bubble. That is where I was
for thirty-seven years. I was born into a Catholic family, and
my parents’ lives revolved around our local parish. We went
to a small Byzantine Catholic church with a liturgy sung in
Slavonic. I was an altar boy who dreamed of becoming a
priest—not because the priest was respected and feared as if
he were God himself or because he ruled the parish with the
power of a feudal lord. I yearned to become a priest because
I sincerely believed that God was real and that he was calling
me to serve him.

28

FREE INQUIRY

AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2014

secularhumanism.org

That earnest devotion was the logical outcome of a complete acceptance of faith as an epistemology, a way of knowing what is real. I had compartmentalized my faith, making it
immune to the typical queries that a rational person would
make. Thinking in that compartment was limited to confirming faith rather than challenging it.
When I graduated from my Catholic high school, I would have
gone straight into the seminary but for the intervention of my
biology teacher, a Catholic brother. Wisely sensing that my parochial vision was in need of expansion, he suggested that I attend
university first. He planted the seed that ultimately, ironically,
bore fruit in an epiphany completely at odds with faith.
I enrolled in Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles.
Seminary school required no particular undergraduate degree,
so my choice of study was wide open. I tried engineering for
a year and then math, and I eventually earned
a degree in theology, graduating magna cum
laude. After a year back at my parish, I was off
to a seminary in Pittsburgh, where I completed a
full year of studies. During that year, I found that
I wasn’t suited for the priestly life.
To say that I was a bit annoyed that God
hadn’t clued me into this earlier would be an
understatement. Couldn’t he have looked down
the road and nudged me in another direction?
Now what was I supposed to do? Hey, God, are
you listening?! That little seed of doubt was
beginning to grow.
I crossed the United States in search of something meaningful to do with my life. I hung onto my faith with white knuckles
while riding the ups and downs of various careers: teaching at
a Catholic high school, flying jets off a carrier as a Navy flight
officer, working at a Catholic conference center, opening a
bakery, and teaching blind students to use computers.
Ironically, again, it was the Catholic Church itself that was
the most responsible for nurturing my growing doubt. In
the late eighties and early nineties, Marywood, a Catholic
conference center in Jacksonville, Florida, was a bastion of
liberal thought and theology that stood out in a conservative
diocese. I joined in 1991 and worked with its director in planning conferences that brought in speakers such as Richard
Rohr and covered environmental concerns, nonviolence, and
Native American spirituality. When the director was fired on
what I considered to be trumped-up charges, I became angry
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at the church for the first time. When the interim director,
a friend of mine, was fired in a similar manner a year later, I
could no longer enter a church without visibly shaking. For
the first time in my life, I stopped going to church.
I finally had enough distance from the church I grew
up in to see it from a new perspective. It wasn’t the sinful
human institution used by God to do his will that Catholics
are taught to obey. It was just an institution as flawed as the
human condition. It is subject no differently than any other
institution to politics and the corruption of power. It has the
weight of history behind it, but that weight is not stabilizing;
it is oppressive. It chains the mind to tradition and closes the
door to free inquiry.
The God I had confided in, trusted my life with, and sought
direction from was not answering my prayers. How could this
God who claimed to be my father not speak to me? Why the
silence despite my daily prayers, dogged attendance at Mass,
and even fasting? (Once I did a bread-and-water-only fast for
all forty days of Lent.)
Most Catholics accept this silence as part of the mystery of
God. They try to discern God’s will through a priest or spiritual
director; in the writings of the saints, the Bible, and church
doctrine; or from the events in their lives. Like a shaman reading tea leaves, they grope for a sign.
But the sign from heaven never comes. God never speaks.
There is only silence. . . . The rational mind can draw only one
conclusion. God . . . poof! . . . isn’t there.
The next twelve years were not easy. The world I knew was
swept from under my feet; I had nowhere to land. I didn’t
know any atheists or support groups. I went to a few Unitarian

Universalist services, and though their search for truth and
meaning is commendable, they still hold onto faith, just in a
less defined way than Catholics. I had married a woman of
Mennonite faith four years prior to my epiphany, and we had
a Catholic wedding at Marywood. We settled in Cincinnati,
Ohio, got involved in the local Mennonite church, and had
two children. I found projects to work on around our house
on the weekends and gradually withdrew from church life
completely.
After avoiding the subject for years, I finally decided to
read more about atheism. I began to redirect my thinking
with The Universe Story by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry,
Bishop John Shelby Spong’s Why Christianity Must Change
or Die, and Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World: Science
as a Candle in the Dark. I read Richard Dawkins’s The God
Delusion, which led me to subscribe to FREE INQUIRY, which has
opened an entire world of freethought to me that I had only
glimpsed before. That led to the discovery of one of my favorite authors and speakers, Christopher Hitchens.
Thanks to FREE INQUIRY, I now embrace secular humanism,
and that has put the world solidly back under my feet.

Greg Hladky lives in Ohio with his two children and a cat named Domino.
He enjoys writing short stories and poems on faith and reason. He is
currently working on a book based on two years of correspondence he
has had with members of the Cincinnati Mennonite Fellowship and his
seven siblings, who remain devoutly Christian.

Why I Am Not a Jehovah’s Witness
Thomas J. Lawson

I

was born in Long Beach, California, to parents who were
Jehovah’s Witnesses, and if not for my father’s conscientious
objection to the Vietnam War, I would either be Canadian or
not exist at all. (I do live in Canada now, coincidentally.) But
therein lies the conflict for a staunch atheist who thinks that
our world would be better off without religion—my father’s
religion may have been necessary to allow my birth. I shrug off
this “debt” to religion by recognizing that African Americans
do not owe anything to the slavery that brought their ancestors to the United States stuffed into ships like cordwood, nor
was Manifest Destiny a justifiable means to the ends we enjoy
today. So what were the circumstances that resulted in my

not being a Jehovah’s Witness? It’s complicated.
When it thunders, God is bowling. When lightning strikes,
God is taking pictures. This was the extent of my God-belief in
my toddler years. I was being “educated” weekly at Kingdom
Hall. I rather enjoyed my yellow book of children’s Bible stories. I enjoyed books in general. Two pictures from that book
stay fresh in my mind: the poor sinners being swept away by
God’s Great Flood and Lot’s wife being turned into a pillar of
salt. I thought about Lot’s wife often, wondering if she was
still living and breathing under all that salt. Nothing about
going to the Kingdom Hall was all that bad. I was bored, of
course, like all toddlers, but it was not a painful experience.
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Until one day.
Until the day I became an apostate at the age of four.
I was sitting in the family living room watching my favorite
children’s show—Romper Room. The show went off the air in
the early nineties, so some readers may not know of it. It was
simply a televised version of preschool. In the United States,
most large cities had their own local versions (smaller markets
ran a syndicated version), but mine was based in Los Angeles
and had a Latina teacher, Miss Soco, who reminded me of my
half-Portuguese mother.
The “class” began with the Pledge of Allegiance and ended
with the teacher looking through her “Magic Mirror” to see
the kids out in TV land. A “Tommy” was often found in that
mirror, so this part of the program was a never-miss for me. I
loved that show.
If you know anything about the Jehovah’s Witnesses, you
know exactly where this is going, but for others, I will fill you in.
Perhaps you never had any school classmates who grew up in
a Jehovah’s Witness household, so you never experienced the
oddity of reciting the Pledge of Allegiance while one student
remained seated or standing with his or her head bowed in
silence. To the Witnesses, the Pledge of Allegiance is considered idolatry—as are Christmas trees, crucifixes, and other
trinkets—so my children’s program that emulated a regular
preschool class was already skating on thin ice in my house. But
the last straw—the conveyor of damnation, if you will—was
the closing scene of every episode. Looking through that magic
mirror at the kids in TV land was considered sorcery, of course,
and poor Miss Soco would have to have been an insufferably
powerful witch in order to possess a mirror capable of seeing
all the child viewers in the greater Los Angeles area. (I have a
good idea what the kids of Jehovah’s Witnesses went through
a few years ago during the popularity of the Harry Potter
books.) My memory is foggy, being that I was four years old,
but my mother’s recollection is that one day I informed her
in no uncertain terms that I was not going to be going to the

Kingdom Hall anymore. To this day she claims ignorance as to
why, but this decision of mine just so happened to occur the
day I was forbidden to watch Romper Room.
My mother responded to my declaration by announcing
that I was four and unable to stay home while the rest of the
family attended church, so she said I would have to continue
to accompany them. I said that I would go but that I would
not listen, that I would sleep or play with my toys instead. I was
true to my word. I would either sleep or play quietly at her feet.
She says I had an uncanny ability to wake up immediately upon
hearing everyone’s Bible close at the end of the meetings. She
also says that I was probably the most well-behaved child at the
Hall every week, while other mothers had to constantly take
their bored and fussy children to the restroom for a Solomonic
smacking.
Coincidentally, just a few months after this episode, my
parents’ marriage began to fracture, and my mother fell in
love with a young Catholic man. Again, if you know anything
about the Witnesses, you know that even talking to Catholics
is grounds for a private meeting with church elders. Witnesses
and Catholics are polar opposites: Witnesses stay away from
blood at all costs (even life-saving blood transfusions), while
Catholics drink Jesus’s blood on a weekly basis! By the time
I was five years old, we had severed our ties with the church
and were trying hard to maintain a relationship with my mother’s Witness parents. All I remember is celebrating my first
Christmas later that year, finding out about that jolly old false
god Santa Claus, and being able to watch Romper Room again.
I do not consider myself to have been an atheist at that age,
but I was most definitely not one of Jehovah’s witnesses.
Thomas J. Lawson lives in British Columbia, Canada. After a few years of
making movies and television shows, he swtiched to the glamorous life
of full-time dad to two kids and a pug. When they are busy playing, he
is busy writing. He is the author of the nonfiction book Letters from an
Atheist Nation (CreateSpace, 2011) and is currently working on a novel.
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Why I Am Not a Mystic
Alice Leuchtag

A

s I lay in my bed at night in my early childhood, I could
hear my parents’ lowered voices drifting in from the
living room, talking in the strange, esoteric language
of mysticism. Mysterious phrases such as “planes of vibration,” “cosmic consciousness,” and “astral bodies” resounded
in my head as I floated off to sleep to dream dreams that
maybe only a child of mystics can dream.
My mother had found a substitute for the Catholicism
in which she’d been raised in Madame Helena Petrovna
Blavatsky’s Theosophy, as put forth in her
book The Secret Doctrine. As a brilliant young
woman, my mother worked for a man whose
followers called “The Master.” She ghostwrote
the texts of the weekly lectures he gave to the
mystical cult he led, lectures that always began
“Dearly Beloved.” While doing research for
The Master’s presentations, she met my father,
newly arrived from New York City, in the religion section of the Los Angeles downtown library, where
Blavatsky’s writings were on the shelves. My father, too, was
dissatisfied with traditional religion, in his case Judaism.
At first, perhaps to better woo my mother, but later
in earnest, he also took up the cudgels of mysticism. He
read friends’ palms while my mother cast their horoscopes.
Blavatsky’s particular set of occult teachings, derived from the
Hindu religion and westernized by her, became my parents’
mutually adopted “liberation” from their traditional Western
religions. My parents considered these teachings a form of
“free thought” and proudly passed them on to me.
There were attractive—even seductive—features to the
mysticism they inculcated in me. I spent many a daydream
hour trying to visualize the different “planes of vibration”
my mother told me about. Eating supper with my parents at
the round kitchen table, I thought I sensed the presence of
people existing on another plane who somehow occupied
the identical space and time I did but whom I couldn’t see or
hear or touch and who couldn’t see or hear or touch me. How
intriguing that was!
There were comforting aspects too. I was assured that no
one I knew and loved, such as my grandmother, was ever
really lost to me. If I were patient and receptive, I would be
able to see and even communicate with her undying astral

form. And phrases such as “beyond the beyond” evoked
images suggesting the dizzy thrill of a roller-coaster ride’s
downward plunge. What was it like to fall into and merge
with the great “cosmic consciousness?” My mother claimed
that she merged when she meditated, and I hoped that one
day I, too, would master that secret.
Never mind that there was no logical connection between
these various ideas. After all, a child doesn’t demand much
logic. It would be a long time before I would be able, in my

There were attractive—even seductive—features
to the mysticism my parents inculcated in me.

mind, to separate mysticism from real freethought and before
I would understand that mysticism, traditional religion, and
magical thinking all share a common core—a suspension of
the recognition of the fundamental law of cause and effect,
upon which all science is based.
How, then, did I eventually become a materialist and a
humanist, serving a term as president of the Humanists of
Houston (HOH) and editor of the HOH newsletter in the early
1990s? Multiple cumulative experiences led up to my materialist philosophy, but only a few of them stand out clearly
in my memory. A growing recognition of the inevitable and
irreversible nature of death stirred up the first inklings of
materialism in my thinking. My beloved kitten Robin caught
a cat disease that was going through our neighborhood. She
dragged herself under a toolshed to die. No amount of coaxing and calling her name could bring her out.
In a wild windstorm one spring, baby birds in their nests,
featherless and with their eyes still closed, fell out of the palm
trees in front of my house, breaking their tiny, scrawny necks.
Despite my tears and pleas, no one could restore them to life
and put them back in their nests in the trees.
When at the age of seven I learned the game of chess, I
became totally absorbed in it. Soon I was checkmating my
father and members of the Hollywood Chess Club. Seeing the
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board both from my point of view and that of my opponent
took away many of the mystical tendencies I still harbored.
The logic of chess excludes mysticism. Every move I and my
opponent made had an effect on the outcome of the game.
In the small universe of sixty-four squares, I could see in detail
the operation of cause and effect.
Though I waited patiently and receptively, my grandmother, who died when I was ten, never appeared to me in
her astral body. At her funeral, I had gazed at her immobile,
marble-like features and touched her cold hand, feeling the
stark reality of physical irreversibility. Little by little, it was
dawning on me that no matter how much one engaged in
wishful thinking, life and death and chess proceeded according to their own immutable laws.
In college, I studied the social sciences and learned from
the writings of Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict the importance of cause and effect in the social world. The writings of
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels gave me new conceptual tools
to help me understand the economic and social forces that
drive history. When I married a physicist, I learned to appreciate materialist philosophy even more, while he learned from
me to appreciate the ideas of historical materialism.
Later, on a job, given a large data set of children’s burn
accidents to analyze statistically, I used the concept of cause
and effect to tease out a strong relationship between a family
move and an accidental burn injury.
Through the years, as my family grew, I came to realize
that materialist philosophy alone was not enough. Becoming
a humanist helped me round out my materialist philosophy

with an ethical outlook in which pragmatism, as expressed by
John Dewey, played a role. Feeling that materialism supplemented by humanism and pragmatism was still not enough,
I drew into my philosophical mix certain ideas and values
developed by feminists such as Catharine MacKinnon and
Kathleen Barry. I was able to apply these ideas in helping to
organize a group of women in Houston whose purpose was
to educate ourselves and the public about the global problem
of trafficking women and girls.
Do I ever want to return to the seductive comforts of my
childhood wishful thinking? Absolutely. Do I ever long to see
my dead mother and father again; am I occasionally tempted
to secretly search a room for their astral forms? Yes. Do I ever
experience pleasure in contemplating the fairy tale of a cosmic consciousness? Indeed I do. But underneath these brief
reversions to childhood states of mind, I value the solid foundation of materialism, humanism, pragmatism, and feminism
that I have spent a lifetime building.

Alice Leuchtag has a BA from the University of California at Los Angeles
and an MA from San Diego State University, both in sociobiology. She
has worked as a migrant farmworker, a journalist, a cabdriver, a social
worker, a college instructor, and a researcher. She has published poetry,
epidemiological research on burn injuries, and other articles. She lives
with her husband in Texas Hill Country; they have a son, three grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren.

Why I Am Not an Episcopalian
Richard Hall

I

am no longer a communicant in the Episcopal Church or
even a professing Christian, though for aesthetic reasons
I retain affection for the forms and rituals of the Anglican
service. In this way, I resemble the agnostic novelist Thomas
Hardy, who was enamored of church liturgies, and the atheist philosopher John McTaggart, who defended the established Church of England. You might say that I am a cultural
Christian in the same way that Freud was a cultural Jew.
Christianity, irrespective of its truth, must be appreciated and
understood as an inexpungable part of Western culture.
I was baptized in 1946 in the church of St. Andrews in
Darmsden, a hamlet in rural Suffolk, England. Curiously, the
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church had been consecrated exactly eight hundred years earlier,
in 1146, though the current building dates from the Victorian
era. The decision to have me baptized there was not an expression of personal piety on the part of my parents. It was simply a
matter of custom, and the location of the church was convenient.
Though my maternal great-grandmother was a strict Wesleyan
Methodist and my paternal grandfather twice removed was the
great Baptist preacher Charles H. Spurgeon, my immediate family
was not religious. My mother attended church regularly, mostly
for social reasons. My father, a confirmed agnostic, did not.
I accompanied my mother to the Congregationalist church,
which was doctrinally liberal and pastored by Unitarians. The
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sermons (more accurately, lectures) were all sweetness and
light and gave no excuse for rebellion. I did not give much
thought to religion, though I was somewhat preoccupied with
the question of God’s existence, which had something to do
with my decision to pursue a course of philosophy in college.
While there I remember Max Wilson, a professor of philosophy,
admonishing me not to get involved in religious philosophy.
However, in the late 1980s, while pursuing graduate work,
I encountered some evangelical students of
divinity. And under their influence (I am embarrassed now to admit it), I gave my life to Christ.
Afterward, I attended services in the Episcopal
“You might
Church with regularity, recited and prayed the
Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer, and
undertook a systematic study of Scripture.
And then, the doubts began crowding in on
me. As I prayed, I often wondered whether there
was anyone out there listening. Worship services consisted
mainly of praising God. I asked myself, what was the point
of praising him? What kind of being, I thought, demanded
constant praise? To meet this crisis, I decided to intensify my
doubts to the breaking point. I began to read the classic religious skeptics and atheists, thinking that if I could answer their
doubts my faith would be strengthened; if not, it would be
lost. Needless to say, my faith did not survive a month of this
regimen of critical inquiry.
I had an epiphany of sorts. One Memorial Day weekend,
I went on a church retreat at a North Carolina beach. During
an open-air service on the oceanfront, I saw the metallic backs
of dolphins arched and glinting in the sun and pelicans diving
into the waves, and I heard gulls chorusing in the air against
the roar and hiss of the breakers. I thought to myself: there is
truth! How this spectacle of the sea contrasted with the church
service, with its dull liturgy and the insipid songs of praise
accompanied by guitars and tambourines! I was reminded of
an episode in the life of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his “Divinity
School Address,” he recalls sitting in a church while a blizzard
raged outside: “A snowstorm was falling around us. The snowstorm was real; the preacher merely spectral; and the eye felt
the contrast in looking at him, and then out of the window
behind him, into the beautiful meteor of the snow.” This was
exactly my experience on the seashore.
With the abandonment of faith, my doubts quickly evaporated. Apparently, the French composer Camille Saint-Saens,
popularly known for his orchestral piece Carnival of the Animals
and his opera Samson and Delilah, was also plagued with serious doubts about his Catholic faith, only to have them vanish
when he left the church. The loss of my faith, which I had had
for but a few years, was liberating. Like Saint-Saens, I was free
of those doubts that persistently gnawed at me.
By converting to the Christian faith and entering the
Episcopal Church, I was guilty of the unforgivable sin against

the spirit of truth—the sin of intellectual dishonesty. I had
not really thought through the matter of faith to determine
whether it was worth receiving, whether there was any truth
in it. It was only after I received it that, prompted by doubt,
I undertook my critical inquiry into its truth. I remember the
case of John Ruskin, the great art critic and defender of J. M.
Turner, who underwent a similar de-conversion from his evangelical Protestant faith after attending a service in Turin. As

say that I am a cultural Christian in the same way
that Freud was a cultural Jew.”

he describes it in Fors Clavigera, “I went away to a Waldensian
chapel, where a little squeaking idiot was preaching to an
audience of seventeen old women and three louts, that they
were the only children of God in Turin; and that all the people
in Turin outside the chapel, and all the people in the world
out of sight of Monte Viso, would be damned. I came out of
the chapel, in sum of twenty years of thought, a conclusively
un-converted man.” As Emerson was distracted by the beauty
of the snowstorm, Ruskin was lured away by the beauty of art.
Afterward, as he states in Praeterita, he went “up into the gallery where Paul Veronese’s Solomon and the Queen of Sheba
glowed in full afternoon light. The gallery windows being
open, there came in with the warm air, floating swells and falls
of military music, from the courtyard before the palace, which
seemed to me more devotional, in their perfect art, tune, and
discipline, than anything I remembered of evangelical hymns.”
So, what of my “faith” now? I suppose it might be called a
“mystic pantheism” with elements drawn from Lucretius,
Spinoza, Goethe, and Emerson—no mean company! I regard
myself as nothing more than nature become conscious of itself
and overwhelmingly conscious of its staggering beauty and
sublimity, which fills me with wonderment. Nature is nothing
less than the Apostle Paul’s god, the one “in whom we live,
move, and have our being.” The fundamental belief to which I
now adhere is something akin to what John Dewey described
as natural piety. It is more than enough.
Richard Hall is professor of philosophy at Fayetteville State University
and the author of The Ethical Foundations of Criminal Justice and The
Neglected Northampton Texts of Jonathan Edwards: Edwards on Society
and Politics. He also edited and contributed to The Contribution of
Jonathan Edwards to American Culture and Society. In addition, he has
published articles on the history of American philosophy, aesthetics, and
the philosophy of art, ethics, and religion.
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Why I Am Not a Gutless Atheist
Rob Earle

“M

adalyn Murray O’Hair once said, ‘an agnostic is
just a gutless atheist.’” I was sixteen years old. My
mother’s partner, Sheila, a former Catholic nun,
had asked me about my religious beliefs. When I told her that
I was an agnostic, she quoted O’Hair. And she was right, at
least about me. For years I had been struggling to let go of a
childhood acceptance (if not strong belief) in the supernatural, including a belief in God. At some point, I decided that
there was no way to know for sure and declared myself an
agnostic. But my agnosticism wasn’t just about being fairminded. I knew there was no logical reason to believe in even
the possibility of the existence of God. So why not go all the

“I knew there was no logical reason to believe
in even the possibility of the existence of God.
So why not go all the way to atheism?”

way to atheism? Was I afraid of being wrong? Was I afraid to
let go of the last shreds of comfort that belief in the supernatural offered? The answer was probably a bit of both.
Like most people, I grew up believing the same things
as my parents did. I guess you would call my family “casual
Christians.” Once, when I asked Dad what our religion was,
he said simply “Methodist.” What did that mean? Who knew?
Probably not even Dad. At the time, I thought it involved
drinking a lot of coffee. As a kid, if the subject came up at
all, I just referred to myself as “Christian.” What that meant, I
had no idea. I believed in God. I said grace before dinner and
the “NowIlaymedowntosleep” prayer as quickly as possible
before crawling into bed, but by the time I was in elementary
school, I—and my parents—had lost interest even in that.
We rarely went to church except for weddings and funerals, where I began to get the idea that not everyone was as
causal about being a Christian as I was. Everyone around me
seemed to know the songs and the prayers, when to stand up
and when to sit down or kneel, and what to say back to the
guy talking at the front of the church.
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Our neighbors weren’t casual, either. If I was playing with
the neighbor kids and blurted out “God!” or “Jesus Christ!,”
I would promptly get a lecture from my best friend, Toby,
about “taking the Lord’s name in vain.” If Toby’s mom heard
me, I’d be sent home to “get a spanking.” I never actually got
a spanking, usually just a lecture on respect.
My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Buist, started a unit on
mythology by talking about the Greek gods. Some of the
kids were confused, so she explained briefly the difference
between these “myths” and “our god.” Now I was confused.
“How do we know those gods are myths but our god is
real?” I asked. Some of the other kids giggled, but some had
thoughtful looks on their faces, as if they suddenly
had the same question. I don’t remember Mrs. Buist’s
answer, only that it was obvious even to me that she
was uncomfortable with the whole subject.
By the time of my conversation with Sheila, I’d
learned that nobody, no matter what he or she
believed, could explain why those beliefs were true.
So I left the questions on the table and grew comfortable calling myself an “agnostic.” There was no way
of knowing, so why debate it? Why take a side?
My gutless atheism met its greatest test when I was in high
school. My family had moved to a new school district, and I
had no friends. I was feeling lonely and vulnerable. I started
hanging out with the born-again Christian crowd, whom the
other kids called the “Bible Buddies.” This was during the early
Reagan administration, and fundamentalist Christianity was a
powerful force in America. Spurred on by the writings of Hal
Lindsey, Chuck Smith, and others, many believed the end-times
would arrive in the next decade; the threat of atomic annihilation hanging over us all just reinforced that idea.
The Bible Buddies nearly scared me into buying into their
whole apocalyptic vision by the simple tactic of being nice to me.
I never went to the morning Bible studies, and I never accepted
Jesus Christ as my personal savior. I did read an entire paperback
version of the King James Bible and Lindsey’s The Late, Great
Planet Earth in my room at night so my family wouldn’t know. I
devoured the endless supply of tracts my Christian friends always
seemed to have. I genuinely feared that the world was coming
to an end in the near future. Luckily for me, my gutless atheist
combined with my inner geek, and I fell into the orbit of the

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 4

Dungeons & Dragons crowd and away from the Bible Buddies.
My crisis of credulity passed.
At the University of Michigan, I began to see the real harm
religion could do. As a reporter for the student newspaper, I
was assigned one weekend to cover a speech by Palestinian
scholar Edward Said on Friday night and a neo-Nazi rally on
Saturday morning. The editor came right out and told me
that I drew these assignments because “none of the Jewish
reporters can stand the thought of it.” Whether it was being
assigned a story because of my religion or studying the religiously inspired parade of horrors that is history in my freshman Western Civilization class, I rejected the idea of religion
in general and of God in particular.
It wasn’t until after the September 11, 2001, attacks,
nearly two decades later, that I started to feel comfortable
talking about my atheism. Despite the political rhetoric in the
West, especially President George W. Bush’s use of the term
evildoers, I knew the hijackers on those planes didn’t think
of themselves as evil. They believed they were doing God’s
will and would be rewarded for it in the afterlife. They were
wrong, and Bush was right: they were evildoers, and beliefs
that encourage evil acts must be challenged. Another few
years passed before I read Sam Harris’s The End of Faith, but I
already knew that religious beliefs must no longer be out of
bounds to criticism.
There was one final step for me to take, though, and it was
a personal one. My father died in 2008 after getting progres-

sively sicker over the previous few years. I knew it was coming,
and while obviously this was not the foremost thought on my
mind, part of me wondered how my atheism would hold up
under the emotional strain. Would I pray to God to make it
not true or at least to give me comfort? No, as it turned out.
There was a lot to think about in the immediate aftermath of
Dad’s death, but through it all I was surprised to find that I
did not fall back on the comforts of religion in this, one of the
most stressful and upsetting times of my life.
That I was surprised at all made me realize that somewhere
deep inside, there had been at least a small part of me that
wasn’t gutless after all.
That’s all gone now. The loss of that last thread of gutlessness gave me real comfort that the false comfort of religion
never could. I’m not afraid of God. I’m not afraid of religion.
I’m not afraid of speaking my mind, especially against evil,
even if the source of that evil is someone else’s sacred belief.
I have the courage to face the world without a supernatural crutch. I am unafraid. I am free.

Rob Earle is a ship captain and writer living in Seattle. From 2009 to
2012, he wrote The Misunderstood Mariner, a blog devoted to busting maritime myths and misinformation. He is also a poet; his most
recent poem, “The Ballad of Captain Zero,” won first place in the 2014
Northwest Seaport Stories of the Sea Competition.

Why I Am Not a Progressive Christian
James Metzger

T

hough I was raised in a conservative evangelical Protestant
home, I had the good fortune of completing a graduate
program in theology at a progressive seminary of the
United Methodist Church. There, I was introduced for the first
time to Christianity’s social justice tradition and its progressive
political theologies. In the classroom and at weekly chapel services, outdated patriarchal metaphors for God such as “King,”
“Lord,” or “Father” were replaced by far more agreeable ones:
“Life-giving Spirit,” “Liberator,” or “Mother.” Traditional doctrines such as the Trinity or the atonement were overshadowed
by an emphasis on Jesus’s solidarity with the victims of Roman
imperial power, which was believed to mirror God’s own predilection for the poor and disenfranchised. God was no longer

the distant, austere sovereign whose primary preoccupation
amounted to culling sheep from goats: he loved all creatures
infinitely, labored earnestly for their well-being in the here and
now, and stood side by side with any who had suffered injustice—particularly women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians,
and subaltern peoples.
Initially, I found these new models of God very attractive.
Even more important was the ethical orientation they authorized: inclusion of and equality for all, care for Earth and its
fragile ecosystems, a more capacious stance toward people
of other faiths, and an abiding commitment to rectifying
the wrongs of imperialism, racism, sexism, and heterosexism.
After graduating from seminary, I brought these new val-
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In addition to these epistemic concerns, I also found it
odd that progressive theologians always assumed God must
be favorably disposed toward all living things. They portray
him only in the most glowing terms, which is why Elizabeth
Johnson, in her recent survey of progressive theologies, is
able to claim: “If it were possible to sum up [these theologians’] rediscoveries in one metaphor, it would be the classic
Christian belief that God is Love.” Sallie McFague’s landmark
monograph Models of God is emblematic of these
“rediscoveries,” for she only considers exploring metaphors that “express the trustworthiness and graciousness of the power of the universe for our time,”
settling finally on “Friend,” “Lover,” and “Mother.” In
“I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have his In the Face of Mystery, Gordon Kaufman likewise
little interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching constructs the divine in such a way that believers may
learn “to live with a deep confidence in the basic order
their future ministers.”
and goodness and meaning of the world.” Put simply,
among progressives God is only ever spoken of as
wholly good—as “for us.”
Even though most theologians won’t hesitate to
affirm that the universe is self-expressive of the divine
nature, very rarely are the implications of all the suffering and waste of sentient life in our world taken seriously. By
selves do not belong. Like conservative Christians, most still
far, their most common solution to the problem of suffering is
want to be reassured that they will be reunited with loved
to divest the deity of power, so that he becomes incapable of
ones at death, that God really does hear and answer prayers,
alleviating gratuitous suffering or of altering the fundamenand that God has taken an active interest in their lives.
tal laws of the universe in any way. This God is said to feel our
Admittedly, I was disappointed that so few shared my
pain, to suffer with us; yet he remains impotent to introduce
enthusiasm for these newer models, but this is not what led
any changes in how his own universe operates. If, however,
me finally to abandon them. I had always been troubled by
the world is taken to be self-expressive of God’s character
how any theologian could possibly know—really know—that
(as, again, most any theologian will agree), I think it is far
these recent portraits of the divine better approximate God’s
more probable that writers such as Annie Dillard, Herman
character and will than older, Eurocentric portraits. It wasn’t
Melville, and Richard Rubenstein have it right: God doesn’t
clear to me why, for instance, a poor farmer living under a
give a damn about whether we suffer or even whether we
repressive regime in Argentina necessarily had better purlive or die.
chase on the sacred than an elite theologian who taught at
Theologians who work explicitly within a postmodern
Notre Dame and had all of his physical needs amply met. Or
framework do helpfully acknowledge that all theology is conwhy a transgender person intimately acquainted with disstructive in character, inescapably rooted in the theologian’s
crimination necessarily possessed greater clarity on the divine
unique social and historical context. Postmodern theologians
will than a straight white woman who had experienced virtudo not believe we can press back behind our language
ally no discrimination.
games to a transcendent signified—“God” or “the Real,” for
How can we really know whether God is on the side of the
instance—that then may be used to authorize moral norms
poor and the marginalized? It certainly would be nice if God
or objective truths. Furthermore, because there is no longer
were a god of justice and compassion who took a keen intera neutral God’s-eye viewpoint to which we have access, these
est in all who suffered, but this new deity seemed to be more
theologians confess they are in no position to adjudicate
a product of what people desired, more a response to recent
between competing models of God or reality. Although they
social changes, than a genuine discovery that propelled these
may be able to speak about which ones are more conducive
social changes. As Freud observed long ago, when we conto human well-being, they cannot claim to know which of
struct precisely the god we most desire, we open ourselves to
them more accurately reflects the divine character and will.
the charge of wishful thinking. Is the creator of the universe
Postmodern theology, then, as McFague puts it, is “mostly
really just as we moderns wish him or her to be?
ues and models of God with me into my first two parishes.
I quickly discovered that most ordinary Christians have little
interest in what elite liberal seminaries are teaching their
future ministers.
Even progressive Christians are resistant to discarding traditional metaphors for “Mother” or “Life-giving Spirit,” and
they often feel disconnected from a deity who takes special
interest in a small marginalized group to which they them-
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fiction,” and the theologian is reduced to an artist. Gone is
the metaphysician who speaks with authority on the nature
of being.
Of course, the problem that postmodern theologians face
is why anyone not already immersed in their language games
should accept their accounts of the sacred and of divine-human relations. By their own admission, their narratives come
with no authority, no proof or evidence. They may sound nice,
and they may be used to inspire a progressive ethic, but what
possible reason do we outsiders have to believe that even a
shred of their narratives is true?
I still happen to believe strongly in the importance of epistemic justification: for any worldview on offer, there ought to be
plenty of evidence to back it up, and postmodern theologians
are unwilling to provide it. Furthermore, in order for any
Christian worldview to appear credible today, it must take seriously the enormity of gratuitous suffering and the waste of
sentient life, and progressive political theologies routinely fail
to do so. To honor God with the title “creator” while simultaneously claiming that he has no power whatsoever to alleviate
suffering, as most all progressive theologians do, strains credulity. And to claim that “God is love” is to turn a blind eye to the
brute—often brutal—facts of existence. It all seems a rather

The Shrine That Wasn’t
Chris O’Carroll

transparent exercise in wishful thinking and self-deception,
and there came a point when I could no longer participate in it.
Some well-educated Christians undoubtedly have the ability to
assume the stance of the postmodern ironist and just play
along, fully aware that the Christian language game is “mostly
fiction,” that its models of reality have little (if anything) to do
with the world we actually inhabit. But for me, this no longer
satisfies. I need evidence. I need models of reality that are justifiable, models grounded in the latest research the social and
natural sciences have to offer.
Further Reading
Johnson, Elizabeth. Quest for the Living God: Mapping Frontiers in the
Theology of God. New York: Continuum, 2012.
Kaufman, Gordon. In the Face of Mystery: A Constructive Theology.
Boston: Harvard University Press, 1995.
McFague, Sallie. Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear
Age. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1987.

James Metzger received his PhD in religion from Vanderbilt University. He
now teaches religious studies, ethics, and critical thinking. Prior to a career
in academics, he served as a minister to several United Methodist Church
and United Church of Christ congregations.

New FI Literary Editor
FREE INQUIRY welcomes Cheryl Quimba as its new
Literary Editor. Quimba is a graduate of the MFA

Thanking our hosts for food and wine, we said

Program in Creative Writing at Purdue University.

We’d take a walk around their neighborhood

She lives in Buffalo, New York, where she works at

Before we caught a late train home to bed.

the fiction publisher, Starcherone Books, and is a

Just down the block, the smell of fresh-cut wood

Teaching Artist at the Just Buffalo Literary Center.

Drew us to the sawdusted grassy verge.
The whorl we spied inside the severed limb
Begot a prankish, troublemaking urge.

Please send poetry submissions of up to five poems
to her at cquimba@centerforinquiry.net. Poems can
be included in the message body or in one file as a
.doc, .docx, .rtf, or .pdf attachment. Hard-copy sub-

The standard cowled outline of Her or Him

missions may be mailed to Free Inquiry, ATTN: Poetry

Adorned the stump. Let’s call a TV crew,

Editor, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.

Undo streetlamp-haloed serenity!
A Fatima-like frenzy will ensue
As pilgrims throng to worship at this tree!
We didn’t call. Our laughter was a prayer
Keeping real faith with what was really there.

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His poems have appeared in
Angle, Light, Literary Review, Measure, and The Rotary Dial, among
other print and online journals.
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INGERSOLL’S BASIC IDEAS
Explained by Herman E. Kitteridge — His Friend and Biographer
[Ingersoll had solid philosophic — and scientific — reasons
underpinning his unbelief in anything supernatural. His
friend Herman E. Kitteridge, discussed these questions with
him and goes into detail about them in his biography of Ingersoll.
This can be found in its entirety at theingersolltimes.com
website on the second page under ABOUT INGERSOLL —
KITTERIDGE BIOGRAPHY.
Kitteridge makes it clear that Ingersoll thought of himself
as an atheist, despite his depiction as the Great Agnostic.
He was positive he does not believe there is a God; but,
because of lack of knowledge, cannot make the positive
assertion that God does not exist.
Still,as demonstrated below, he felt that the attitude of the
agnostic — not pretending to know — was in specific applications the only tenable one.
Ingersoll's science was that of over 134 years ago. That
confirmed for him that the universe had always existed and
that both matter and energy were in constant transformation but never created or destroyed.
As always , he explained himself in accessible language.
This is well demonstrated in the following extracts from the
biography which relate to the source of his knowledge and
how that explains why different people have different
conclusions.
This goes directly to the crucial foundation of the Christian
religion — the absolute assertion than all humans (except
children, mentally incompetent and those forced.) have free
will by which they know the right course when they seriously deliberate a moral question; and are free to take the
right course, irrespective of all that went into their making;
and in becoming who they are.
This must be, as it is the foundation for guilt; need for
atonement, forgiveness and Jesus. If ones views and
actions are caused by factors beyond their control — as
acknowledged in the exceptions noted — then there can be
no just guilt. St. Augustine made that explicit. ff]

Source of My Knowledge
Now, I examine my own mind, and I find that I know two
things.

n First, I know that I exist. How do I know this? Because
“I examine.” How could I examine if I did not exist? In
other words, I am conscious; therefore, I exist — “I
think, hence I am.”
n Second, I perceive that my stream of consciousness is
subject to continuous interruptions, or changes; and
these interruptions, or changes, I call phenomena.
I know phenomena. Above, below, behind these phenomena, I cannot logically and honestly go.
Whether the multitudinous divergent phenomena manifest
in my subjective consciousness, through the five senses are
mere seemings; whether they represent objective realities,
and, if so, whether those realities are different from, or
greater or less than, the phenomena themselves, I do not
and can not know.
Whether the paper on which I write, my limbs, my body,
are objective realities, and, if so, whether they are precisely
what they seem to be, I do not and can not know. Why can
I not know? Because everything concerning them must
reach my consciousness through one or more of the
senses, and be perceived as phenomena.
What then, shall be my attitude?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
idealist, that back of subjective phenomena, there is no
objective reality, no material substance?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the dogmatic materialist, that back of subjective phenomena,
there is an objective reality, an eternal material substance which is the cause of those phenomena?
n Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the
theist, that back of subjective phenomena is God, their
"Great First Cause"?
What shall be my attitude?
"Whoso has mastered the elements of philosophy knows
that the attribute of unquestionable certainty appertains
only to the existence of a state of consciousness so long as
it exists; ....” “For any demonstration that can be given to
the contrary effect, the ‘collection of perceptions’ which
makes up our consciousness may be an orderly phantasmagoria generated by the Ego, unfolding its successive

ADVERTISEMENT

scenes on the background of the abyss of nothingness;…

Where did he get his weights?

“On the other hand, it must no less readily be allowed that,
for anything that can be proved to the contrary, there may
be a real something which is the cause of all our impressions; that sensations, though not likenesses, are symbols
of that something; and that the part of that something,
which we call the nervous system, is an apparatus for supplying us with a sort of algebra of fact, based on those
symbols. A brain may be the machinery by which the material universe becomes conscious of itself.”

Where did you get yours?

What, then, I ask again, shall be my attitude?
Shall I either assent to or deny the assertion of the idealist,
of the dogmatic materialist, or of the theist?
I shall do none of these. I shall say, with Ingersoll, “I do
not know.”.…until it shall have been blotted out, the attitude
of the Agnostic, it seems to me, must be recognized as the
only tenable attitude of the human mind.
Says Ingersoll: —“Let us be honest with ourselves. In the
presence of countless mysteries; standing beneath the
boundless heaven sown thick with constellations; knowing
that each grain of sand, each leaf, each blade of grass, asks
of every mind the answerless question; knowing that the
simplest thing defies solution; feeling that we deal with the
superficial and the relative, and that we are forever eluded
by the real, the absolute, — let us admit the limitations of
our minds, and let us have the courage and candor to say:
We do not know.”

Can you change your weights at will?
To him, the assertion that an infinitely wise and powerful
Being created and governs this world was a monstrous absurdity; but he did not deny, because, as already stated, he
realized that the mental scales in which he was obliged to
weigh the evidence for and against might be wrong, —
might have erroneously tipped to the negative side.
And so he never claimed to know the right weight: he
simply read his scale.
Moreover, he knew that there were millions of other
“scales,” every one differing from his own, and that, consequently, in spite of themselves, they would all give different
weights to the same matter.
This is the golden kernel of Ingersollism — …every
mind [has its] its own “weights and measures.”
He knew that the theist and the dogmatic atheist alike must,
too, have weighed the matter in their scales, and must have
reached, unavoidably, their respective conclusions.
He did not blame them for their conclusions: he simply
demanded that they, like himself, tell them as conclusions,
not as facts.

............

FREE WILL — Ingersoll’s Weights
and Your Weights

Ingersoll tells of a missionary trying to convince an Indian
of the wonderful truths of Christianity. The red man listened
attentively, then stooped and, with a stick, drew a little
circle in the sand. “This,” said he, “is what Indian knows.”

I once asked Ingersoll why he had accepted Agnosticism,
instead of either theism or dogmatic atheism. He replied, in
effect, that he possessed, as his only guide in this and all
other matters, a brain capable of certain things: there were
limits within which its processes were confined. Under given
conditions, it reached given conclusions — we will say beliefs.

Then, tracing a very large circle around the first, he added,
“and this is what white man knows; but out here [pointing
outside both circles] Indian knows just as much as white
man.”

These beliefs unavoidably resulted from evidence, as that
which is called “weight” results from the gravitation of
matter placed upon a scale. As far as he could see, his
beliefs, — his weights, — were right, but he did not
affirm that they were right; for he recognized the
fact that, after all, his brain, — his mental scales, —
might be wrong.

............

“It is insisted that man is free, and is responsible, because
he knows right from wrong. But the compass does not navigate the ship; neither does it in any way, of itself, determine the direction that is taken. When wind and waves are
too powerful, the compass is of no importance. The pilot
may read it correctly, and may know the direction the ship
ought to take, but the compass is not a force. So men,
blown by the tempests of passion, may have the intellectual
conviction that they should go another way; but of what
use, of what force, is the conviction?”

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed
and explained to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com
website where you can read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format.
If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Anticipating Hamlet in the Gospels:
God’s Plan, Mere Coincidence, or
Intentional Deception?
Mark Rubinstein

I

magine you are an educated Roman aristocrat during the
mid-second century CE. You know about the growing number
of Christians, followers of that strange new religion that has
broken away from Judaism. They have worked hard to convert
you, but you have heard their story before: a dying and rising
Savior is nothing new. Many “messiahs” have claimed to work
miracles, but the world marches on and nothing changes.
But suddenly, for you, everything changes. One day in
the marketplace, you are drawn to a crowd listening to
Justin Martyr, the brilliant defender of Christianity. He has
a novel proof that the Gospel narratives about Jesus must
be true: Justin claims that almost every event reported in
them was prophesied centuries earlier in the Hebrew Bible!
Systematically, detail by detail, Justin proves his claim. You are
dumbfounded and on the spot decide to convert.
Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible became an early Christian
industry, known today as “typology,” to which even so brilliant a scholar as Augustine devoted much of his life and writings. Typology provides a mirroring form of proof: we can use
it to show that the Gospels must be true since they were anticipated by the Hebrew Bible, and we know the Hebrew Bible
is true because it anticipates the Gospels. Moreover, typology
embodies a primitive theory of history based on reverse causality: God first decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it. History is thus endowed with a purpose,
but that will only become intelligible after we experience the
future. Christians argue that if we look only to the Hebrew
Bible, we will not understand history. Only with the New
Testament does God’s real plan come into focus.
In the modern world, typological proof remains alive and
well. As stated in the current edition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church (1:1:107), “The New Testament lies hidden
in the Old and the Old Testament is unveiled in the New.” If
you have ever heard the Messiah, Handel’s sublime oratorio,
you may not have realized it, but you were exposed to this
kind of proselytizing logic. Much of the lyrics are not from the
Gospels but from the Old Testament book of Isaiah, written
five centuries before Jesus was born. Do you remember these
borrowed verses?
40
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Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son. . . . The people
that walked in darkness have seen a great light. . . . For unto
us a child is born, unto us a son is given. . . . Then the eyes of
the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be
unstopped. . . . He is despised and rejected of men. . . . Surely
he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows . . . But he
was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
inequities . . . and with his stripes we are healed. . . . And the
Gentiles shall come to thy light, and kings to the brightness of
thy rising. (Isaiah 7:14; 9:2, 6; 35:5; 53:3–5; 60:3)

There is no more influential passage from the Hebrew Bible
favored by Christians to show that the coming of Christ, their
true Messiah, had been anticipated for several centuries. Based
on this authoritative testimony, Christians could argue that
the Messiah was to be rejected and suffer and die for the sins
of others. Of course, Jesus is never mentioned by name in the
Hebrew Bible; but, nonetheless, Christian theologians have
found him in every story and in every psalm.
To take a famous example among hundreds, Christians
found in Isaac an early Jesus and in Abraham a stand-in for
God. Like Abraham, God is willing to sacrifice his only son. Just
as Isaac carries wood to his pyre for his own sacrifice (Genesis
22:6), so too Jesus was forced to carry the crossbeam to the
place of his crucifixion (John 19:17). And just as the ram or
lamb was “caught in a [thorny] thicket by its horns” (Genesis
22:13), Jesus was mockingly crowned with a wreath of thorns
just before his death (Mark 27:29).
The source of the error is failure to appreciate the Astonishing
Law of Coincidences: they happen far more easily than you
think. If you have a big enough pile of stuff (the Hebrew Bible),
and if you sift through all of it, you can find whatever you are
looking for (a detail from the life of Jesus). The Astonishing
Law of Coincidences has an even more astonishing corollary:
if things are rigged, they happen even more frequently. Could
many details of the life of Jesus recounted in the Gospels have
simply been copied from the Hebrew Bible playbook? To show
that any sufficiently rich literary source can seem to anticipate
another, I will now “prove” that the real reason the Gospels
were written (drum roll, please) . . . was in preparation for
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, written 1,500 years later!

Jesus and Hamlet
I have read perhaps fifty books about Shakespeare’s plays,
and not one of them mentions this connection. Yet, the evidence for this contention is even stronger than the evidence
supporting the idea that the Old Testament was written with
Jesus in mind.* To get us started: I have long wondered about
the uncertain identities of the authors of each of the four biblical Gospels; but, of course, the purpose of this mystery was
to prepare the way for the controversial attribution of Hamlet
to an Elizabethan actor, about whom little is also known,
called William Shakespeare.
Who is Jesus? is the central question of the Gospels. The
first verse of Mark states that Jesus is the son of God, but
it takes the entire Gospel to tell us what that could mean.
What kind of young man is Hamlet? That is a central question
of the play. The very first line of the play, which so often in
Shakespeare laconically summarizes the drama,
asks who Hamlet is: “Who’s there?” (1:1:1). In
each case, as readers, we are kept in suspense:
in the Gospels, will Jesus defeat Satan and his
demons or die trying, and in Shakespeare’s
play, will Hamlet avenge the murder of his
father or die trying? Ironically, both figures
emerge victorious and will be recognized as
kings, Jesus as “King of the Jews” and Hamlet
as King of the Danes. But both will die moments
later, each wounded, Jesus by a spear and
Hamlet by a sword.
Like Jesus, Hamlet is a superior human being
in a number of ways, a nearly perfect man ethically and intellectually and possessing great verbal skill. At
age thirty, like Jesus, he discovers that he lives in a corrupted
world and then within months is unjustly cut down in his
youth at the hands of his adversaries and rivals. His words (or
perhaps Shakespeare’s), pregnant with a transcendent wisdom like those of Jesus, have become the most widely quoted
of any person, real or fictional, in Western history.
Both the Gospels and Shakespeare’s play are much concerned
with death and the afterlife: Jesus preaches the doctrine of
heaven and hell, while Hamlet’s dead father complains he must
soon render himself up “to sulph’rous and tormenting flames”
(1:5:4–5), and Hamlet later wonders about “the dread of something after death—the undiscover’d country from whose bourn
no traveler returns” (3:1:86–88). Reminiscent of the Trinity and
the baptism of Jesus, at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play,
Hamlet’s dead father, the previous king (= God-the-Father-like
figure), comes to Earth as an apparition (= Holy-Ghost-like
figure) to charge Hamlet (= Jesus-the-Son-like figure) with his
responsibility to restore the moral balance of Denmark (= Judea):
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (1:5:100). Both
*Comparative word counts: about 32,000 words are in Hamlet; 86,000
words are in the Gospels (KJV, which contains four versions of the same
story); 602,000 words are in the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament
(KJV). So it is far more likely that by chance something in the Gospels
will have an “anticipatory” story or verse in the Old Testament compared
to the odds of finding similar connections between Hamlet and the
Gospels.

the Gospels and the play are concerned with iniquity and perversion. For Jesus, it is demons and the current religious authorities.
Similarly, the play is full of images of corruption: rottenness,
maggots, cankers, unweeded gardens, incestuous sheets, compost, leprous distilments, the vicious moles of nature, pestilent
vapors, and worms feasting on corpses. Hamlet is enjoined to
root out the evil (= Pharisees, Sadducees, Herodians, chief priests,
scribes, Satan, demons), even, as it turns out in the end, at the
cost of his life. He is forced to hide his true intentions (= messianic secret) except from his great friend of a lower social rank,
Horatio (= disciple), in order to gain time to carry out his mission.
The Gospels have spawned a two-thousand-year-old confusion between reality and appearance. Is Jesus an invention
of their authors, or is he really God’s son? Is the Ghost, Hamlet
wonders, an invention of the Devil sent to seduce him into
evil, or does he really represent his father? Is Hamlet mad or

“Finding Jesus in the Hebrew Bible
became an early Christian industry. . . .”

merely feigning madness? At one point (Mark 3:21), Jesus’s
neighbors and family mistake his behavior for madness. Is
the new king a murderer or merely a fortunate and clever
statesman? Is Satan the source of all evil, or is he merely God’s
advisor, as he appears in the Hebrew Bible book of Job? Was
Hamlet’s mother an adulteress? Was Jesus’ mother a virgin?
Is Polonius a wise advisor and loving father or a conceited
fool? Is Jesus a great moral teacher or another failed pretend messiah? Just as Jesus frequently upbraids those who
physically see but do not intellectually see and praises those
who can see intellectually without first seeing physically,
Shakespeare’s play is saturated with images of seeing, seeming, and assuming a false shape or appearance.
The state has been thrown out of kilter. Claudius (= Satan)
has usurped the throne rightfully belonging to Hamlet by
murdering his brother (Hamlet’s father) and marrying his
queen (Hamlet’s mother). Similarly, in Genesis, the first real
proof that Adam had brought sin into the world is his son
Cain’s murder of his brother Abel. As a result, “the time is out
of joint” and, like Jesus, Hamlet must “set it right” (1:5:210–
211). For Hamlet, even the smallest detail of the world is pregnant with meaning. So he says, “There is a special providence
in the fall of a sparrow” (5:2:210). But Jesus’s similar interest
in sparrows has long ago prepared us for this insight: “Are
not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall
not fall on the ground without your Father” (Matthew 10:29).
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Immediately following his baptism, Jesus goes into the wilderness where he is tempted by the Devil: “The devil taketh
him up into an exceedingly high mountain, and sheweth him
all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; and
saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt
fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:8–9). Similarly, at
the beginning of the play, Hamlet is tempted by Claudius to
set aside the mission that will be assigned to him by his true
father. Claudius slimily tries to bribe Hamlet with promises of
worldly status and encourages him to think of him as his new
father: “Think of us as a father; for let the world take note,
you are the most immediate to our throne, and with no less
nobility of love than that which dearest father bears his son
do I impart toward you” (Hamlet 1:2:96–99).
In Hamlet’s baptism/transfiguration scene, he is accompanied by Horatio and others who witness Hamlet meeting
his father’s apparition. The Ghost will speak only to Hamlet,

“. . . Typology embodies a primitive theory of
history based on reverse causality: God first
decides the future and then designs a past
that will lead to it.”

while God in the Gospels speaks only to Jesus. Afterward,
Hamlet instructs them to “never make known what you have
seen” (1:5:160), while Jesus instructs the disciples who have
witnessed his Transfiguration that “they should tell no man
what things they had seen” (Mark 9:9).
Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount prefigures Polonius’s advice
to his son Laertes: “My blessing with thee. And these few precepts in thy memory look thou character. Give thy thoughts
no tongue, nor any unproportioned act his thought. . . . Give
every man thy ear, but few thy voice. Take each mans censure,
but reserve thy judgment. . . . Neither a borrower nor a lender
be. . . . This above all, to thine own self be true, and it must
follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to
any man” (Hamlet 1:3:62–86).
Jesus begins his ministry declaring, “Repent ye, and believe
in the gospel” (Mark 1:15), and Hamlet advises, “Confess
yourself to heaven, repent what’s past, avoid what is to come”
(3:4:170–171). Like Mark’s demons and like Satan, Claudius,
who has committed both fratricide and regicide, in part so
he could marry his brother’s wife, laments, “Try what repentance can: what can it not? Yet what can it, when one cannot
repent?” (3:3:66–67).
Shortly before his death, Jesus predicts an end of days:
“But in those days . . . the sun shall be darkened, and the
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moon shall not give her light. And the stars of heaven shall
fall, and the powers that are in heaven and earth shall be
shaken” (Mark 13:24–25). A similar prediction appears in
Shakespeare’s play: “As stars with trains of fire and dews of
blood, disasters in the sun; and the moist star [the moon] . . .
was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. And even the like
precurse of feared events, as harbingers proceeding still the
fates and prologue to the omen coming on have heaven and
earth together demonstrated” (Hamlet 1:1:129–136; also
1:1:257).
Although Judas was Jesus’s trusted disciple, he ended up
betraying his master and dying for it. Similarly Hamlet’s good
friends from childhood, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (or is
it Guildenstern and Rosencrantz?) (= Judas), are condemned
to death by their own act of betrayal. It seems the Gospels
had Shakespeare’s drama in mind when they invented the
character of Judas, since we find in Hamlet: “So oft it chances
in particular men that for some vicious mole of nature in them
as in their birth . . . that these men, carrying, I say, the stamp
of one defect . . . shall in the general censure take corruption
from that particular fault. The dram of evil doth all the noble
substance of a doubt to his own scandal” (Hamlet 1:4:26–40).
Jesus is rejected, denied, or abandoned by almost everyone including his disciples, his family, and the two criminals crucified with him. Similarly, Hamlet is betrayed by
Claudius, Gertrude, Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia, and, of course,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern—every significant living character apart from his alter ego, Horatio. Jesus and Hamlet are
forced to confront the evils of their worlds alone.
Peter tempts Jesus to turn aside from his mission, and Jesus
rebukes him saying, “Get thee behind me, Satan” (Mark 8:33).
This clearly prefigures Hamlet’s remark, “The spirit that I have
seen may be the devil and the devil hath the power t’ assume
a pleasing shape” (2:2:627–629) and Polonius’s warning,
“with devotion’s visage and pious action we do sugar o’er the
devil himself” (3:1:53–55).
As Jesus contemplates his death in the Garden of
Gethsemane, he says to his disciples: “My soul is exceedingly
sorrowful unto death . . . and he went forward a little, and fell
on the ground, and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour
might pass from him. And he said, Abba, Father, all things are
possible unto thee; take away this cup from me: nevertheless
not what I will, but what thou wilt” (Mark 14:34–36). This
theme also is important in Shakespeare’s play when Hamlet,
because of his birth, must consider the larger polity over his
own needs: “His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,
for he himself is subject to his birth. He may not, as unvalued
persons do, carve for himself for on his choice depends the
safety and the health of the whole state” (Hamlet 1:3:20–24).
And in the most famous soliloquy in literature, Hamlet,
like Jesus, must choose between living a normal life or taking
responsibility, fighting back, and risking his own death: “To
be or not to be—that is the question: whether ‘tis nobler in
the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous for-

tune, or take arms against a sea of troubles and, by opposing,
end them” (Hamlet 3:1:64–68).
In Mark, the last words of Jesus are: “My God, my God,
why has thou forsaken me?” (15:34), while Hamlet says, “O
God, God, how weary, stale, flat and unprofitable seem to
me all the uses of this world!” (1:2:136–137). In John, Jesus’s
last words before his death are “It is finished” (19:30), while
Hamlet’s dying words are “The rest is silence” (5:2:395).
Immediately after Jesus dies, “graves were opened; and
many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of
the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city”
(Matthew 27:52–53), while in Hamlet we hear that immediately after the death of Julius Caesar, “The graves stood
tenantless, and the sheeted dead did squeak and gibber in
the Roman streets” (1:1:127–128).
Just as Jesus, in his final request, charges his disciples
to take his message to “all nations,” as he is dying, Hamlet
enjoins Horatio: “Things standing thus unknown, shall I leave
behind me! If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart . . . in this
harsh world draw thy breath . . . to tell my story” (5:2:379–
384).

I know that Christians see the resurrection of Jesus as the
cornerstone of their faith, but actually its main purpose was
preparation for Shakespeare’s lines: “Why the sepulcher,
wherein we saw thee quietly interred, hath oped his ponderous and marble jaws to cast thee up again” (1:4:53–56).
I could point to many other anticipatory verses, such as
how John 20:25 anticipates Hamlet 1:1:66, Mark 10:19 anticipates Hamlet 1:2:135–136, Matthew 7:3 anticipates Hamlet
1:1:124, Mark 12:17 anticipates Hamlet 2:2:47–48, and
Matthew 23:28 anticipates Hamlet 3:1:155–156. And here are
some verses the Gospel evangelists missed that Jesus must
have said: Hamlet 1:2:67, 86–87; 2:2:99; 4:3:9–11; and 3:2:356–
357. Verily, our cup runneth over. How better for God to explain
the crucifixion to Jesus than to use Hamlet’s words to his mother:
“I must be cruel only to be kind” 3:4:199.

Mark Rubinstein is a columnist for F REE I NQUIRY and a retired professor
of finance at the University of California at Berkeley.

I think that our most functional criterion for identifying proposals as
knowledge is physical observation, repeatable on demand. What I’d like
to understand, at last, is the ostensibly more powerful basis upon which theists seek to deny this. They must have one, as their defining proposals stand
in direct opposition to our entire body of on-demand-repeatable physical
observation based knowledge. Reality has no option for showing us, more
clearly than it already has, that the purportedly physical miracles upon which
our theists base their initial beliefs in their Supernatural Beings never really
happened.
To make this challenge explicit, I am not merely claiming that the theists are
wrong. I’m claiming that they are wrong by any criterion through which right
and wrong can be coherently distinguished. This claim is a lot stronger, and
it’s testable. For example, if Christians can show any functional basis for
knowledge-selection that validates the existence and power of Yahweh over his logically exclusive
alternatives (Allah, Vishnu, Wotan, etc.), or if Muslims can show any such basis that preferentially
validates Allah, then my claim would be invalidated.
Most succinctly, we have never been able to win at the level of “our truths” against “their truths,” but I
think that we can now win at the level of on-demand-repeatable physical observation vs. our species’
common-sense concept of “truth” itself. I think that we have had all of the needed philosophical pieces
in place, for about the 80 years since publication of Karl Popper’s Logic of Scientific Discovery, to
definitively call the theist’s bluff at this deepest accessible epistemic level. My book’s essays therefore
argue and provide ammunition for such a bluff call, between ourselves and all who still proselytize for
emotionally seductive irrational knowledge systems (systems that fundamentally don’t make sense,
and so can only be propagated as “truths”). If I can get enough of you in my own camp to understand
and help me to spread this call, then – like Archimedes with his lever – we will start to move the world.
For more information please visit our website, at poppersinversion.org , or buy my book Leaving Truth. As a paperback,
from B & N; or as an eBook, from any of the main e-retailers.
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Scientific Ethics and the Scriptures
of Abrahamic Faiths
Steve Sklar

T

his article presents the view that science is sufficient to
establish at least the basis of an ethical system through
indicating human identity and purpose. We have evolved
as our planet evolves, and we can now understand ourselves as
the forefront of that evolution. Science can also be instrumental
in shaping goals through morality. We are the most conscious,
responsible, and powerful creatures on planet Earth. Our actions
modify our world more profoundly than any other living creature
ever has. This shapes our task, our place, more clearly and more
emphatically than any scripture can.

“The scriptures of Abrahamic faiths have many
concepts of the world and
humankind’s place in it that differ
fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these two conflicting realms….”

Our lives have been impacted by science and advanced technologies, yet many of us who are comfortable with this modern
technology accept traditions formulated thousands of years ago.
We use these traditions to maintain a sense of who we are and
to define the meaning of our lives. The scriptures of Abrahamic
faiths have many concepts of the world and humankind’s place
in it that differ fundamentally from modern scientific findings.
Millions, perhaps billions, of us live simultaneously in these
two conflicting realms, oblivious to the glaring contradictions
between them.
There are critical differences between a scientific worldview
and that of these scriptures. Science studies billions of years,
while the scriptures deal with only a few thousand years. Science
portends the possibility that we and our ancestors may survive
for perhaps millions or billions of years. In order to survive, we
must advance beyond the limitations of our current knowledge
and capacity. It is not a question of waiting a few years or even
a few centuries for a final judgment to be imposed upon us that
will determine our destiny. If we and our descendants fail to
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evolve and approach new frontiers, we may be lost. It was not
even suspected thousands of years ago that we would travel
to the moon or that the world’s economy would depend upon
satellites transmitting signals from the heavens. Even our present
achievements may seem primitive to our descendants thousands
of years from now. Our future depends upon what we and
future generations do. The end of our story is not found in an
ancient book; it has yet to be written.
As the tasks of human communities became more complex,
cooperation among members became more essential and purely
instinctual behaviors became inadequate—even dangerous. We
learned to review our actions critically and to estimate the future
consequences of what we do or intend to do. We are capable of
evaluating ourselves, of comparing ourselves with others, and
of directing ourselves toward self-improvement. We have established moral standards and judge ourselves and others by those
standards. We have become ethical, and our intentions can be
directed not just to pleasure and survival but also to higher and
more distant goals. This was a long, arduous evolution, a process
of trial and error, slowly forming and enhancing consciousness
and expanding its use. We unite to accomplish long-term goals,
and our lives take on greater significance with shared meaning
and intent. Morality adds another dimension, separate from survival and reproduction. The ability to see ourselves and our place
in the universe, and to act upon that vision, allows us to break
through the limitations of our past. We are not only the most
advanced creatures on Earth; we have become the power of
Earth to be conscious of itself, to evaluate itself, and to project its
goals into the future. This is not romanticism. It is science. We do
what no other creature on Earth does or could conceive of doing.
Our Earth has evolved a means of judging itself and a means of
setting its own conscious goals and attempting to achieve those
goals. We are the Earth’s self-knowledge and self-determination.
Are we capable of doing this well, of consciously and deliberately guiding ourselves and our planet toward a greater future?
It is a difficult task, but we must accept it. What we do, more
than any other factor, will determine what happens next in the
multibillion-year process of life on this planet. If we use nuclear
weapons to destroy ourselves, we might push back the evolution
of life to the point where consciousness disappears—possibly
not to reappear before life on Earth ceases. Our weapons could
leave our planet dead, lifeless—a cosmic tragedy. Even should life

survive a nuclear holocaust, the setback could prove fatal.
Taking a longer view, Earth will eventually die. Our sun will
expand, and its heat will evaporate the oceans and all water on
Earth. It will later contract and stop producing enough heat to
support life. Unless our descendants find ways to travel to other
planets in other solar systems, they will not survive. If we nurture
ourselves and our world, our descendants may learn to travel
to other solar systems and have billions of years to grow and
become more perfect. If we destroy ourselves, there may not
be time enough for another technological species to evolve and
create the means for interstellar travel before Earth becomes
desolate.
We have a clear ethical choice. We could destroy ourselves
through our ignorance and savagery or our descendants can
achieve glories we cannot now even conceive.
Our most essential task, then, is to survive and to take responsibility for the sustainability of life on Earth. Our ancestors,
including the writers of the books of the Bible, may not have
understood the scope of this responsibility, but we have grown
into it. Our duty is to remain true to it. This responsibility requires
honesty, and the fulfillment of this task requires discipline. It is
not necessary to have a prophet reveal this to us. It is our own
history. It is not necessary that a supreme being command it of
us. Though a commandment might confirm our duty, the duty
is already evident. We know our place in the universe: the most
exalted and responsible place of all the creatures our planet
has. Our science has taught us this. It is the foundation of our
self-knowledge as well as the foundation of the vision of the task
before us. Even a decision to ignore our responsibility would be
an ethical decision, albeit one that could prove disastrous.
We can immediately decide upon at least one moral precept:
that it would be unethical to deprive Earth of its consciousness
acquired over the course of billions of years. And it would also be
dangerous. Without our guidance and our growth, life that originated on Earth will eventually perish. This existential imperative
is obvious, yet it directly contradicts a religious view held by millions—a belief that may prove to be one of the most dangerous
ideologies ever widely accepted. This is the belief in a final, horrible war between the forces of good and evil, a war of intense
devastation to purify Earth and establish a realm of peace and
justice forever. This belief originated in Zoroastrianism, which
taught that the universe is ruled by two powers, one of goodness
and light and the other of evil and darkness. Supposedly, these
two forces are equal in strength, and the struggle between them
will be resolved one day through a human battle during which
those who follow goodness and light will be victorious. The
Hebrew community was exposed to Zoroastrianism when Cyrus
the Great of Persia conquered Babylon and released the Hebrews
from captivity, allowing them to return to Jerusalem as subjects
of his empire. The concept of a final battle was absorbed into
some Jewish sects and then into Christianity and Islam. When
the most frightful weapons we possessed were bows and arrows,
this belief posed no existential threat. It was just one more reason
to go to war.
However, now that we have weapons of terrifying potency,
we simply can no longer afford to abide this myth. Each community of combatants in such a conflict would be confident that

God will be on its side, guaranteeing its victory. Jews await the
Messiah, Christians await the second coming of Christ, Muslims
await the Mahdi. Given our current weapons and the possibility
of even more devastating weapons in the future, there may be
no victors in a final struggle. Just as millions of species have been
lost to extinction, such a war could be an unrelieved horror, an
insane act of planetary suicide. There are members of the Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim faiths who believe that building a nuclear
arsenal to prepare for that final battle is an act of obedience
to God. This could lead to a worldwide disaster. Even in biblical
times, it was obvious that war does not lead to peace, nor does it
usually lead to purification. It leads to death, and a nuclear winter
could lead to the death of millions of species, including humans.
After millennia of assuming that we reside in the center of the
universe, we have just begun to realize how vast the universe is
in both space and time. Because of this realization, we are beginning to understand the immensity of our own potential. Our
lives have already begun to expand beyond the surface of our
planet. As we understand our origins, we begin to comprehend
both our responsibilities and the magnificent future that awaits
us if we are wise. Our instincts evolved as survival mechanisms.
Some of them, such as love and compassion, are essential for our
progress. Others, such as hatred and pride, are highly dangerous.
This is true whatever scripture one may believe in, and it is true
without belief in any scripture. Our selfishness and violence have
largely shaped our history, but they now threaten to bring us
and much of the world around us to a disastrous end. To transform ourselves and the world around us, to build a home in the
universe and to be worthy of living within it, will require insight
and technology and also caring and concern for ourselves and
the environment that sustains us. For the first time in human
history, most people can read and write. For the first time in
human history, most people live under democratic governments
and believe that all humans have rights. The transformation is
underway.
Our evolution is more deliberate than ever before, and our
future depends more than ever upon our own insight and morality. If we are to thrive, we must put away the anger, hatred, and
prejudice that have plagued us and increase in forgiveness, compassion, and love. We must outgrow our parochial viewpoints
and prepare ourselves to live out a role in a universal drama far
beyond the scope of our ancestors. The home we build for ourselves is the home we shall live in. Science has provided a means
both of understanding who we are and of constructing an environment for ourselves in which we can thrive. The scriptures of
Abrahamic faiths have played a vital role, but as our knowledge
advances, their weaknesses have become more and more apparent. In the process of overcoming these weaknesses and moving
forward in our growth, science must be our guide.

Steve Sklar has a degree in Oriental Studies and Western Philosophy from
Columbia College. He studied Asiatic faiths with native adherents overseas
for twelve years. He presently lives and works in Florida.
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Lauren Becker

Why We Need to Lose Religion to Save America

7. Anyway, religion flourishes when
it’s oppressed by the state as
surely as it turns corrupt when
joined with it.
8. History lesson: the quickest way
to destroy a peaceful society is to
give its rulers the authority of God.
9. Besides, how are we going to
explain a state church to a world
of people expecting America to
be the “land of the free”?
10. If we start revoking liberties, all the
good people who value freedom
will leave and then what will we
have?
11. Relax. Remember: every time we
try to make everyone believe the
same thing, lots of people get
killed.
12. If we start acting like a backward
theocracy, no one will like us and
they won’t believe a word we
say—as a church or as a state.
13. It’s hard enough enforcing laws
that we agree on. How are we
going to enforce a law that no
one likes? Besides, stupid laws
only damage our credibility.
14. Okay, this is a democracy. How
many people really want the government to tell them how to worship God? Not enough.
15. If we start to think it’s okay for
the majority—the state—to take
away our religious freedom, what
freedom will we let it take away
next?

It’s 2014, and, like Madison, we have
a problem. There is a dangerous problem with the desire to base our national
morality on Christian beliefs—or any
religious beliefs. Of course it’s a good
idea to have a strong moral foundation,
but morals don’t need religion to be
sound. In fact, history is replete with
examples showing that morality does
horrific damage when it is based on the
authority of a god. God’s laws are absolutes, and the things that make people want to cling to absolutes are the
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of human experience; and they reavery things that make them dangerous:
soned—after much strenuous debate—
absolutes shut down critical thinking.
that “We the People” would be the best
They do not allow debate. They allow
guardians of liberty. Not God. Not king.
no reflection. There is no moderation.
Not priest. We the People. They conThere is no reason.
cluded that ten amendments would do
When people attach the authority
far more to ensure the general welfare
of God to moral precepts, they turn
than the Ten Commandments.
good ideas into bad ideology and corAnd so it was with Madison’s “Memorial
rupt theology. “Love thy neighbor”
and Remonstrance.” When the General
gets hijacked by “The ends justify the
Assembly tried to pass a bill that would
means because God said so.” Ideology
infringe upon religious liberty, Madison
is amenable to branding and is particudidn’t try to justify his disagreement with
larly useful during political campaigns,
an appeal to faith. He didn’t fire back at
but it is a disastrous basis on which to
his adversaries with a Commandment,
make decisions. It is a disastrous way to
with a “because God said so.” He
govern a country.
looked to reason and found fifteen of
People who believe the United
them—more than enough to persuade
States can somehow be saved by a
his fellow Virginians to change their
rebirth of religious piety miss the most
minds and choose the better way.
profound lesson American history has
Our leaders and fellow citizens are
to offer. The most unique and signifright to claim that America has strayed
icant characteristic of our national
from its original values, but our value sysexperiment was not its dedication to
tem was never about commandments.
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiLiberty, equality, tolerance and respect,
ness. The genius of the American examfairness, freedom of conscience and
ple was the method our founders used
speech, distribution of power, and checks
to conclude that those things should be
and balances—the civic virtues and demthe foundation of their new republic.
ocratic values that have sustained us are
They dismissed the political and relisecular values born of human experigious ideologies of the day and used
ence and free thought. They are the
reason to come up with better ideas.
legacies of founders who understood
When the colonists came together to
that happiness is more dependent on
draft the Declaration of Independence,
freedom than on faith, that reason is a
it was not because “God said so.”
better judge than religion, and that revoInstead, our founders appealed to
lutionary ideas work better than religious
reason—no fewer than twenty-seven
ideology.
reasons—and painstakingly explained
America cannot be saved by a return
to King George and the rest of the
to religion because America was not
world why “these United Colonies are,
founded on religion. America is the
and of Right ought to be, Free and
child of reason. If we wish to return to
Independent States.”
our founding principles—if we wish to
When
delegates
to
the
regain our moral footing and work
Constitutional Convention gathered to
toward a better day—this is where we
form a more perfect union, establish
should begin.
justice, and ensure domestic tranquility,
they didn’t write the authority of God
into the administration
of government. They
studied world history
Lauren Becker is associate director of the Council for Secular
and political philosophy;
Humanism, an associate editor of F REE I NQUIRY , and the marketthey compared dozens
ing director of the Center for Inquiry. This article is adapted from
of governing systems;
an essay posted to the Center for Inquiry’s blog Free Thinking.
they reviewed centuries
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ADVERTISEMENT

JOHN W. LOFTUS
John Beversluis, author of C.S. Lewis and the Search
for Rational Religion: “No review can begin to do justice
to an ambitious book of this scope or to the sustained
theological, philosophical, scientific, textual, and historical
critique of Christianity that it contains. Suffice it to say at
the outset that I have never read a book that presents
such a massive and systematic refutation of the claims of
Christianity, and I have seldom read a book that marshals
evidence (from such a wide variety of disciplines) and
documents its claims in such painstaking detail. The
Problem of Evil chapters contain one of the most penetrating and no-nonsense discussions of the problem that I
have ever read.”
Tom Flynn, editor of Free Inquiry: “Doubting Christians
beginning to doubt will find this book a juggernaut…If you
seek an encyclopedic compendium of arguments against
almost any imaginable defense of the Christian faith, this is
your book…[T]he reader seeking a comprehensive disproof
of Christianity as contemporary evangelicals defend it can
do little better than to consult this volume.”
Richard Carrier, author of Sense and Goodness without
God: “John’s book addresses almost every conceivable
argument for Evangelical Christianity in extraordinary and
sobering detail. I doubt any honest, rational, informed
Evangelical can remain in the fold after reading this book.
Even though any Christian could pick at bits, the overall
force of his case is, IMO, invincibly fatal.”

David Van Allen, webmaster of ex-christian.net: “This
book is an absolute ‘must have’ for anyone who has left
the Christian faith or is having serious intellectual doubts
about the Christian religion. While the book starts out
explaining some of his experiential reasons for leaving
Christianity, the volume goes far beyond a mere personal
testimony and dives deeply into the elemental contradictions of Christianity. Loftus’ coverage of the problems
inherent in the claims of Christianity is comprehensive.”
Johnathan MS Pearce, author of Free Will?: “A tour de
force in the world of philosophy and theology. The Problem
of Evil chapters are absolute winners, and should be read
by anyone who might believe in an omnipotent/scient/
benevolent God. Should be on the bookshelf of every
critical thinker.”
Jeffery Jay Lowder, co-founder of Internet Infidels: “I
give this book two thumbs way up. In addition to courageously sharing his personal story, Loftus applies his considerable training and expertise into developing a cumulative
case against Christianity and for atheism. I cannot think of
another book like it on the market. In fact, his book might
best be described as a ‘counter-apologetics’ textbook.”
Edward Tabash, Chairperson of the board of CFI: “This is
a wonderful book! I believe that there is no ex-theist who
has done a better job of profoundly refuting the claims of
religion. Loftus is one of the most precious intellectual
treasures an otherwise benighted society can have.”

I have read and reread this extraordinary book. Loftus’ revelation was not as sudden as Paul’s was said to be, but it
was just as profound and life reversing — he tells you how and why clearly and concisely. I am proud to recommend
it to all. — fellowfeather@gmail.com

Other books by
John W. Loftus:

Tom Flynn

Brain States All the Way Down

ern science” (capitalization in original), citing its use by the VIA Institute
on Character. Founded by psychologists Neal H. Mayerson and Martin
E. P. Seligman (the latter well known
for his work on “learned helplessness”
and, later, for helping to found positive psychology), this nonprofit institute maintains the “VIA® Classification
of Character Strengths,” a tool popular
among neoconservative “character education” activists.* Yes, “Transcendence”
is one of the VIA® Classification’s six categories of character strength. Another
commenter spotlighted psychiatrist-geneticist C. Robert Cloninger, who includes
something called “self-transcendence”
in an instrument he has titled the
“Temperament and Character Inventory.”

“The domain of everyday
experience can’t be
transcended. There is nothing
above it, nothing beyond
or over it, nothing to revere…
only reality.”

This all sounds impressive, but is it
science? FREE INQUIRY examined positive psychology, including questions
about its legitimacy, in an October/
November 2006 cover feature. But let’s
look closer.
The VIA® Classification of Character
Strengths breaks down Transcendence
into five subcategories. “Appreciation
of Beauty and Excellence” is naturalistic
*The whole business of “character education” has always struck me more as an effort
to gratify charter-school enthusiasts and
center-right funders than as anything deeply
rooted in data.
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continued from p. 7

enough. So are “Hope” and “Humor.”
More worrisome is “Gratitude,” described as “being aware of and
thankful for the good things that
happen, taking time to express thanks.”
To whom—or should I say, to Whom—
are these thanks addressed? As used
here, “Gratitude” invites a transitive interpretation, and gratitude interpreted transitively is troubling for seculars in the
same way that reverence is. It implies
that one’s gratitude has a supernatural
object—and with that, naturalism tumbles into the dust.
But it is the Classification of Character’s
fifth component that veers into flat-out
mysticism: “Spirituality [faith, purpose]:
Having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe;
knowing where one fits within the larger
scheme; having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide
comfort.” While those last two clauses
might (at a stretch) be interpreted naturalistically, the opening equation of spirituality with faith and that clause about
“having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe”
point strictly up, out, and beyond—away
from naturalism and, inescapably, away
from any pretention to science.
How about Dr. Cloninger? He has
done well-regarded studies on the
genetics of personality traits, especially on the heritability of predispositions toward personality disorders. But
his best-known book, Feeling Good:
The Science of Well-Being, alternates
self-serving calls for rigor with a flat
statement that “a person is composed
of multiple elements of body, mind,
and spirit.” Wow. Here Cloninger starts
from mind-body dualism—not for him
the more naturalistic conception that
mind and brain are one—then goes
it one better, treating spirit as yet a
third distinct category of existing stuff.
Ectoplasm, anyone?
A bit later, Cloninger writes: “What
has become increasingly clear to me
is that man has a natural integrative
tendency that leads to health, and that
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disease emerges whenever there is a
block.” Science? Just sciencey? Outright
woo? Let the reader decide. But color
me unconvinced by one online commenter’s assurance that transcendence
“is already in popular use . . . among
prominent academics who have already
‘carved out’” a rigorously naturalistic
meaning for the word.
To be fair, transcendence can be
employed in a strictly naturalistic way,
denoting a sense of overcoming one’s
ego that can be subjectively powerful
for all that it is objectively illusory. But
as we’ve seen, researchers who start
out using the word that way stumble
into otherworldly connotations with
disturbing ease.
Transcendence and reverence, I conclude, are like spirit: words whose supernatural connotations are so vivid that
secularists and naturalists simply can’t
employ them without the near-certainty
of being destructively misunderstood.
Into the lockup with these words!

The Regrettable Mysticism of Barbara
Ehrenreich
With her new book, Living with a Wild
God, the veteran writer-activist (and
lifelong atheist) Barbara Ehrenreich surprisingly asserts the reality of mystical
experience. At age seventeen, you see,
she had one. It felt incredibly vivid and
vastly significant. Throughout history,
individuals have recorded similar subjective experiences. Therefore, there’s really
something out there, a realm whose existence science is missing and that scientists should start looking for.
Believe it or not, that’s a fair summary
of the book. Based on little more than the
intensity of her long-ago experience and
the fact that others have recounted similar experiences, Ehrenreich has cashiered
her long-held view that something
remarkable but wholly internal occurred
in her brain in favor of the hypothesis that
she had a genuine “encounter” with
some external reality. (It may be relevant
that she characterizes the it-was-all-inmy-head hypothesis harshly, as “mental

breakdown.”) Try as I may, I can find no
explanation for Ehrenreich’s volte-face
other than that after decades, her naturalism yielded to the salience and intensity of an experience that, despite its
vibrancy, was almost certainly illusory.
I don’t mean to question the veracity of Ehrenreich’s account; I’m quite
prepared to accept that she had the
experience she recounts or one much
like it (memory, even of searing events,
is an inexact reconstructive process,
after all). I’m prepared to accept that
other individuals have undergone similar experiences. But parsimony compels
us to favor first the hypothesis that all
of these astonishing experiences are
just illusions created within the brains
that experienced them. (Far from representing “mental breakdown,” such
vivid illusions seem to be just one more
among the remarkable things that
human brains do from time to time.)
A universe that includes no mystical
realm but does include intelligent creatures capable of experiencing illusions
of one is immensely simpler than a
universe that includes an actual mystical realm. Barring powerful evidence,
there’s simply no reason to suppose the
second hypothesis correct.
Ehrenreich advances no evidence,
only anecdotes piled high. She notes that
many others report similar subjective

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

experiences and insists that her own (also
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subjective) experience was too strong,
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arises from ordinary, if uncommon, brain
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view, is manufacturing the experience. So
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Ehrenreich’s subjective certainty that her
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Everything. New York: Grand Central
Publishing, 2014.
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As I noted above, even secular humanists
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20, 2014.
experiences—but we understand them naturalistically.” We recognize even the most
enthralling of them as “brain states all
the way down.” How sad that
Tom Flynn is the editor of F REE I NQUIRY and the execuBarbara Ehrenreich seems to have
tive director of the Council for Secular Humanism.
lost sight of that.

Identifying as an Ex-Muslim, Pros and Cons

are two main ex-Muslim groups in
North America, one mainly consisting of and led by Pakistanis and the
other mainly consisting of and led by
Arabs. (Nothing I’ve said here should
be read as disparaging Namazie, whose
groups operate in the United Kingdom.
Namazie is doing great work; she is a
close friend and in my opinion a wonderful person.)
If one is an ex-Muslim, that does not
mean that one is a rationalist or human-

continued from p. 12

That’s way more important than the
ist. One can be an ex-Muslim and yet be
fact (true as it is) that I’m an ex-Muslim.
deeply sexist, antigay, or a racist who
favors only people from one’s own religious or ethnic background. Skeptical of
F REE I NQUIRY ’s newest columnist, Faisal Saeed Al Mutar, is an Iraqi-born
my claims? I urge you
writer, public speaker, community manager, web designer, and social
to do research and
activist currently living in the United States. He is an advocate for
investigate for yourscience, reason, and the free market of ideas and economy. Al Mutar
self. At the end of the
is the founder of the Global Secular Humanist Movement and Secular
day, I am an advoPost. He is a community manager at Movements.org, a division of
cate for skepticism
Advancing Human Rights.
and critical thinking.
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Greta Christina

The Problem of Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible World

If the world were either completely
wonderful or completely terrible, I’d
know what to do. If everything really
did happen for the best in this best
of all possible worlds, I’d put on a
happy smile, enjoy all the delightful
things, ignore all the terrible things
(such as Barbara Bush asking “Why
should I waste my beautiful mind?” on
body bags and death), and trust that it
would all be sorted out in the end. If,
on the other hand, human nature really
were base, corrupt, and entirely self-interested, as so many cynics insist, I’d

“Decisions are messy,
distinctions are blurry, life is
uncertain. And yet we have to
make decisions, and make
distinctions, and move forward
in our lives. . . .”
put on my armor every day and battle
for the biggest share of the pie I could
grab. Cynicism and rose-colored glasses
are two sides of the same coin: they’re
both easy ways to make our judgments
ahead of time, without having to evaluate each person and situation and
decision.
Either/or thinking is an easy way
out. Of course, the biggest problem
with the either/or view of life is that
it’s, you know, not true. Insert rationalist rant here about how reality is more

Nigel Barber

continued from p. 8

It’s an utterly incoherent philosophy.
important than any comforting lies we
Yet a part of me does understand its
could make up about it and how we
appeal: the yearning for a reprieve
need to understand reality as best we
from responsibility and uncertainty
can so we know how to act in it. But
that somehow, magically, isn’t a prison.
the other problem with the either/or
But the greater part of me rejects
view of life is that it’s a trap. It closes
it. The greater part of me grasps, all
us off from life. When we follow somethe way down to the marrow of my
one else’s pre-packaged rules about
bones, that drawing our own lines in
how to act without ever questioning
the infinite spectra of experience is
them, we retreat from engaging with
what makes us human. The greater
the world at the most intimate and
part of me grasps that I don’t trust peopowerful level. When we slot everyone
ple so that I can get an ironclad guarinto boxes, we don’t let ourselves be
antee of not being hurt: I trust people
surprised by them. The hard, bright
because a life without trust is pretty
walls clearly dividing the world become
much not worth living. The greater part
a prison. Living a life of absolute cerof me grasps that if there’s no room in
tainty, with every decision already
my life to be surprised by the terrible
made for us—it would be like living in
things people do, there’s no room to be
Nineteen Eighty-Four or in Camazotz.
surprised by the amazing things they
It’s a funny thing. In Christian mytholdo. The greater part of me grasps that,
ogy, the blissful reward we’re supposas Ursula K. Le Guin wrote in The Left
edly reaching for is a state of permaHand of Darkness, “The unexpected is
nent choicelessness, in which evil and
what makes life possible.”
suffering and bad decisions never cross
The unexpected is what makes life
our minds for even a second. And the
possible. A life with absolute certainty
gravest sin human beings ever comis no life at all.
mitted, the sin so dreadful we’re all still
And I want life.
being punished for it generations later,
is attaining the knowledge of good
and evil. Yet in this same mythology,
free will and the ability to choose right from
wrong is considered a
Greta Christina is the author of Coming Out Atheist: How to Do
great gift—so powerful
It, How to Help Each Other, and Why (2014) and of Why Are
and important a gift
You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things that Piss Off the Godless
that God permits ter(2012), both from Pitchstone Publishing. She blogs at Greta
rible evil and suffering
Christina’s Blog.
in order to let it flower.

Freedom from Religion Is a Civil Right

continued from p. 13

protect the civil rights of those who
• Why are religious employers making • Why are atheists discriminated against
want to be free of religion in America?
in hiring decisions and generally unable
health-care decisions about employees
to hold political office in America?
who do not share their beliefs?
• Why are states being allowed to ban • Belatedly on board with gay rights,
will the president now
contraception and abortions, contrary
support the civil rights of
to the Roe v. Wade decision?
Nigel Barber is the author of the e-book Why Atheism Will
those who want freedom
• How can the Texas Board of Education
Replace Religion. This essay originally appeared in The
from religion?
be allowed to insert religiously inspired
Huffington Post.
• What is he going to do to
falsehoods into school science texts?
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Nat Hentoff

This Is America? Racially Separate, Unequal Public Schools Persist

nated in many large districts.”
Have you noticed this? I wonder
whether probable presidential candidate Hillary Clinton and her likely
Republican opponents have.
And how many non-Latino Americans
are aware of this: “The growth of segregation has been most dramatic for Latino
students, particularly in the West, where
there was substantial integration in the
1960’s, and segregation has soared.
A clear pattern is developing of black
and Latino students sharing the same
schools.”
What I learned from Orfield, my
hero as a journalist on this still-pressing issue, reminded me of my own
public-school years at the nation’s first
public school, the Boston Latin School
(BLS), founded in 1635. (One of my
fellow alumni was Samuel Adams, an

Arthur L. Caplan

how much Duke would have enjoyed
instigator of the American Revolution.)
their rendition of his song, they were
In six precollege years starting in the
stunned that I was old enough to have
late 1930s, I can remember only one
actually known him.
black student in my classes there. There
But although things ain’t what they
were no girls until later, at the Girls’
used to be at BLS, they are across this
Latin school.
segregated nation. President Barack
BLS is now well integrated. When
Obama should visit BLS to see, hear,
I revisited the school some time ago,
and feel the difference. So should the
I saw and heard one of the best highnext president.
school jazz bands in this country, and it
included performers of every race and
gender. (Jazz was never
mentioned when I was
Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a
at BLS.)
senior fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among
The band was playing
other books, Living the Bill of Rights (University of California
Duke Ellington’s “Things
Press, 1999) and The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering
Ain’t What They Used to
Resistance (Seven Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At
Be.” Duke was my menthe Jazz Band Ball: Sixty Years on the Jazz Scene (University of
tor for years in more
California Press, 2010). He is currently working on his next book,
than jazz, and when I
Is This Still America?
told these young players

When Does Human Life Begin?

to become human beings. During the
period of embryonic development that
begins with fertilization and ends a few
days later with successful implantation of
the blastocyst into the uterine wall—the
period known as “preimplantation development”—up to 50 percent of human
conceptions fail to survive, most likely due
to genetic errors in the embryo.
Miscarriage is the most common
type of pregnancy loss, according to the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists. Studies show that anywhere from 10 to 25 percent of all clinically recognized pregnancies (meaning
that an embryo has implanted) end in
miscarriage, depending in part on the
age of the woman.
The biological facts don’t tell us
where to draw the line as to when
personhood begins. But they do show
that many embryos that result from
conception—indeed, the majority of
them—lack the capacity to become living human beings. They do not produce disabled humans. They cannot
produce any sort of human life. Science
and medicine know this. They are sim-

continued from p. 9

continued from p. 11

biological functions, probably at around
ply too intimidated to say so.
six months of life, it can be reasonably
In its moral zeal, the personhood
argued that personhood has begun.
movement makes a huge mistake
Those in the personhood movement
when it tries to legislate a starting
in the United States have let their anipoint for human life that is inconsistent
mus toward abortion blind them to the
with biology. And scientists are making
facts that have emerged about human
an inexcusable blunder not to point
embryology over the past fifty years.
out factual errors by those engaged in
And scientists, sadly, have been unwillthe argument about when life begins.
ing to correct them. Conception is the
Human life is very difficult to start.
start of something, but it is more the
More often than not, it fails postconstart of the possible rather than the
ception. To argue that personhood
actual. It is not until a being emerges
begins at conception is to reach for a
that has the traits necessary for individmoral stance that the facts simply do
ual existence that we can and should
not support.
say that a person has begun. How law
So, what then? When might we reaand public policy want to handle that
sonably say that personhood begins?
fact is still debatable. But to ask the law
A starting point that is far more conto treat embryos as persons from the
sistent with the facts of biology is not
moment of conception is to head down
conception but the emergence of the
a path where the facts ought not perhuman brain. We declare persons dead
mit anyone to go.
when their brains have lost the capacity
to govern the core functions necessary for life—
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly Mitty
breathing, excretion, and
Professor of Bioethics at New York University and director of
the like. When a fetus
the Division of Medical Ethics at New York University Langone
has developed a brain
Medical Center.
that can support its basic
secularhumanism.org
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Church-State Update

Climate Change, Overpopulation,
and Pope Francis Edd Doerr

B

y now, there can no longer be any
serious doubt that climate change
is real. About 97 percent of the
climate science community agrees.
There are uncertainties about details,
of course, but overall the science is
solid and indisputable. The change
is anthropogenic. We, the people of
Planet Earth, are responsible.
In May, the U.S. National Climate
Assessment study essentially confirmed a recent global report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. Land and sea surface temperatures and sea levels have risen in
tandem. Arctic sea ice and glacier mass
are declining. The West Antarctic ice
shelf is falling apart.

“. . . There can no longer
be any serious doubt that
climate change is real. . . .
We, the people of Planet Earth,
are responsible.”

As a practical matter, climate change
is intricately related to “accelerating
environmental degradation, deforestation, desertification, topsoil erosion,
overexploited fisheries, declining freshwater reserves, nonrenewable resource
depletion, increasing waste accumulation”—and, I would add, biodiversity
shrinkage, atmospheric carbon-dioxide
buildup, and widespread, increasing,
sociopolitical instability and violence.
The words in quotation marks are
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those I have been using of late in writings on climate change, but the quote
is actually from an article I published
in USA Today magazine in January of
1995. My review of Alan Weisman’s
new book, Countdown: Our Last, Best
Hope for a Future on Earth, in the June/
July FREE INQUIRY covered a lot of the
background on this, as does Elizabeth
Kolbert’s much-heralded new book,
The Sixth Extinction (2014).
We know what we have to do.
Conserve resources. Cut waste. Recycle.
Reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
Increase energy efficiency. Greatly expand
use of solar, wind, geothermal, and other
clean resources for electricity generation.
Reduce reliance on animal protein, which
uses far more of ever-scarcer land and
water than foods derived from plants
while also creating more greenhouse
gases. Stop deforestation.
And above all, we must bring human
population growth to a screeching halt.
Now, not later. Access to contraception
must be universal. Abortion must be
available everywhere. That is a large
order, but the future of our human
species depends on it.
What are the barriers to universal
access to contraception and abortion? Conservative religious leaders
across the spectrum: Christian, Muslim,
Hasidic, and so on and on. Yet this
problem is seldom discussed.
There is, however, one guy who can
make a big difference with the stroke
of a pen. He is Pope Francis. He could
and should rescind the Vatican’s absurd
ban on contraception, carved in stone
by Pope Paul VI in 1968 in defiance of
nearly all of his own advisers, a ban that
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most Catholics ignore anyway. But politicians the world over are afraid to be
perceived as anti-Catholic. The bishops
wield enormous power, and too few
people are bold enough to yell “But
the emperor has no clothes!” Francis
should also have the Vatican give up
its position as the only religious body in
the world to enjoy nonstate permanent
observer status at the United Nations,
which it has used for years to impede
international efforts to advance women’s rights regarding contraception
and abortion.
Francis’s good words about helping
the poor will be meaningless unless he
backs his church away from its stance
on family planning.

New Orleans’ Post-Katrina Disaster
In 2005, Hurricane Katrina smashed New
Orleans to pieces, destroying most of its
beleaguered public schools in addition
to myriad homes and businesses. To
add injury to calamity, Louisiana politicians have conspired to finally eliminate public schools altogether in what
is left of the city. Now, New Orleans
has no public schools at all, just charter
schools and voucher-funded church-run
schools not answerable to local taxpayers and voters. As The Washington Post
reported on May 19, “After Katrina, the
[so-called] recovery [school] district fired
more than, 7,000 employees—nearly all
of them African Americans—while the
charter schools hired scores of young
teachers, many of them white recruits
from Teach for America. The fired teachers sued for wrongful termination and
won a judgment that could total more
than $1 billion.”

What conservative politicians, corporate interests, and various hucksters
and pseudo-reformers have done to
New Orleans is a preview of what these
interests would like do nationally and
are pushing steadily forward to achieve.
Far too many Americans are blissfully
unaware of what is being steamrolled through that, unless stopped,
will destroy the great American public-school system, wreck the teaching
profession, and splinter society along
class, ideological, religious, ethnic, and
other lines.
Fortunately, a number of serious and
experienced educators have recently
published excellent, must-read books

Error: The Hoax of the Privatization
exposing the privatizers, pseudo-reMovement and the Danger to America’s
formers, and special interests workPublic Schools by Diane Ravitch (2013);
ing to undermine our public-school
and Charter Schools and the Corporate
system. Let me recommend some: A
Makeover of Public Education by
Chronicle of Echoes: Who’s Who in the
Michael Fabricant and Michelle Fine
Implosion of American Public Education
(2012). Also check out my monograph
by Mercedes K. Schneider (2014); 50
“The Great School Voucher Fraud”
Myths & Lies That Threaten America’s
online at arlinc.org.
Public Schools by David Berliner and
The clock is ticking. The two issues
Gene Glass (2014); Fear and Learning
discussed in this column require top-priin America: Bad Data, Good Teachers,
ority attention.
and the Attack on Public Education by
John Kuhn (2014); The Public School
Advantage: Why Public Schools
Outperform Private Schools by
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
Christopher and Sarah Theule
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
Lubienski (2014); Reign of
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Freethought History

Dares God—and Lives to Tell the Tale

“I

f there really is a God, I dare Him to
strike me dead in the next fifteen
minutes!” Sounds pretty nervy,
doesn’t it? But has anyone ever actually
said it—and lived? The answer turns
out to be an agreeably complicated
story, featuring a number of central figures in the history of secularism—and a
consistent failure of the Divinity to rise
(or descend) to the challenge.

“‘If there really is a God, I dare
Him to strike me dead in the
next fifteen minutes!’ Sounds
pretty nervy, doesn’t it? But has
anyone ever actually said it—
and lived?”

Let’s start with a well-documented
case of “The Dare,” involving the Nobel
Laureate novelist Sinclair Lewis (1885–
1951) and set in early twentieth-century Kansas City. Lewis was doing
research for Elmer Gantry, his scathing
54
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depiction of the venality of Midwestern
fundamentalist preachers. As part of
that preparation, he held Wednesday
lunchtime sessions of what was called
“Sinclair Lewis’s Sunday-School Class,”
and he even gave talks in the churches
of some sympathetic pastors. That process reached a peak on April 18, 1926,
when Lewis was speaking at a forum
in the Linwood Boulevard Christian
Church. Reports differ on what he
said, but given his position as one of
America’s preeminent writers, it’s no
surprise that a national uproar ensued.
A contemporary magazine article
quotes Lewis as follows, responding
to a letter-writer’s claim that God had
caused the death of the elderly agnostic Luther Burbank: “Let us make a real
test,” he said in an almost apologetic
manner. “I am going to suggest something that I know is cheap and theatrical but nevertheless has its point. If God
strikes agnostics dead as a warning to
the world, let him take a man in the full
strength of his physical powers and not
an old man with high blood pressure.
I am healthy and my death will prove
something.” Lewis supposedly had put
his watch on the lectern and, when he
finished speaking, held it up; in a letter to the Kansas City Times in 1953, a
woman who was on the platform with
him reported that he then said, “Well,
the fifteen minutes are up. I am still
alive, and the writer is wrong. God is
not as he pictures Him.”
secularhumanism.org

Richard Lingeman’s biography
asserts that Lewis knew of some predecessors of this challenge, specifically,
Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1899)
and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950).
However, Lingeman offers no references
for that claim, and I have found no evidence that Ingersoll ever made such a
provocative statement; Shaw undoubtedly did—or tried to. The story, found
in a long prefatory essay to Shaw’s play
Back to Methuselah, is so entertaining
that it deserves quotation at length.
Defying the Lightning:
A Frustrated Experiment
One evening in 1878 or thereabouts, I, being then in my earliest twenties, was at a bachelor
party of young men of the professional class in the house of a doctor in the Kensingtonian quarter of
London. They fell to talking about
religious revivals; and an anecdote
was related of a man who, having
incautiously scoffed at the mission of
Messrs. Moody and Sankey, a then
famous firm of American evangelists,
was subsequently carried home on
a shutter, slain by divine vengeance
as a blasphemer. A timid majority,
without quite venturing to question the truth of the incident—for
they naturally did not care to run
the risk of going home on shutters
themselves—nevertheless shewed a
certain disposition to cavil at those
who exulted in it; and something
approaching to an argument began.
At last it was alleged by the most
evangelical of the disputants that
Charles Bradlaugh, the most formi-

dable atheist on the Secularist platform, had taken out his watch publicly and challenged the Almighty
to strike him dead in five minutes if
he really existed and disapproved
of atheism. The leader of the cavillers, with great heat, repudiated this
as a gross calumny, declaring that
Bradlaugh had repeatedly and indignantly contradicted it, and implying
that the atheist champion was far
too pious a man to commit such a
blasphemy. This exquisite confusion
of ideas roused my sense of comedy.
It was clear to me that the challenge
attributed to Charles Bradlaugh
was a scientific experiment of a
quite simple, straightforward, and
proper kind to ascertain whether
the expression of atheistic opinions
really did involve any personal risk.
It was certainly the method taught
in the Bible, Elijah having confuted
the prophets of Baal in precisely
that way, with every circumstance
of bitter mockery of their god when
he failed to send down fire from
heaven. Accordingly I said that if
the question at issue were whether
the penalty of questioning the theology of Messrs. Moody and Sankey
was to be struck dead on the spot
by an incensed deity, nothing could
effect a more convincing settlement
of it than the very obvious experiment attributed to Mr. Bradlaugh
and that consequently if he had not
tried it, he ought to have tried it. The
omission, I added, was one which
could easily be remedied there and
then, as I happened to share Mr.
Bradlaugh’s views as to the absurdity
of the belief in these violent interferences with the order of nature by
a short-tempered and thin-skinned
supernatural deity. Therefore—and
at that point I took out my watch.
The effect was electrical. Neither
sceptics nor devotees were prepared
to abide the result of the experiment. In vain did I urge the pious to
trust in the accuracy of their deity’s
aim with a thunderbolt, and the justice of his discrimination between
the innocent and the guilty. In vain
did I appeal to the sceptics to accept
the logical outcome of their scepticism: it soon appeared that when
thunderbolts were in question there
were no sceptics. Our host, seeing
that his guests would vanish precipitately if the impious challenge
were uttered, leaving him alone with
a solitary infidel under sentence of
extermination in five minutes,

interposed and forbade the experiment, pleading at the same time
for a change of subject. I of course
complied, but could not refrain from
remarking that though the dreadful
words had not been uttered, yet, as
the thought had been formulated
in my mind, it was very doubtful
whether the consequences could be
averted by sealing my lips. However,
the rest appeared to feel that the
game would be played according
to the rules, and that it mattered
very little what I thought so long as I
said nothing. Only the leader of the
evangelical party, I thought, was a
little preoccupied until five minutes
had elapsed and the weather was
still calm.

Shaw’s reference to the famed atheist Charles Bradlaugh (1833–1891)
takes us deeper into the nineteenth
century, when such a piece of brazen impudence would have been
considered even more outrageous. It
comes as no surprise, therefore, to find
Bradlaugh’s daughter very emphatically insisting that her father never said
such a thing—no matter how often it
was ascribed to him, especially by his
enemies. The story loomed so large in
his career that her biography has an
entire chapter, “The ‘Watch’ Story,”
devoted to the subject.
In that chapter, Hypatia Bradlaugh
Bonner assembles an impressive who’s
who of freethinkers who had supposedly issued the challenge. After noting
that the earliest ascription to her father
came in 1867, she cites others who had
it attached to their names—although
each one, just as her father had done,
steadfastly denied doing anything so
outré: Abner Kneeland (1774–1844),
said to be the first person to do it;
Emma Martin (1812–1851), a precocious
critic of religion and early supporter
of women’s rights; George Holyoake
(1817–1906), who reportedly began
denying the story in 1854; Harriet Law
(1831–1897), whose outspoken unbelief drew her into this elite club in the
1860s; and Annie Besant (1847–1933),
whom Bonner quotes as commenting
that such accusations never come from
contemporary sources—instead, “the
secularhumanism.org

pious Christian always heard about it
twenty years ago and has kept it locked
in his bosom ever since.”*
In 1880, Bradlaugh himself sued a
writer and a publisher for libel because
they had printed the story and refused
to retract it; at trial, the defendants
asserted that the episode had taken
place repeatedly, almost two dozen
times in different places over the preceding two decades, beginning in 1860.
But they, like Besant’s accusers, were
unable to produce persuasive evidence
for even one of those instances. Their
case fell apart, and Bradlaugh, distracted by other concerns and satisfied
that their claims had been shown to be
baseless, eventually let the matter drop.

“Applying a characteristic twist
in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely
prayed to God to strike
his audience dead.”

In retrospect, it seems likely that
the dramatic increase in such accusations against unbelievers was an almost
reflexive response to the wave of secularism that had intensified with the
publication of Darwin’s On the Origin
of Species in 1859—as if one could discredit the movement by pinning a truly
offensive act on one of its leaders. That
campaign of course did not succeed:
secularism has had its ups and downs in
the last century and a quarter, but the
overall trend is very encouraging—in
particular, laws against blasphemous
statements have pretty well disappeared from the landscape.
*For informative summaries of the lives of
these remarkable individuals, see The New
Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books,
2007), edited by Tom Flynn. Our particular
theme is mentioned only in the article on Sinclair Lewis, which is one reason for gathering
these less-familiar stories here.
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And “The Dare” itself is still alive and
well in our own day. Applying a characteristic twist in his stand-up comedy shows,
the late George Carlin routinely prayed
to God to strike his audience dead: “See?
Nothing happened. Everybody’s okay? All
right, tell you what, I’ll raise the stakes a
little bit. If there is a God, may he strike me
dead. See? Nothing happened.”* Finally,
not wanting to be left out of this merry
apostate crew, I myself have “dared
God”—at the beginning of a recent
lecture to the Secular Student Alliance
chapter in Austin (“The X-Rated Stories
about Jesus: Weird Tales from the
Apocryphal Gospels,” April 9, 2013). I
added a further variation by asking the
Divine Being to wait forty-five minutes
until I finished the talk—and to zap me
personally rather than the entire audience (a necessary refinement, given
the Being’s well-known propensity for
hitting the wrong target). Obviously,
I’m still here, writing these words—
although if you see a superscript obelus
*A Google search on the appropriate terms
will bring up a YouTube video (tjVLJKR6g7U)
and a transcript of that performance (rense.
com/general69/obj.htm).

(dagger-symbol) in front of my name
on the first page, it might be a sign that
you can push the Divinity only so far.
Seasoned theologians, of course, will
not be impressed by what they might
regard as calculated but empty theatrics—or be dismayed by the absence of
divine response. The formulaic line of
defense is, “You cannot tempt God,”
although there are quite a few passages
in the Hebrew Bible where the Divinity
was indeed tempted into employing violence by a wide variety of alleged offenses.† It’s not my purpose in this short essay
to argue fine points of theology; but it
should be clear that “The Dare” does have
an interesting history. More important, it
does seem to demonstrate, as Sinclair
Lewis observed three-quarters of a century ago, that “the God of the Bible,”
when challenged in a very direct (and
biblical) way, simply fails the test.

†Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, of the Graduate Theological Union at Berkeley,
estimates that there are about a
thousand acts of divine violence in
the Old Testament alone (Eerdmans
Dictionary 1357–1358).
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God on Trial

The Fable of the Christ

I

have always been a staunch Bible skeptic but not a Christ-mythicist. I maintained that Jesus probably existed but
had fantastic stories foisted upon the
memory of his earthly yet iconoclastic life.
After exhaustive research for my
first book, I began to perceive both the
light and darkness from history. I discovered that many prominent Christian
fathers believed with all pious sincerity
that their savior never came to Earth
or that if he did, he was a Star-Trekian
character who beamed down pre-haloed and full-grown, sans transvaginal
egress. And I discovered other startling
bombshells.
An exercise that struck me as meri56
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torious, even today singular, involved
reviving research into Jesus-era writers
who should have recorded Christ tales
but did not. John Remsburg enumerated forty-one “silent” historians in The
Christ (1909). To this end, I spent many
hours bivouacked in university libraries,
the Library of Congress, and on the
Internet. I terminated that foray upon
tripling Remsburg’s count: in my book,
I offer 126 writers who should have but
did not write about Jesus (see the box
on p. 57). Perhaps the most bewildering
“silent one” is the super-Savior himself.
Jesus is a phantom of a wisp of a personage who never wrote anything. So,
add one more: 127.
secularhumanism.org

Perhaps none of these writers is more
fascinating than Apollonius Tyanus,
saintly first-century adventurer and
noble paladin. Apollonius was a magic-man of divine birth who cured the
sick and blind, cleansed entire cities of
plague, foretold the future, and fed the
masses. He was worshiped as a god and
as a son of a god. Despite such nonsense claims, Apollonius was a real man
recorded by reliable sources.
Because Jesus ostensibly performed
miracles of global expanse (such as in
Matthew 27), his words going “unto
the ends of the whole world” (Rom. 10),
one would expect virtually every literate
person to have recorded those events. A

Jesus contemporary such as Apollonius
would have done so, as well as those
who wrote of Apollonius.
Such is not the case. In Philostratus’s
third-century chronicle Vita Apollonii,
there is no hint of Jesus. Nor does
Jesus appear in the works of other
Apollonius epistolarians and scriveners:
Emperor Titus, Cassius Dio, Maximus,
Moeragenes, Lucian, Soterichus Oasites,
Euphrates, Marcus Aurelius, or Damis of
Hierapolis. It seems that none of these
first- to third-century writers ever heard
of Jesus, his miracles and alleged worldwide fame be damned.
Another bewildering author is Philo
of Alexandria. He spent his first-century
life in the Levant and even traversed
Jesus-land. Philo chronicled contemporaries of Jesus—Bassus, Pilate, Tiberius,
Sejanus, Caligula—yet knew nothing of

the storied prophet and rabble-rouser
enveloped in glory and astral marvels.
Historian Flavius Josephus published
his Jewish Wars circa 95 CE. He had lived
in Japhia, one mile from Nazareth—
yet Josephus seems unaware of both
Nazareth and Jesus. (I devoted a chapter to the interpolations in Josephus’s
works that make him appear to write of
Jesus when he did not.)
The Bible venerates the artist formerly known as Saul of Tarsus, but he
was a man essentially oblivious to his
savior. Paul was unaware of the virgin
mother and ignorant of Jesus’s nativity,
parentage, life events, ministry, miracles, apostles, betrayal, trial, and harrowing passion. Paul didn’t know where
or when Jesus lived and considered the
crucifixion metaphorical (Gal. 2:19–20).
Unlike what is claimed in the Gospels,

Paul never indicated that Jesus had
come to Earth. And the “five hundred
witnesses” claim (1 Cor. 15) is a forgery.
Qumran, hidey-hole for the Dead Sea
Scrolls, lies twelve miles from Bethlehem.
The scroll writers, coeval and abutting
the holiest of hamlets one jaunty jog
eastward, never heard of Jesus.
Christianity still had that newcult smell in the second century, but
Christian presbyter Marcion of Pontus in
144 CE denied any virgin birth or childhood for Christ. Jesus’s infant circumcision (Luke 2:21) was thus a lie, as well
as the crucifixion! Marcion claimed that
Luke was corrupted; Christ self-spawned
in omnipresence, esprit sans corps.
I read the works of second-century Christian father Athenagoras and
never encountered the word Jesus—
Athenagoras was unacquainted with the

The Silent Historians
Aelius Theon
Albinus
Alcinous
Ammonius of Athens
Alexander of Aegae
Antipater of Thessalonica
Antonius Polemo
Apollonius Dyscolus
Apollonius of Tyana
Appian
Archigenes
Aretaeus
Arrian
Asclepiades of Prusa
Asconius
Aspasius
Atilicinus
Attalus
Bassus of Corinth
C. Cassius Longinus
Calvisius Taurus of Berytus
Cassius Dio
Chaeremon of Alexandria
Claudius Agathemerus
Claudius Ptolemaeus
Cleopatra the physician
Cluvius Rufus
Cn. Cornelius Lentulus Gaetulicus
Cornelius Celsus
Columella
Cornutus
D. Haterius Agrippa
D. Valerius Asiaticus
Damis
Demetrius
Demonax
Demosthenes Philalethes
Dion of Prusa
Domitius Afer
Epictetus
Erotianus
Euphrates of Tyre

Fabius Rusticus
Favorinus
Flaccus
Florus
Fronto
Gellius
Gordius of Tyana
Gnaeus Domitius
Halicarnassensis Dionysius II
Heron of Alexandria
Josephus
Justus of Tiberias
Juvenal
Lesbonax of Mytilene
Lucanus
Lucian
Lysimachus
M. Antonius Pallas
M. Vinicius
Macro
Mam. Aemilius Scaurus
Marcellus Sidetes
Martial
Maximus Tyrius
Moderatus of Gades
Musonius
Nicarchus
Nicomachus Gerasenus
Onasandros
P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus
Palaemon
Pamphila
Pausanias
Pedacus Dioscorides
Persius/Perseus
Petronius
Phaedrus
Philippus of Thessalonica
Philo of Alexandria
Phlegon of Tralles
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
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Plotinus
Plutarch
Pompeius Saturninus
Pomponius Mela
Pomponius Secundus
Potamon of Mytilene
Ptolemy of Mauretania
Q. Curtius Rufus
Quintilian
Rubellius Plautus
Rufus the Ephesian
Saleius Bassus
Scopelian the Sophist
Scribonius
Seneca the Elder
Seneca the Younger
Sex. Afranius Burrus
Sex. Julius Frontinus
Servilius Damocrates
Silius Italicus
Soranus
Soterides of Epidaurus
Sotion
Statius the Elder
Statius the Younger
Suetonius
Sulpicia
T. Aristo
T. Statilius Crito
Tacitus
Thallus
Theon of Smyrna
Thrasyllus of Mendes
Ti. Claudius Pasion
Ti. Julius Alexander
Tiberius
Valerius Flaccus
Valerius Maximus
Vardanes I
Velleius Paterculus
Verginius Flavus
Vindex
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name of his savior! This floored me. Had I
missed something? No; Athenagoras was
another pious early Christian who was
unaware of Jesus.
The original Mark ended at 16:8, with
later forgers adding the fanciful resurrection tale. John 21 also describes postdeath Jesus tales, another forgery.
Millions should have heard of the
crucifixion with its astral enchantments:
zombie armies and meteorological marvels (Matt. 27) recorded not by any historian but only in the dubitable scriptures
scribbled decades later by superstitious
folks.
The Jesus saga is further deflated by
Nazareth, a town without piety and in
fact having no settlement until after the
war of 70 CE—suspiciously, just around
the time the Gospels were concocted.

Conclusion
When I consider those 126 writers, all
of whom should have heard of Jesus
but did not—and Paul and Marcion and

Steck, Arthur Drews, Prosper Alfaric,
Athenagoras and Matthew with a tetralGeorges Ory, Tom Harpur, Michael
ogy of opposing Christs, the silence from
Martin, John Mackinnon Robertson, Alvar
Qumran and Nazareth and Bethlehem,
Ellegård, David Fitzgerald, Richard Carrier,
conflicting Bible stories, and so many
René Salm, Timothy Freke, Peter Gandy,
other mysteries and omissions—I must
Barbara Walker, Michael Martin, D. M.
conclude that Christ is a mythical characMurdock, Thomas Brodie, Earl Doherty,
ter. Jesus of Nazareth was nothing more
Thomas L. Thompson, Bruno Bauer, and
than an urban (or desert) legend, likely
others—heretics and iconoclasts and
an agglomeration of several evangelic
freethinking dunces all, it would seem.
and deluded rabbis who might have
If all the evidence and nonevidence
existed.
including 126 (127?) silent writers cannot
I also include in my book similariconvince, I’ll wager that we will uncover
ties of Jesus to earlier God-sons such
much more. Yet this is but a tiny tip of the
as Sandan and Mithra and Horus and
mythical-Jesus iceberg: nothing adds up
Attis, too striking to disregard. The
for the fable of the Christ.
Oxford Classical Dictionary and Catholic
Encyclopedia, as well as many others,
corroborate.
Thus, today I side with
Michael Paulkovich is an aerospace engineer and freeRemsburg—and with Frank
lance writer, a frequent contributor to FREE INQUIRY and
Zindler, John M. Allegro,
Humanist Perspectives magazines, a contributing editor at
Godfrey Higgins, Robert M.
The American Rationalist, and a columnist for American
Price, Salomon Reinach, Samuel
Atheist. His book No Meek Messiah was pusblished in
Lublinski,
Charles-François
2013 by Spillix.
Dupuis, Allard Pierson, Rudolf
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ADVERTISEMENT
In previous issues I have presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will more effectively arouse the attention and interest of those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts. They are short, in plain language, and use the Bible, tenets
of the faith and common sense to prove their case. I hope secular humanists will see the value, organize, find a way; and use the most promising
print media to take them to the public. Here is another.

JESUS CREATED ADAM AND EVE
Jesus was emphatic: “I and the Father are one.”
(John 10:30) Believe me that I am in the Father, and
the Father is in me. (John 14:11). t The Holy Bible
says: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God…The Word
became flesh and made his dwelling among us. (John
1:1 and 14). t The Doctrine of Holy Trinity says:
That God is Father-Jesus-Holy Spirit; One Person in
Three and Three Persons in One; Father is God, Jesus
is God and Holy Spirit is God — all in One, without
beginning or end.
This means that Jesus was in the Garden of
Eden; he guided his chosen people out of bondage
in Egypt; gave the Ten Commandments to Moses and
did everything reported in both the Old and New
Testaments as the words and works of God. t It
means a Christian must believe God commanded both good and evil:
Kill Their Infants v. Heaven Is Made For Such
Their infants shall be dashed to pieces before their
eyes…(Isaiah 13:16). tSuffer the little children, and
forbid them not to come to me: for the kingdom of
heaven is for such. (Matthew 19:14).
Kill Every Boy and All Non-Virgin Women v. Do
Not Kill or Even Be Angry
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying…Avenge the
Israelites on the Midianites…[Moses said] Now, therefore: kill every male among the little ones; kill every
woman who has known a man by sleeping with
him…(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it
was said to them of old: Thou shalt not kill. And
whosoever shall kill, shall be in danger of the judgment. But I say to you, that whosoever is angry with
his brother, shall be in danger of the judgment.
(Matthew 5:21-22).
Keep Young Virgin Girls For Yourselves v. Lust
is Adultery
…but all the young girls…keep for yourselves…
(Numbers 31: 17-18). t You have heard that it was
said: You shall not commit adultery. But I say to you

that everyone who looks on a woman with lust has
already committed adultery with her in his heart.
(Matthew 5:27-28).
Some want to believe that God changed; that
the obscene commands did not come from Jesus —
even in his capacity in the Holy Trinity and as One
with the Father from all eternity. It surely is not the
Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount. That Jesus cannot
be imagined as commanding: “Their infants shall be
dashed to pieces before their eyes…or “Save the
young girls for yourselves.” Something is very wrong!
But the Holy Bible says God is changeless.
“Every best gift and every perfect give is from above,
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no change nor shadow of alteration.” (James
1:17)…For God to change would mean that a new
state was better or more perfect than His previous
state; and that is quite impossible for a God who has
always been and will always be perfect. t Of course,
it cannot be that the changeless, all good, just,
loving and merciful Father ever issued such evil
commands. It is one more proof among many others,
that it is all the concoction of men.
The hand of man fully explains the absurdities,
barbarities, contradictions, cruelties and impossibilities with which the Christian religion it is riddled.
Men told the stories before writing. Men wrote the
stories and the very words ascribed to God by all his
various names. Men translated the stories and made
handwritten copies, of copies, of copies of it. Men
determined which stories would be in the Bible 300
years after Jesus was crucified. Men presume to
know what God wants of us; and it is men benefit
from being thought of as knowing.
Christians face an agonizing choice: Either: God,
the loving, just and merciful Father, never issued the
evil commands the Bible says he did — t or: the
man-written Bible and doctrines of Christianity simply
are not reliable.
It seems it would be easy.

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully revealed and explained
to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit theingersolltimes.com website where you can
read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format. If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

Humanism at Large

Too Big for the Drama

M

any writers have long glorified
the drama of human life in the
universe and its accompanying
cooperation, competition, enslavement, genocide, and wars in the name
of conflicting human-generated creeds.
Much less concern has been given to
the platform on which the drama is
staged. Let us consider some characteristics of the stage.
Earth is the third of eight planets
in near-circular orbit around the sun.
It rotates on its axis once a day and
revolves around the sun once a year.
The sun and planets, along with smaller
asteroids, constitute the solar system.

“. . . The scale of the universe is
enormous in mass of material,
distances, and time.”

The sun is described as a typical star.
However, the range of kinds of stars is
very wide, from red giants as large as
Earth’s orbit in our solar system (sun
plus planets) to white dwarfs where
a cubic inch of material weighs tons
(atoms stripped of their electrons).
Now, recognize that 1 billion =
1,000,000,000, a thousand times a
million. A trillion is a million times a
million: one followed by twelve zeros.
Astronomers estimate that the Milky Way
galaxy contains a trillion stars, and in turn
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Bruce Martin

Though often conflated in the single
the universe contains one trillion galaxies.
term evolution, life on Earth consists of two
Thus, the universe contains a trillion times
parts: abiogenesis, the appearance of liva trillion stars: one followed by twening from inanimate matter, and evolution.
ty-four zeroes.
Abiogenesis occurred sometime at the end
With distances so vast, it is conveof the first billion years of Earth’s history,
nient to express a distance by the time
about 3.6 billion years ago. We may never
it takes light to traverse it. The speed
learn the mode of abiogenesis, because
of light is phenomenal 186,282 miles
the aggressiveness of existing life would
per second. At 240,000 miles distance,
have wiped out any previously formed
it takes light from the moon but 1.3
materials. Evolution to the current kinds of
seconds to reach us. At ninety-three
life evolved from earlier forms during the
million miles, it takes light from the sun
subsequent 3.6 billion years.
8.3 minutes to arrive at Earth. From the
There are now millions of species extant
nearest star, light requires 4.3 lightand even more that have become extinct,
years to reach us. The distance light
including over one thousand species of
travels in a year is designated a lightdinosaurs that became extinct sixty-five
year, and it is 5.9 trillion miles.
million years ago, after existing on Earth
The distance across the arms of our
for 175 million years. The span of 3.6 billion
spiral Milky Way galaxy is about one hunyears is ample to account for the diversity
dred thousand light-years. There are about
of life. Modern humans (Homo sapiens)
forty galaxies in our stellar neighborhood.
evolved but two hundred thousand years
The distance to the nearest galaxy, the
ago, or in about 1/18,000 (0.006 percent)
Andromeda galaxy, is 2.5 million lightof the time that Earth has existed.
years. It is hurtling toward the Milky Way
Thus, the scale of the universe is
at seventy-five miles per second (one hunenormous in mass of material, disdred times the rate of a speeding bullet).
tances, and time. Is it reasonable that a
The two galaxies are scheduled to collide
universe of a trillion times a trillion stars
in 2.5 billion years. The dimension of the
(one followed by twenty-four zeros),
entire universe is fifteen billion light-years.
spanning fifteen billion light-years, has
In recent years, despite their relatively
evolved beginning fourteen billion
small sizes and vast distances from Earth,
years ago just so that very late-arriving
astronomers have been successful in idenhumans can tussle with interpretations
tifying several hundred planets orbiting
of good and evil on Earth? As stated by
hundreds of stars in the Milky Way galaxy.
the Nobel Prize–winning physicist
Planet formation about stars appears comRichard Feynman, “The stage is too big
monplace.
for the drama.”
The universe was born in the “Big Bang”
about fourteen billion years ago. The solar
system is younger, born 4.6 billion
years ago. It is estimated that the sun
Bruce Martin is professor emeritus of chemistry
will last another five billion years, at
at the University of Virginia. He is a contributor to
which time it will swell, become a
Skeptical Inquirer magazine.
red giant, and envelop Earth.
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Living Well in the Age of Atheism

Bill Cooke

P

eter Watson is a difficult man to
categorize. He’s had a long and successful career at the higher reaches of
English journalism. He’s a polymath
whose first books were explorations of
aspects of the art world: the spiraling
art market, the trade in stolen artworks,
and intellectual histories of particular
paintings. After that came even more
ambitious surveys of the intellectual
climate of European thought and then,
in 2005, the still more wide-ranging
work, Ideas: A History of Thought and
Invention from Fire to Freud. Since then,
Watson has written a long study of the
German contribution to the development of art, thought, and culture and
an account of the great migrations
from Asia to the Americas across what
is now the Bering Strait and their subsequent impact. Whatever their subject,
all Watson’s books are supported by
prodigious reading. And Watson likes
to write long books.

“[Author Peter] Watson takes
as a starting point the claim of
Charles Taylor that living without
God is going to be somehow flat,
uninteresting, and limited.”

His latest is The Age of Atheists: How
We Have Sought to Live Since the Death
of God. Watson takes as a starting point
the claim of Charles Taylor that living
without God is going to be somehow
flat, uninteresting, and limited. With philosophers such as Ronald Dworkin and

The Age of Atheists: How We Have Sought to Live
Since the Death of God, by Peter Watson (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2014, ISBN 978-1-4767-5431-4)
587 pp. Hardcover, $35.00.

Thomas Nagel, he explores the sense that
secular lives can indeed feel the lack of
a certain something. But, he asks, is this
a default condition of secular living, or
have we just been looking in the wrong
places? Science has shown us that the
religious views of the world cannot be
true, but, he complains, it has not shown
how to live with the implications of religion being untrue. With these questions
in place, he embarks on a historical study
of atheists since Nietzsche’s declaration
of the death of God.
If you pick up this book expecting
discussions of people such as Robert
Ingersoll, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Charles
Bradlaugh, H. L. Mencken, and Paul Kurtz,
you will be disappointed. None of them
get so much as a mention. Neither do
a host of other atheists and agnostics
important in their respective countries.
But that is not a reason to stop reading.
Watson’s study concentrates on his core
area of interest: the poets, novelists, and
artists. At this point, the book becomes
exhilarating because we are introduced
to a whole new world of people who
have lived godless lives full of meaning
and significance.
Watson is completely uninterested
in the distinctions between atheist and
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agnostic, let alone the other labels that
have been suggested, such as nontheist,
igtheist, and misotheist. Many of the
people Watson discusses are committed
antinaturalists, antirationalists, and antihumanists. But they are atheists—in the
general sense that Watson works with—
and therefore warrant consideration.
For secular humanists, this can make for
uncomfortable reading. Bolsheviks, some
Nazis, and more than a few other miscellaneous racists, irrationalists, and single-issue fanatics have also been atheists.
All get coverage in The Age of Atheists.
This can get a bit tiring, but it should not
be a surprise for secular humanists. After
all, we have known for a while that atheism on its own is an incomplete foundation for a satisfying life after the death
of God. The slogan used by the Council
for Secular Humanism—“Beyond atheism, beyond agnosticism, secular humanism”—attests to this insight. Atheism is
only about what we’re not. Rationalism is
about how we operate, and humanism is
about what we commit our lives to.
Watson’s assumption that science
cannot be an agency of salvation is
one with which some secular humanists might take issue. Science for him
is not the key vehicle to constructing
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an understanding of the world and our
place in it. While he is not antiscience,
neither is he satisfied with the various
science-flavored attempts to frame our
lives without resort to religion. It’s not
that they are wrong, Watson argues;
it’s that they are inadequate. Alongside
the realm of science is what he calls the
“phenomenological realm” of poetry and
art, which looks toward making some
meaning from the bleak scientific understanding of our total irrelevance to the
cosmos. And there is the realm of desire,
which takes little notice of all that surface
noise and pursues altogether different
goals and urges.
So, to make meaning in our lives in a
world without God, we need some sort
of balance between the realms of science, phenomenological meaning, and
desire. And for Watson, it is the poets,
novelists, and artists who do this most
profoundly. Whether one accepts this
framework or not, there is much to be
learned from Watson’s account of the
wealth of insights the poets, novelists,

well once the transcendental temptaand artists have arrived at over the past
tions have finally been put way. And by
century and a half. The reader gets a
ranging as widely as he does, Watson
sense of a broad tradition of thought,
shows how impoverished the doom-saydebate, conjecture, anguish, argument,
ing of people such as Charles Taylor really
and acceptance from some of the most
is. The mistake Taylor and those like him
prominent names of the modern world.
make is to assume that because their
Secular humanists are so used to thinkpreferred dogmas are in decline, then the
ing of themselves as a small minority
sense of mystery must also be fading
fighting against the tide on these sorts
away. This, of course, is simply not the
of questions that it is edifying to realize
case. The fading away of dogmas does
that’s not the case.
not also mean a life without mystery and
The whole framework of thought
wonder. Indeed, Watson adds insighthas changed irrevocably over the past
fully, there is a great deal more to know
few centuries, and the primitive religious
now than there was before the death of
stories that pander to human hubris no
God. And the broad range of thinkers
longer stand up to the hard new truths.
Watson surveyed all sought out contemThe need now is less for lengthy contests
plation of that in their various ways. And
over the existence of God. For a growing
we, reading of their experience, are richer
number of people, that issue has been
for it.
decided. The urgent question
now is: How do we live then?
Peter Watson’s book is part of
Bill Cooke is international director for the Center
this next wave of humanist
for Inquiry and author of A Wealth of Insights:
thought. The Age of Atheists is a
Humanist Thought Since the Enlightenment (Amherst,
powerful, thoroughly researched,
NY: Prometheus Books, 2011).
and clearly written guide to living

How to Come Out of the Atheist Closet

Reba Boyd Wooden

B

eginning in 1999 when I started
the first secular humanist group in
Indiana and continuing in my position as executive director of Center
for Inquiry–Indiana, I have heard hundreds of de-conversion stories. People
hear about our weekly Sunday morning Coffee and Conversation and come
to share their leaving-religion stories.
In most cases, they express concerns
about other people in their lives finding out that they no longer consider
themselves religious. For some, it is
fear of losing their jobs, but for most,
it is fear of what will happen when
their spouses, parents, and/or friends
find out. In her newest book, Coming
Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help
Each Other, and Why, Greta Christina
features more “coming out to family”
stories than all the other kinds of stories put together.
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Coming Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help Each
Other, and Why, by Greta Christina (Charlottesville,
VA: Pitchstone Publishing, 2014, ISBN 9781939578198) 440 pp. Paperback, $17.95.

I have seen firsthand how much these
people need community, and it has become
my passion to meet that need. Therefore, I
was especially interested in the book’s chapter on community building. My experience
bears out what Greta Christina says: “It’s
easier [to come out as a nonbeliever] when
you know that you’ll have a supportive
community that can give you some or all of
what you got from religion.”

secularhumanism.org

As she writes, “. . . There’s exactly one
thing, and only one thing, that religion
uniquely provides: a belief in the supernatural. . . . Everything else that religion
happens to provide—social support, rites
of passage, a sense of tradition, a sense
of purpose and meaning, safety nets,
networking, companionship and continuity, etc.—none of that is particular
to religion. All of it can be gotten else-

where.” And I share the experience that
Christina describes about being involved
in organized atheism. “One of the things
I love most about being in organized
atheism is how much it’s widened my
circle of friends.” I had never met so many
interesting and intelligent people before
becoming involved.
Through meeting and interacting
with other atheists, newcomers to our
community can see how other atheists live happy, fulfilling, moral lives. I
agree with Christina that it is important
that atheists come out of the closet, but
they should not feel obligated to go
around telling everyone about it. One’s
religion—or lack thereof—is a personal
matter and isn’t anyone else’s business.
But on the other hand, if the subject of
religious beliefs comes up, we should
not remain silent, and we should never
apologize for our atheism.
And as Christina says, there are also
good reasons to not come out: for example, if you think it would seriously endanger your safety or the safety of the people in your life.

Christina addresses the issue of what
name a group should choose. I agree that
different names may appeal to different communities; however, I am opposed
to using monikers with negative connotations, such as “Godless Atheists” or
“Heathens.” They perpetuate the stereotypes about the nonreligious that many
people have. When I started a group in
Indiana, I named it “Humanist Friendship
Group of Central Indiana” because I
wanted the name to be positive and
welcoming. That is also why I like the
organizational name “Center for Inquiry.”
It is not negative or limiting; the word

“Through meeting and
interacting with other atheists,
newcomers to our community
can see how other atheists live
happy, fulfilling, moral lives.”

son that Christina interviewed said that
she regretted coming out.
However, if one expects this book
to tell him or her exactly how to come
out as an atheist, he or she will be disappointed and rightly so. As Christina says,
“Here are some right ways to come out.”
She lists eleven helpful suggestions but
acknowledges that the process is different for everyone; we should be patient
and be the bigger person in our interactions with people who may be surprised
or upset, know where to draw the line
on how much resistance we are willing
to take, expect fairness in their treatment
of us, and never apologize for our choice.
Although the book is based on four
hundred “coming out atheist” stories
that Christina gathered from responses
to her blog, readers spreading the word,
web sites of other groups, and several
books about atheism, she admits that
it is not a representative sample of all
atheists from all over the world and all
demographics, so readers should take
this limitation into consideration.
My major criticism of this book is
that it is very repetitious and would read
more smoothly and be shorter if some
topics were combined. However, the
short chapters did motivate me to keep
reading—I was not faced with a lengthy
chapter each time I picked up the book.
All in all, I would recommend this
book to those who are struggling with
the decision to come out and how to do
it. Another good book (though there
are many others) is Jim Mulholland’s
Leaving My Religion: A Practical Guide to
Becoming Non-Religious. Mulholland is
a former minister and author of
Christian books who has come out as an
atheist and wants to help others in their
transitions. He says, “When it comes to
your happiness, what you believe is not
nearly as important as your ability to
live out those beliefs with integrity and
authenticity.”

atheist is. CFI’s name is inclusive of all who
are inquiring and allows for the broad
mission of the organization.
A passion of mine that I don’t find
addressed in this book is putting a
positive public face on a group. I have
networked over the years with organizations in the community that share
our stance on issues. Through this, CFI–
Indiana has gained respect among those
in the local progressive community who
are our allies.
Coming Out Atheist is a great book
for people who are in that process. It
would be comforting for them to hear
that others are almost always glad that
they came out and that it has made
their lives better. Very few of the
coming out stories end with dire
Reba Boyd Wooden is executive director of the Center
consequences. Even if there are
for Inquiry–Indiana and director of the Center for Inquiry
some short-term negatives, they
Secular Celebrant Program.
are rarely long-term. Only one persecularhumanism.org
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The Battle of the Pro-Choice Catholics

Edd Doerr

I

n America, the biggest stumbling
blocks for women’s rights of conscience on reproductive matters are
the Catholic bishops and the leaders of
the various Protestant fundamentalist
camps. Patricia Miller’s excellent new
book, Good Catholics: The Battle over
Abortion in the Catholic Church, deals
primarily with the top-down leadership
of the Vatican and the bishops, who, it
should be very clear, do not represent
the views of most Catholics but are
able to spook many politicians into
thinking otherwise. The fact is, well
over 90 percent of Catholic women
have used contraception of one sort or
another; most Catholics are pro-choice
to one degree or another; and Catholic
women have abortions at about the

“In America, the biggest
stumbling blocks for women’s
rights of conscience on
reproductive matters are the
Catholic bishops and the leaders
of the various Protestant
fundamentalist camps.”

same rate as non-Catholic women.
Separately, it might be noted that most
Catholics disagree with the Vatican,
referred to by some wags as the Old
Boys Club on the Tiber, on divorce and
remarriage, the ordination of women,
clerical marriage, and the need to send
their children to church schools, especially since the last traces of Protestant
hegemony in U.S. public schools vanished half a century ago.
Miller carefully and meticulously
(with forty-three pages of endnotes and
bibliography) traces how the American
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Good Catholics: The Battle over Abortion in the
Catholic Church, by Patricia Miller (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0520-27600-0) 332 pp. Hardcover, $34.95.

Miller’s book Good Catholics rates five
bishops created and poured resources
stars. Although it is concerned primarily
into the antichoice movement for nearly
with politics, it could be supplemented,
a half-century, how this movement tried
I think, by an addition: discussion of the
unsuccessfully to amend the Constitution
climate change problem and how it has
to reverse Roe v. Wade, how it acquired
been worsened by the Vatican’s internathe aid of Protestant fundamentalists,
tional efforts to impede access to conand how it then turned to a strategy
traception, which, ironically, has contribof piecemeal chipping away at reprouted to the forty-million-plus abortions
ductive choice and access, mainly at the
per year worldwide that have cost the
state level. She ends with a discussion
lives of countless women in developing
of the bishops’ efforts to thwart the
countries.
contraceptive insurance mandate in the
Finally, as I wrote this review, the latAffordable Care Act. Miller names names
est issue of Conscience arrived on my
and provides abundant documentation.
desk. Two news stories caught my eye.
Importantly, Miller highlights the couThe Supreme Court in the 80+ percent
rageous Catholic theologians, clergy, and
Catholic Philippines has recently ruled
activists who from the start have worked
that most of the Reproductive Health
publicly and with limited resources to
Law, signed by President Aquino last
counterract the bishops’ all-out efforts
December, is constitutional. The law, long
to impose their patriarchalist misogynist
opposed by the bishops, will make contheology on all women, Catholic and
doms and birth-control pills available at
non-Catholic alike: Rosemary Radford
government health centers. Second, in
Ruether, Robert Drinan, Daniel Maguire,
Spain, which is over 90 percent nominally
Frances Kissling, and Jon O’Brien, to name
Catholic (though only a third of Spanish
but a few. Much of the book is dedicated
taxpayers opt to have a tiny portion of
to the work of Catholics for Choice, origtheir taxes go to the church), there are
inally Catholics for a Free Choice (CFC),
efforts by the center-Right government
founded in 1973. (Disclosure: I have been
to render illegal 90 percent of the first
privileged to work with CFC staff for
trimester abortions allowed under the
many years.) CFC publishes the quarcountry’s 2010 abortion rights law.
terly journal Conscience, which I highly
recommend for its wide-ranging
coverage of reproductive choice
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
and related matters. Miller is a
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
past editor of the journal.
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Letters

continued from p. 16

crepancies” continue to frustrate
researchers. As Kosmin underscores, the most persistent challenge remains how to determine
the accurate share of authentic
atheists and agnostics as distinguished from young respondents
whose “Yes” answers to “theological” questions appear confused by intellectual ambiguity or
emotional ambivalence.
Based on the Nones category, for example, the study
implies that 3 percent of the
total sample self-identify as
atheists and agnostic. Based
on the Secular category, the
self-identified share jumps to 8
percent. Speculating on combined Worldview (Religious,
Secular, and Spiritual) categories answering “yes” to two
theological questions, the presumed total skyrockets to 28
percent of the sample.
Perhaps the dilemma could
be ameliorated by designing a
questionnaire with qualified
questions covering a range of
coherent beliefs that serve to
clarify atheist or agnostic belief
systems. Examples: Answer “Yes/
No” or “More Likely To Agree/
Less Likely To Agree.”
Atheist
• The natural world, including
human beings, evolved
from purely physical causes
without supernatural origins
or interventions.
• Human existence has no
connection to any supernatural reality, purpose, or plan.
• While I’m sometimes
immersed in the emotional,
moral, and aesthetic power
of experience, expressed
especially in moving language, I still believe that
all phenomena can be
explained by science and
reason.
Agnostic
• I’d be open to recognizing
divine revelations or miracles
under convincing circumstances
• I’m certain that the “mind”
or consciousness dies forever
with the physical brain.
• Though unlikely, people

could possibly have valid
mystical, supernatural or
paranormal experiences that
cannot be explained by science and reason.
A questionnaire amended
with such questions, as well as
with their religious/spiritual
counterparts, might get us
closer to reckoning how many
young atheists and agnostics
might be coming up through
the ranks.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

Religion and the Civil
Rights Movement
Atheists will find Leah Mickens’s
article, “We’ve Come This Far—
in Spite of Faith” (FI, June/July
2014) about the strategies of
the civil rights movement in
the twentieth century applicable to our current atheist
strategy. She contrasts the
accommodationist approach
of Booker T. Washington with
the more aggressive, and ultimately more successful, actions
of Martin Luther King Jr. The
former did not advocate for
social or political equality but
assumed that “whites would
voluntarily grant” equality
eventually. MLK’s strategy
was more aggressive, seeking
to change public opinion by
“confront[ing] their oppressors
through protests, court cases,
and boycotts.”
We atheists in the spring of
2014 lost two high-profile court
cases, with the additional perverse effects of thereby expanding the rights of Christians at
our expense. So consideration
of changing our current strategy is warranted. Since 2000,
and even since 1950, our
approach has not effectively
secured our rights as nonbelievers. Would a strategy similar to
MLK’s work better for us?
To reconsider our options,
the Center for Inquiry should
call together other atheist organizations. We owe it to future

generations of atheists to consider alternative strategies that
will more likely move us away
from our current second-class
status and toward full equality.

Kent Munzer
Topeka, Kansas

On Native American
Land Claims and the
Courts
I don’t know if I could more
emphatically disagree with
George Zebrowski’s “Bully’s Justice” (FI, June/July 2014). Central
to his premise is a notion that
we seculars often and justifiably
decry in the Christian camp. They
urge that we contemporaries are
(and properly should be) punished for the transgression of an
ancient forbearer named Adam.
In a nutshell, it’s the notion of
ancestral guilt. Along the same
lines, Zebrowski urges us to bear
guilt and burden for crimes by
ancestors that were somewhat
more recent (of course also less
mythical).
Regardless, ancestral guilt
is a very tawdry notion. It was
used to justify persecution of
Jews. Its opposite was often (and
sometimes still is) used to justify
monarchical rights. It’s a notion
that stinks to high heaven. Each
contemporary is who he or she
is. Societal policy should judge,
reward, and/or punish each such
person according to what he or
she does—as opposed to because
of what was done by some
antecedent person or group.
I was raised a Mormon.
That sect has several “articles
of faith,” one of which (contravening most of Christianity)
declares: “We believe man will
be punished for his own sins,
and not for Adam’s transgression.” It’s an obvious statement
of obvious justice. Zebrowski
evidently does not concur.
Speaking more practically,
yes, it’s true European immigrants were often very bad to
the natives. I wish they had not
been. I feel very badly for how
secularhumanism.org

terrible they sometimes were.
But, how does Zebrowski suppose displaced natives themselves came to dominate the
lands that were involved? Did
they peacefully purchase each
section from previous tenants?
Not likely. Rather more likely
is that each dominant native
group came to its dominance
much as the Europeans later
did: by ruthlessly pushing out
(if not outright slaughtering)
the previous tenants. Thus, if
Zebrowski was consistent in his
premise, it would follow that
these tribes have no greater
intrinsic right to claim these
lands than Europeans did.
But that’s only half the problem. Zebrowski embraces not
only the notion that we should
be punished or rewarded—
now and in our present lives
for what our ancestors did,
he also embraces the notion
that this punishment or reward
should be group/race/ethnicity based, as opposed to based
on individuals. I thought that,
as humanists, we were striving
to transcend such parochial,
provincial, and tribal thinking.
I thought we were seeking to
see group-inherited distinctions
as irrelevant, and endeavoring
to instead see each person as
an equal member of a common
humanity.
To give any present group
special privileges today because
of an injustice against their
ancestral group does not undo
that past injustice. It dries
no tears of those who genuinely suffered. It wipes away
no blood. Instead, it transfers
unearned benefit to those who
have nothing but ancestral connection to those that truly suffered and burdens (punishing
for Adam’s sin) to those who
committed no injustice or crime.
It answers ancient injustice
(over which we contemporaries
have and had no control) with
current injustice, over which we
have complete control.
Very much related to this
is the notion of reparations
to persons of African descent.
The campaign for that depends
on the very same premise as
Zebrowski embraces.
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We must move past such
things. Justice must be in the
here and now. We must work to
assure we accomplish as much
justice, between persons that
presently exist, as we can. The
past (especially a past in which
none of us participated) must be
left to itself.

Glade Ross
Shelton, Washington

George Zebrowski fails to discuss the injustice of demanding
that the court award the land to
the Onondaga without requiring that the tribe reimburse the
presents owners and the State
of New York for all the improvements made (roads, schools,
businesses, medical facilities,
etc.) since the 1500s and enjoyed
by the present Onondagas.
And although Zebrowski
may be correct in pointing out
that the origin of the Doctrine
of Discovery can be traced back
to Pope Nicholas V, it should be
noted that Nicholas was only following his God’s example of taking over land by force, if necessary. The Old Testament is filled
with stories of God ordering the
Israelites to invade nations, kill
entire populations, and capture
slaves (i.e., Numbers 31).

John S. Taylor Jr.
Silver Creek, Mississippi
George Zebrowski replies:
These letters are quite confused.
First, I do not believe in ancestral
guilt and do not say so anywhere.
What I do hold is that if we do
not repudiate past wrongs, if only
in words, then we make a new
compact with the wrongs. In other
words, we are blameworthy today
if we continue with fresh crimes
based on the old ones. This is what
makes the issue contemporary.
The Native American nations
do not want any kind of extreme
solution; only a recognition of
wrongs and individual settlements,
mostly with corporations.
The conclusions drawn by the
letter writers from my article are
not mine. I urge us not to forget and commit new crimes, as
does our criminal-industrial prison
system when it commits “new
crimes” against prisoners, many
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FREE INQUIRY

of whom are obviously guilty. As
Santayana reminds us, if we forget
the past, we are doomed to repeat
it. A national reconciliation commision, with no punishments to be
handed down, only truth bared,
would be best, as Bishop Desmond
Tutu organized in South Africa.
Nowhere do these letters decry
silence and denial, which still conceal the present-day effects of slavery and Native American genocide.
Empires rationalize their pasts, as
their descendants continue to benefit from past crimes. I include myself
in these benefits.
What is most interesting in
these comments about my article
is how lightly blameworthiness is
concealed, so poorly denied. The
consequences of genocide and
slavery are still with us, day-today in American life, despite the
effort to shift the debate to class
differences, where the blame
can be put more easily on “economic losers.” The fear of blame
is everywhere, because otherwise
something would have to be done
to fulfill America’s Constitution.
Recognition of crimes might make
progress easier.

Leaving Religion
It has only been a few short years
since I ran across your fine publication in a bookstore. Nothing
had ever so resonated with me,
and I immediately subscribed. I
read each issue from cover to
cover and enjoy the intellectual
stimulation immensely.
However, it is “The Faith I Left
Behind” series that moves me to
write a letter to the editor—my
first ever to any editor. I have
found the variety of experiences
fascinating and the many twists
and turns in people’s lives that led
them to discover and accept atheism equally fascinating. Although
I thoroughly enjoy the essays
written by those who are writers by profession and who seem
to live the academic life, I find
“The Faith I Left Behind” essays,
written by people from various
walks of life who are not necessarily writers by profession, very
interesting and even refreshing.
I definitely look forward to the
book that includes the essays
already published in FREE INQUIRY
and more. . . .
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In my humble opinion, FI
should seriously consider having
a “The Faith I Left Behind” essay
as a regular department in every
issue. If there was a standing
invitation, I believe there could
be an ample ongoing supply of
such essays. Maybe it would be
the first step in some atheists’
coming-out process and thus
give the atheist movement a bit
more momentum. I am so grateful for FREE INQUIRY and only wish
to see it flourish!

Mayna Craggs
Paducah, Kentucky

I have been a subscriber to your
magazine for some time, but I
needed to tell you how much I
enjoyed the articles in the last
three issues titled “Why I Am
Not a. . . .” As I was brought up
believing in the ideals of John
Calvin, I certainly appreciated
these articles and thank you for
them.

Joyce H. Bol
Buffalo, New York

WRITE TO

Send submissions to
Andrea Szalanski, Letters Editor,
FREE INQUIRY,
P.O. Box 664, Amherst,
NY 14226-0664.
Fax: (716) 636-1733.
E-mail:
aszalanski@centerforinquiry.net.

In letters intended for publication,
please include name, address,
city and state, ZIP code,
and daytime phone number
(for verification purposes only).
Letters should be
300 words or fewer
and pertain to previous
FREE INQUIRY articles.

We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

to the understanding of the universe and to the solving
of human problems.

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,
to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology
can contribute to the betterment of human life.

We believe in an open and pluralistic society and that
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting human rights
from authoritarian elites and repressive majorities.

We are committed to the principle of the
separation of church and state.

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

allowed to fulfill their aspirations, to express their sexual
preferences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to have
access to comprehensive and informed health care,
and to die with dignity.

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,
integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.
We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

We are engaged by the arts no less than by the sciences.

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

and we are open to novel ideas and seek new
departures in our thinking.

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

We attempt to transcend divisive parochial loyalties based
on race, religion, gender, nationality, creed, class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity and strive to work together for
the common good of humanity.

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

theologies of despair and ideologies of violence and as a
source of rich personal significance and genuine satisfaction
in the service to others.

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve
it for future generations, and to avoid inflicting needless
suffering on other species.

than despair, learning in the place of dogma, truth instead of
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, tolerance in the place
of fear, love instead of hatred, compassion over selfishness,
beauty instead of ugliness, and reason rather than blind
faith or irrationality.

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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