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EDITORIAL

Is My Intolerance
of Your Intolerance
Intolerant?

I

magine the scene: a small group
of opinion writers from major
newspapers in the United States
sit in a meeting room in Riyadh
with robed and keffiyeh-wearing officials from Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of
Education. The subject is intolerance.
As a syndicated columnist and editorial writer, I am among those journalists. Our questions focus on textbooks
used to educate millions of Saudi children in public schools.
Why, we ask, are the books so full
of intolerance toward people of other
faiths? They reek of degrading and
insulting descriptions of Christians,
Jews, and anyone who doesn’t subscribe to the Saudis’ strict brand of
Islam. The textbooks condone—nay
encourage—violence against people
of other faiths, claiming it is necessary
to protect the integrity of Wahhabism.
We ask: Aren’t you planting seeds of
hate and setting up the conditions for
young people to be more easily recruited by terrorist organizations?
Relevant questions. The year was
2002.
We’d heard a lot of Orwellian
thinking during that trip to the King
dom of the House of Saud. Veiling
women is a form of freedom. Mossad
was behind the events of September
11, 2001. Islam is a religion of peace.
But what we heard at the education
ministry was right up there on the
delusion-meter.
We were the intolerant ones, they
said. Our impertinent questions were
proof. How dare we question their cultural and religious traditions? Any suggestion that their textbooks smacked
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of bigotry was an affront to their
sovereignty and a form of religious
intolerance.
We were being intolerant of their
intolerance.
You can see how this distorted view
can happen in a theocratic monarchy
such as Saudi Arabia’s. The Saudis
have a lot riding on trying to convince
the West to keep quiet about the ugly
attitudes and backward rules that
shape their country—a system built
around religious pronouncements that
women are less than men in law, commerce, and the domestic sphere and
that anyone non-Muslim is worthy of
persecution and, in many cases, death.
You would think that the best Saudi
Arabia could hope for would be to keep
its head down while asking the West to
ignore its peculiar institutions. But that’s
not Saudi Arabia’s MO. With preachy
sanctimony, the Saudis proclaim that
any criticism of their system violates international norms of human rights.
Last year, at an international summit in France, Saudi Arabia lashed
out at the media and countries that
value free speech for allowing religious criticism, according to the Saudi
Gazette. “We have made it clear that
freedom of expression without limits
or restrictions would lead to violation
and abuse of religious and ideological
rights,” said Abdulmajeed Al-Omari,
director for external relations at the
Ministry of Islamic Affairs. “This requires everyone to intensify efforts to
criminalize insulting heavenly religions,
prophets, holy books, religious symbols, and places of worship.”
This from a country that doesn’t
allow Christmas trees, teaches the
Protocols of the Elders of Zion as historical fact, and in 2005 sentenced a
schoolteacher to 750 lashes and three
and a half years in prison for praising
Jews and discussing the Gospels. (The
teacher was pardoned after protests.)
In Saudi Arabia today, atheism
is legally designated as terrorism.
Earlier this year, a man who tweeted
on atheism was sentenced to ten
years in prison and two thousand
lashes. The Center for Inquiry (CFI)
has been advocating on behalf of
Saudi poet Ashraf Fayadh, who was

sentenced to death in 2015 for apostasy, then resentenced on appeal earlier this year to eight years in prison
and eight hundred lashes. CFI sent
a letter to President Barack Obama
to urge him to push for Fayadh’s release during his visit to Saudi Arabia
in April. And CFI has been drawing
international attention to the case of
imprisoned Saudi human rights activist Raif Badawi, sentenced to ten
years and one thousand lashes for insulting Islam. The charges stemmed
from articles Badawi wrote criticizing
religious figures on his website devoted to free expression of ideas.
When, in 2014, CFI representative
Josephine Macintosh spoke before the
United Nation’s Human Rights Council,
drawing attention to the desert kingdom’s brutal and repressive treatment
of religious dissenters in general and
of Badawi in particular, the representative from Saudi Arabia interrupted
Macintosh three times. This attempt to
shut down Macintosh’s critique was unsuccessful after other member states,
including the United States, Ireland,
Canada, and France, expressed their
support for the right of Macintosh, CFI,
and other nongovernmental organizations to speak.
And the Saudis claim we are the
human rights violators.
This pity party would be a party of
one were it not for a borderline-pathological alliance some on the political
Left have made with this way of thinking. Bizarrely, a subset of progressives
has bought into the idea that any criticism of the tenets of Islam is an attack
on Muslim people. The two are not
the same, of course. Discriminatory
ideas found in the Qur’an and practiced as part of Sharia law—such as
that women’s testimony is worth only
half that of men’s—should be open to
criticism. And the critic is not a bigot
for saying so.
Perhaps the most famous example of this conflation was the attack
on Sam Harris by actor Ben Affleck
on Bill Maher’s HBO show Real Time.
Affleck’s apoplectic reaction to Harris’s
criticisms of Islam as “gross and racist” reinforced the point of the conversation, which was that the Left cares

about women’s equality and homo
sexual rights except when Islamists
are the ones oppressing women and
gays—then the oppression is excused
out of hyper-cultural sensitivity.
Consider what happened last De
cember to the courageous feminist
crusader and Islamic critic Maryam
Namazie. During Namazie’s talk on
blasphemy and apostasy at Goldsmiths
University in the United Kingdom, a
group of young men from the school’s
Islamic Society entered the room with
the intention of making it impossible
for her to continue. They laughed,
heckled, and generally disrupted the
talk, at one point turning off her pro-
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jector when a slide depicting a cartoon
of the Prophet Muhammad was shown.
Rather than defend Namazie, the
Goldsmiths Feminist Society issued a
statement standing “in solidarity” with
the Islamic Society and condemning
the student group of atheists, secularists, and humanists who invited
Namazie to their campus. “Hosting
known islamophobes [sic] at our university creates a climate of hatred,” the
statement read.
I’d like to take these Goldsmiths
feminists on a tour of Saudi Arabia
to see what they are fighting for. The
gleaming office towers of that country
don’t have ladies’ rooms. There’s no
need, since women are not permitted
to work alongside men.
Blasphemy laws are the legal exsecularhumanism.org
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tension of this Goldsmiths no-oneshould-ever-be-offended attitude.
Used as tools of repression to keep the
faithful in line, minority faiths small and
quiet, and nonbelievers in the closet,
blasphemy laws are a menace to enlightenment values. CFI is helping to
lead the international effort to vanquish
them.
Defenders of Islam’s untenable dictates on women, gays, atheists, and
members of other faiths have only one
arrow in their quiver, which is to try and
silence their critics because they have
no valid responses to them. As much
as they would like to convince us that
our intolerance of their intolerance is a
form of cultural hegemony, we’re not
buying it.
Robyn E. Blumner is the CEO of the Center for Inquiry
and the CEO and president of the Richard Dawkins
Foundation for Reason & Science. She was a nationally syndicated columnist and editorial writer for the
Tampa Bay Times (formerly the St. Petersburg Times)
for sixteen years.

New in This Issue:
A Freshened Design
With this issue, Free Inquiry rolls out
an incremental magazine redesign.
Upgrades include:
• Larger body type for improved
readability.
• Four-color printing throughout
the magazine, not just on the
covers.
• A revised layout for the Op-Ed
section: in most cases, columns
will run in their entirety without
continuing into the back of the
magazine.
• Slightly heavier, more opaque
paper, for reduced show-through
with color graphics.
We hope that you will be pleased
with the new look. We appreciate
your support!

—The Editors
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FAISAL SAEED
AL MUTAR

OP-ED

From Lahore
to Brussels to
Baghdad: A Plan
to Fight Back

W

hat is starting to hurt me almost more than the continuous terrorist attacks—which
make it seem as though the whole
world is on fire—is seeing how we
are becoming numb to these attacks.
When bombs went off at the Brussels
airport and in the subway in March, it
was the first time I heard a commentator say the equivalent of “Well, we
expected that.” People have come
to view attacks in Baghdad as almost
a daily event (maybe dropping back
to weekly if the terrorists are on vacation). The reaction to the Easter
Sunday bombing of a playground in
Lahore, Pakistan, was similar. It seems
to me that the media have a template
that they use whenever they report a
terrorist attack. They just change the
name of the city and the date, and
they think they are saying something
new.
But between those who say these
attacks have nothing to do with Islam
(and who paint all those who have any
criticism of the religion as motivated
by racism or bigotry toward minorities)
and those who say that we should
ban all Muslims from coming in and
put the ones who are already in the
West under surveillance, there are a
few signs of hope that there are actually some people capable of holding
nuanced opinions. When such a one
appears in the media, I share his/her
interview hundreds of times on social
media. It helps to keep alive the hope
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that one day we will be able to put
these dark, sad days behind us.
Losing hope is too costly, and
there is the unfortunate fact that if I
give up—I, who now lives in the West,
speaks more than one language, and
am fairly well read, educated, and
connected—that will send a message
to the hundreds of thousands of people who are less privileged than I am
and who are also under constant attacks and death threats that they may
as well give up too. But I hope they
are much braver than I am and will not
have any doubts as to whether they
can make a change in their lifetimes.
So with renewed determination,
allow me to propose some ideas for
reducing terrorist attacks in the East
and the West—and hopefully eliminate them in the future (Inshalla—
“God willing”).

“What is starting to
hurt me almost more
than the continuous
terrorist attacks—
which make it seem as
though the whole world
is on fire—is seeing
how we are becoming numb to these
attacks.”

To begin, a discussion of some
commonly used terms may be helpful.
I would like to start with “the Muslim
world.” This is made up of people
who subscribe to an identity as well as
a religion called Islam. It could include
a person born and raised in Saudi
Arabia, or it could be a recent convert
from Santa Fe, New Mexico.
People in the Muslim world can be
placed on a spectrum. Let’s call it the

“Muslim ideological spectrum,” with 0
being a cultural Muslim or an ex-Muslim who may keep some part of the
Muslim faith or tradition but doesn’t
necessarily believe in the supernatural
elements of the religion itself and with
10 being a literalist. The ideological
spectrum spans from ultraconservatives
and conservatives to the liberal religious, the nonreligious, and atheists.
Then there is the “political spectrum.” There are Muslims as well as
Christians who believe in theocracy.
The Arabic name for theocratic law is
Sharia. There are multiple ways of interpreting Sharia, but even the most
moderate interpretation is radical by
comparison to the principles of liberal
secular democracy.
The methodology of establishing a
theocracy differs within Islam. “Jihadists” believe that violence, including
killing civilians and instilling terror, is a
means to an end. They include followers of ISIS, al-Qaeda, the Taliban, and
others. Islamists also believe in enforcing
Sharia law, but they work at the grassroots level to try to convince people
that Sharia and Islam are the solution
to society’s ills. This is the very motto of
the Muslim Brotherhood (“Islam Is the
Solution”).
The “Islamists” play with language to
convince liberals that they are liberal and
conservatives that they are conservative.
One example of this is the American
Islamists who say that they support
same-sex marriage—because Muslims
are a minority and they have to stand
with other minorities. So they are able
to convince liberals that they are on their
side. But they tell conservative Muslims
that if they became the majority or if
one is a Muslim who lives in a Muslim
majority country, it is totally fine to discriminate against the LGBT community.
Islamists can have great meetings with
President Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton,
and Bernie Sanders . . . as well as with
theocrats in the Middle East.
Islamists dislike Republicans not
because many of them are theocratic
but because they are the other kind of
theocratic—Christian theocratic. The
Islamists joined with the liberals because
they share the same enemy—Christian
theocracy—not the same goals.

Yet another group is “secular
Muslims,” who support secularism in
the Middle East and globally. They are
a minority but growing, to some extent
in reaction to the rule of the Muslim
Brotherhood and ISIS. Especially young
Muslims are observing conditions in
their countries and are asking, “Is this
really Sharia? I don’t want anything to
do with it.”
We can reduce and eventually
eliminate terrorist attacks by doing the
following:
• Make a distinction between Islamists
and jihadists, who have a theocratic, political agenda, and liberal
Muslims who just want to go about
their daily business and feed their
families. Support secular Muslims—
true secular Muslims, not the ones
with double faces who only advocate
for secularism in the West to protect
their own communities.
• Empower women. Christopher
Hitchens advocated for “the only
known cure for poverty, which is
the empowerment of women and
the emancipation of them from a
livestock version of compulsory
reproduction.”
• Support liberals in the Middle East,
including atheists, in their endeavors with funding and updated
technology.

• Combat the ideology of Islamism
and Jihadism through social media
because those followers use it heavily. Don’t ignore mainstream media,
but put more focus on social media.
• Scrutinize business and political relationships with Saudi Arabia, Qatar,
and Iran. Those countries are state
sponsors of Islamist, Wahabi, and
Salafist ideologies as well as supporters of Wilayat al-Faqih and the
Muslim Brotherhood.
• Expose and shame Islamist apologists. Try combating them with
humor.
• Never lose hope and succumb to the
fearmongering of people such as
Donald Trump and Ted Cruz.
If we remain consistent in our messaging and create a balance between
Far Right bigotry and Far Left apologetics for terrorism, then we can find
sensible solutions for the most difficult
issue facing us today.

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar was born in Iraq and now lives
in the United States. He is a writer, public speaker,
web designer, and social activist who founded the
Global Secular Humanist Movement and Secular Post.
He is a community manager at Movements.org, a division of Advancing Human Rights.

“Support liberals
in the Middle East,
including atheists,
in their endeavors
with funding and
updated
technology.”
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Atheism in Everyday Life:

GRETA CHRISTINA

OP-ED

What Does
Atheism Mean?

I

’ll start with my conclusion: The definition of atheism has changed, in a
way most atheists accept. It used to
mean “100 percent certainty that there
are no gods.” Now, for many self-defined atheists, it means “a reasonable
certainty that there are no gods.” If you
don’t object to that shift in meaning, it
makes no sense to oppose other shifts
purely because you think the word
should mean what it always meant.
So what does atheism mean? And
who gets to decide?
For me, and for many other atheists, atheism has more than one meaning, depending on context. It can have
the apparently simple meaning of
“lack of belief in any gods.” It can also
mean—well, let me quote myself, from
the introduction to my newest book,
The Way of the Heathen: Practicing

For some of us, atheism doesn’t just
mean, “I don’t believe in God.” It
also means the values and ways of
life implied by that conclusion, or inspired by it. (Some people use “humanism” to mean this: by all means,
use that word if you prefer.)
For some of us, atheism means
the ways of thinking that made us
nonbelievers in the first place: a set
of tools for critical thinking, an understanding of cognitive biases and
how the mind works, a respect for
truth over wishful thinking. (Some
people use “skepticism” to mean
this: by all means, use that word if
you prefer.)
And for some of us, atheism
means the communities, organizations, and movements springing up
among people who don’t believe
in gods to give each other support
and advocate for our rights. (Some
people use “organized atheism” to
mean this: by all means, use that
term if you prefer.)

But many people insist that atheism
can mean only one thing: not believing in gods. They insist that lack of religious belief doesn’t have any implications—or that if it does, they shouldn’t
be included in atheism’s definition.
The obvious problem with this argument is that it’s circular. It says, “The
word means X because that’s what it
means. It meant X when I first learned
it; therefore, it can’t mean anything
else.” This circularity shows a poor un-

“It is tricky to decide
how much latitude a
word’s meaning should
have. If a word could
mean anything at all, it
would be meaningless; if
a word could only have
one narrow meaning that
never changed, language
would stop working.”
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derstanding of how language works.
Language changes: if it didn’t, we’d
all be speaking proto–Indo-African or
whatever the ur-language was.
It is tricky to decide how much latitude a word’s meaning should have.
If a word could mean anything at all,
it would be meaningless; if a word
could only have one narrow meaning
that never changed, language would
stop working. There’s a wide gray area
between rigid precision and broad
ambiguity, and it plays out differently
for different words: proton has a more
specific meaning than love. But if you
think a given word should have a particular narrow meaning, your argument
needs to be based on something other
than the notion that words should always be defined precisely and that
subsequent definitions should stay
the same forever. The only response
to that is, “Nope. Wrong. Learn some
linguistics.”
And of course, this dictionary argument begs the question: Who gets to
decide? The number of atheists is rising, and our demographics are changing. Why shouldn’t newcomers have a
say in the language? When you say the
definition of atheism should be what
it’s always been, you’re saying the old
guard gets to define the language
forever.
I care about this because self-definition is important, especially for
marginalized people. Nonbelievers
choose their language for reasons
that are varied and personal. We
call ourselves “atheists,” “agnostics,” “humanists,” “skeptics,” and
a panoply of other words, based on
how we understand the definitions,
how we feel about their emotional
resonance (does the word read as
more blunt and confrontational or
more gentle and diplomatic?), which
word goes over better with our families, which term is used by our local
nonbeliever community, which one
we heard first. So we should err on
the side of broadness and multiple
definitions. It’s disempowering to be
told, “You’re not the thing you say
you are”—whether it’s by believers
or other atheists.
And I care because of diversity.
Many atheists use this dictionary ar-

gument to oppose any efforts to make
organized atheism more welcoming
to a wider variety of people. They
argue that, since atheism only means
non
belief in gods, atheist groups
and organizations can only organize
around that issue, and any other focus
is mission drift. It’s another circular
argument: “Organized atheism can
only be about what it’s already about.
Church-state separation is what it’s already about: making atheist communities welcoming to more people isn’t;
therefore, it’s mission drift.”
Self-definition isn’t just important to individuals; it’s important as a
community. We all get to define the
terms, and as our atheist communities
change, the language changes. When
you oppose the broadening of the
language, you’re effectively opposing
the broadening of the community.
Which brings me back to history
and my original point: The definition
of atheism has already changed.
When I was growing up, my nonbelieving parents called themselves
“agnostics.” For nonbelievers of their
time, agnostic meant having even
the tiniest scrap of doubt about the
existence of gods. Atheism meant
absolute certainty that gods don’t
exist. Today, for many of us, atheism
simply means being certain enough.
And we defend that definition, getting irritated when believers insist that
atheism means total certainty. If you’re
fine with this redefinition, it makes no
sense to tell other atheists that they
don’t get to define the word in a way
that’s meaningful for them.
The LGBT community learned this
the hard way. When we tried to decide
for each other what exactly it meant to
be gay, bisexual, lesbian, or transgender, we disempowered each other,
and we made our movement weaker.
When we accepted that we all get to
define the language we share, we became stronger. The imprecision is
sometimes confusing—but the payoff
is worth it.
Greta Christina is an author, blogger (at The Orbit),
and speaker. Her latest book is The Way of the
Heathen: Practicing Atheism in Everyday Life
(Pitchstone Publishing, 2016).

TOM FLYNN

OP-ED

What Doesn’t
Atheism Mean?

F

ear not, readers. Sneaking my
op-ed in among the guest columnists is not a feature of our revised design! My piece follows Greta
Christina’s provocative essay because
I think it’s important to respond to several of the points she raised therein. Of
course, she’ll be welcome to reply in
our next issue.
First, let’s summarize the relevant
parts of Christina’s argument:

“Weak atheism may
well be overtaking
strong atheism today,
but it’s probably
impossible to prove it.”

• Strong atheism (in her words, “100
percent certainty that there are no
gods”) used to be held almost universally among self-declared atheists. Among young atheists today,
this view is losing ground to:
• Weak atheism (“a reasonable certainty that there are no gods,”
sometimes rendered as simple absence of belief in a deity).
• For some reason, the move toward
weak atheism goes hand-in-hand
with the embrace of a very specific
left-leaning social justice agenda
secularhumanism.org

that stresses identity politics and,
in the view of some, claims of
victimhood.
• Today’s young atheists demand to
expand the label “atheism” (without
modifier) to denote a linking of unbelief in any god with their preferred
social-justice agenda. Since that
agenda asserts that every group enjoys broad power to select its own
labels, this extension of the meaning of atheism must be supported
too.
I find all of this dubious, for several reasons.
• Weak atheism may well be overtaking strong atheism today, but
it’s probably impossible to prove it.
To do so, you’d need baseline data
on the relative prevalence of strong
atheism to weak atheism in the past,
when the social sciences were not
studying atheism at that level of
detail.
• Christina’s belief that strong atheism
was once held nearly unanimously
is almost certainly incorrect. To the
contrary, prominent atheist theorists have been advocating weak
atheism for at least 140 years. They
include: Antony Flew, whose God
and Philosophy (1966) and The
Presumption of Atheism (1976) argued for an atheism that merely presupposes God’s absence until or unless evidence for a deity’s existence
should emerge. George H. Smith’s
perennial best-seller Atheism: The
Case against God (1974) defined
atheism as the mere lack of belief
in a deity. In The Encyclopedia of
Unbelief (1985), editor Gordon
Stein suggested that strong atheism
was a straw-man stereotype created
by religious apologists; in his view,
almost all actually existing atheists
were weak atheists. In Atheism: A
Philosophical Justification (1989),
the late philosopher Michael
Martin endorsed weak atheism
(though he didn’t use that label).
Bill Cooke did likewise in his 2005
Dictionary of Atheism, Skepticism,
and Humanism, as did I in my 2007
New Encyclopedia of Unbelief.
More recently, Austin Cline, About.
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com’s site guide for atheism and agnosticism, put it this way: “An atheist is anyone who doesn’t happen to
believe in any gods, no matter what
their reasons or how they approach
the question of whether any gods
exist. . . . The most precise definition
may be: an atheist is anyone who
does not affirm the proposition ‘at
least one god exists.’”
Nor is this strand of interpretation solely a product of the twentieth century. In his 1876 Freethinker’s Text Book, English atheist titan
Charles Bradlaugh stated flatly:
“Atheism is without God. It does
not assert no god.”
• There’s no obvious connection between migrating from strong to weak
atheism and taking up the specific
social-justice agenda that Christina
champions. Neither strong nor
weak atheism demands value nihilism; atheists of either type are free
to add a values orientation to their
position on the existence of deities.
Yet no one is obliged to take up the
values orientation Christina prefers.
(For example, one might adopt laissez-faire libertarianism, if one sincerely believes that that ideology
promotes human welfare.) Politics is
not science; we can’t be sure that a
given system is best in the way that
we can flat-out know that evolution
is a fact or that vaccines work. That’s
why a socially aware atheist (or secular humanist) might choose among
a variety of humane ideological
orientations.
• The principle that oppressed groups
have carte blanche to choose their
own labels features prominently
in Christina’s vision of social justice, but as I’ve written before, I
find it incoherent (“Ze, Not They,”
Secular Humanist Bulletin, Spring
2016; see also my “The Left Is Not
Always Right,” Free InquIry October/
November 2013). Among other
things, that view disregards the
countervailing rights of the mass of
language users to reject or modify
coinages that they do not find useful.
• Atheism is the best word we have to
refer to someone’s position on the
existence or nonexistence of a deity.

To me, that’s a strong argument for
leaving it as it is, without resorting to
pedantic discussions of the word’s
Greek roots. Meanwhile, we already
have good terms for individuals who
supplement their absence of belief
in a deity with a values orientation.
Humanist—and especially secular
humanist—come to mind. Given
that, Christina’s proposal to redefine
atheism to include a values plat-

“Politics is not science;
we can’t be sure that
a given system is best
in the way that we can
ﬂat-out know that
evolution is a fact or
that vaccines work.”

form—but only if it’s the one she endorses—strikes me as carrying substantial risk of “mission drift.”
The Council’s website describes
secular humanism as “Beyond Atheism. Beyond Agnosticism.” I think
that’s a good way to capture the

idea, without seeking to prescribe
which value system a given atheist,
whether strong or weak, must adopt.
• It may be instructive that even an activist who largely shared Christina’s
politics did not share her conviction
that atheism alone was an apt label.
In 2012, blogger Jennifer McCreight
coined Atheism Plus to denote a
blending of nontheism with a progressive politics substantially identical to Christina’s. McCreight recognized that the old term atheism
could not sustain the new burden she
wished to place upon it. Something
more was required—hence the suffix Plus. (Atheism+ is still out there,
though with a prominence much
reduced from that surrounding its
debut.)
Greta Christina may be correct that
weak atheism is enjoying heightened
popularity. But I’m not convinced that
this bears importantly on young atheists’ desire to supplement their unbelief with a values orientation, much less
on which values orientation they might
choose. What, I wonder, does Christina call atheists who adopt humane
value systems she opposes? I’m happy
to call them “secular humanists.”

Tom Flynn is the editor of Free InquIry and the executive director of the Council for Secular Humanism.

“There’s no
obvious connection
between migrating
from strong to weak
atheism and taking
up the specific
social-justice
agenda that Christina
champions.”

secularhumanism.org
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MARK RUBINSTEIN

OP-ED

The Christian
Moral Code, Part
3: Humility

H

umility is the twelfth commandment of Christianity: Thou shalt
not forget thy subservience to
God nor place thyself above others.
The first half of this commandment
(humility toward the divine) is emphasized in the Hebrew Bible. Despite
some difficulty separating divine from
interpersonal humility, the second half
of the commandment only comes into
its own in the New Testament, where it
is taught in the words of and modeled
by the behavior of Jesus. For example,
Luke’s Parable of the Places of Honor
concludes with “For whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he
that humbleth himself shall be exalted”
(14:7–11).
In one of the most touching episodes in John’s Gospel (13:12–16),
Jesus washes the feet of his disciples,
saying that he is illustrating how they
should regard one another. In the
episode of the punishment of the
adulteress, the onlookers admit that
they are disqualified to throw the first
stone, since they too have sinned
(John 8:1–11). We are warned not to
judge lest we be judged (Matthew
7:11). In Matthew 6:1–6, we are asked
to give alms anonymously and to pray
in private, not advertise our generosity
and piousness. Otherwise, we shall
have “no reward of your Father which
is in heaven.”
But Christian humility does not
trump status. In the long-established
traditions of the Hebrew Bible, the
master still rules the slave: “The disciple is not above his master, nor the
servant [slave] above his lord. . . . Let
12
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every man abide in the same calling
wherein he was called. Art thou called
being a servant [slave]? care not for
it. . . . Servants [slaves] be obedient to
them that are your masters according
to the flesh, with fear and trembling,
in singleness of your heart, as unto
Christ” (Matthew 10:24; 1 Corinthians
7:20–21; Ephesians 6:5).
Likewise, the husband rules over
the wife: “But would I have you know,
that the head of every man is Christ;
and the head of every woman is the
man. . . . Neither was man created for
the woman; but the woman for the
man [from his rib]. . . . Let your women
keep silence in the churches; for it is
not permitted unto them to speak. . . .
And if they will learn any thing, let
them ask their husbands at home” (1
Corinthians 11:3, 9 and 14:34–35).

“The very being who
teaches humility can
show the most disregard for it. In the Gospel
of John, Jesus repeatedly reveals himself as
virtually God, if not God
himself!”

The very being who teaches humility can show the most disregard for it.
In the Gospel of John, Jesus repeatedly reveals himself as virtually God,
if not God himself! For example, he
asserts: “As long as I am in the world, I
am the light of the world. . . . I am the
way, the truth and the life. . . . I am the
door: by me if any man enter in, he
shall be saved. . . .” and so on.
Should we be surprised that the
original structured instantiation of
Christian belief, the Roman Catholic
Church, is one of the most hierarchical
secularhumanism.org

civilian organizations in history? While
the Church teaches humility to others,
it arrogates special powers to itself. By
its power of excommunication, it does
not have to wait until God’s judgment;
for centuries, it has damned heretics
or apostates to hell after their natural
deaths (by refusing communion) or
immediately (by burning them at the
stake). By anathema, like a witch from
a medieval nightmare, it lays curses on
unbelievers. By virtue of the powers
passed down to him from Jesus and
Peter, when the pontiff speaks “out
of his chair,” his pronouncements are
declared infallible. As confirmed by
the First Vatican Council (1869–1870):
“The Church of Christ is not a community of equals in which all the faithful
have the same rights. It is a society
of unequals, not only because among
the faithful some are clergy and some
are laity, but because there is in the
church the power from God by which it
is given to some to sanctify, teach and
govern, and to others it is not.”
Status and its implicit arrogance
are further linked since status can be
seen as confirming goodness. Protestants, in particular, tend to see status
(or success) as an indication that one
is among the few elect whom God has
preselected to attain salvation.
What is more, Christian humility
becomes illogical, as the Gospels let
slip in paradoxical language: “Many
that are first shall be last; and the last
shall be first” (Matthew 19:30). If the
last are last because they are humble,
how can they be humble when they
become first? Once formed by making
the last first, the Catholic Church then
became dedicated to keeping the first
first. Do humble people believe that
they are humble? If they do not, then
they do not know themselves; and if
they do, how can they be humble? In
an extreme version of this “humility
paradox,” can people who believe
that they have been called by God
to preach humility be humble? If it
weren’t such a serious matter, it would
have been hard not to be amused
during the 2012 Republican presidential primaries when Michelle Bachmann, Herman Cain, and Rick Perry
each justified their individual runs and

exhibited their “humility” by claiming
they were called by God to become
the next president! Ironically, in trying
to flee arrogance, the religious Christian runs right into fake humility.

W

hile Christian interpersonal
humility can seem opposed to
arrogance, it is a slippery and cloying
virtue (see table at right). It can easily
become submissiveness, self-effacement, or acquiescence. It encourages
you, as in the Parable of the Places of
Honor and the foot-washing lesson, to
put yourself last because you should
presume falsely that you deserve no
better. Paul seconds: “Fulfill ye my joy,
that ye be likeminded, having the same
love, being of one accord, of one mind.
Let nothing be done through strife or
vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let
each esteem others better than themselves” (Philippians 2:2–3).
In the early Gospels, Jesus models
this downside type of humility, most
vividly during his betrayal, capture,
trial, and execution. As Paul describes
it: “Who [Jesus], being in the form
of god, thought it not robbery to be
equal with God: But made himself of
no reputation, and took upon him the
form of a servant, and was made in the
likeness of men: And being found in
fashion as a man, he humbled himself,
and became obedient unto death,
even the death of the cross” (Philippians 2:6–8).
For Nietzsche and Ayn Rand, Christianity inculcates a kind of slave mentality. But not to worry; our faith in God
and Jesus will redeem us. Being meek
is actually meritorious, since, as Jesus
teaches, “Blessed are the meek: for
they shall inherit the earth” (Matthew
5:5). This pattern is so pervasive that
we cannot fault C. Dennis McKinsey
for concluding: “Almost never does
the New Testament advise followers
to object when unjustly treated, seek
equality instead of subservience, seek
justice instead of submission, seek
involvement rather than escape, seek
improvement rather than acceptance,
seek self-respect rather than self-debasement” (The Encyclopedia of Biblical Errancy).
On the upside from Christian inter-

CHARACTER COMPARISONS
Christian Humility	 Golden Mean
 	 submissive
self-deprecating
deferential
acquiescent
self-effacing
defeatist
dependent
pessimistic
modest
inferior

assertive
objective
independent
forthright
self-confident
pragmatic
self-reliant
unbiased
unpretentious
balanced

personal humility, we do not want to
go too far and become boastful, overbearing, conceited, grandiose, vain,
and self-righteous. Taking us beyond
the thinking in the New Testament,
neither do we want the silent show of
seeming humility with respect to ourselves to be overlaid with boastful
speech about our children, sports
team, state, or country. Conceit is
often disguised by wrapping it in patriotism or praise of others.
So, both Christian humility and
arrogance* are ill-advised. Our challenge is to find a middle ground, an
Aristotelian golden mean, between
them: that is, to be forthright, assertive, unpretentious, pragmatic, objective, self-confident, and self-reliant.
Also, in between Christian humility
and arrogance is a sort of natural humility that comes from realizing that
because of luck, you are not 100
percent responsible for your success—
much is due to the good fortune of
being in the right place at the right
time. (The New Testament gets this
part way. In 1 Corinthians 4:7, Paul also
mentions that sometimes people will
take unearned personal credit for what
*I purposely have not used the word pride.
Some Christians see pride as the worst of the
seven deadly sins, the bridge sin that makes the
other sins possible. C.  S. Lewis refers to it as “the
great sin” (Mere Christianity, 3:8). Unfortunately,
the word has become muddled, with some
philosophers celebrating it as a great virtue. For
example, if I “take pride” in my son’s ability to
play the piano or “take pride” in my work, is that
necessarily a vice?
secularhumanism.org

Arrogance
overbearing
vain
hubristic
boastful
self-righteous
grandiose
cocksure
optimistic
conceited
superior

“Once formed by
making the last first,
the Catholic Church
then became dedicated
to keeping the
first first.”

God has given them.)
To conclude, humility, so strongly
emphasized in the Christian moral
code, is in practice linked paradoxically with statuws and power, requires
self-contradiction, borders on submissiveness and self-effacement, and is
often a cover for arrogance.
From the editors: The next installment
of this series on the Christian moral
code, which began with the April/May
2016 issue, will appear in the August/
September FI.
Mark Rubinstein is a retired professor of finance,
University of California at Berkeley, who now writes on
early Christianity and humanism.
August/September 2016
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In Memoriam:
Harry Kroto,
1939–2016
GARY WHITTENBERGER
AND RICHARD HULL

H

“After many years of
experimental study,
theoretical calculations,
development of
new spectroscopic
techniques, and
collaboration with
colleagues, Kroto
discovered the C60
molecule in 1985.”

Photo Credit: Connors Brighton

arry Kroto, the world-renowned
chemist, science educator, and
humanist, died near London,
England, on April 30, 2016, in the company of his wife, Margaret, and their
two sons. He died of complications
stemming from amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis, which has come to be known
as Lou Gehrig’s disease. Kroto was a
Laureate of the International Academy
of Humanism and the honorary president of the Tallahassee chapter of the
Center for Inquiry. He will be greatly
missed by his family, friends, and colleagues.
Harold Walter Krotoshiner was
born on October 7, 1939, in a little
town called Wisbech in Cambridge
shire, England. The family name was

later shortened from “Krotoshiner” to
“Kroto.” As a boy, Kroto worked in his
father’s balloon factory and became
enthused with gymnastics, tennis, and
science. To satisfy a budding interest in
chemistry, he entered Sheffield University, thought to be the best school at
which to study chemistry in the United
Kingdom (UK). Here, Kroto played on
the tennis team and became art editor
of the student magazine. He received
several awards for his graphic designs
and played tennis well, although not
up to his own expectations. He once
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said, “At one time I remember wanting to be Wimbledon champion, but
decided this goal was going to be
a bit hard as I seemed to be having
too much difficulty winning.” Notably, during this period he performed
in amateur productions with an adolescent Ian McKellen. At Sheffield,
Kroto earned his bachelor of science
degree and for his doctorate, he studied the spectroscopy of free radicals
produced by flash photolysis. During
this time, he also married Margaret,
with whom he remained for over fifty
years, until his death.
After completing his graduate
studies, Kroto took a two-year postdoctoral position at the National Research Council in Ottawa, Canada,
where he worked in a highly stimulating environment with other scientists
of great intelligence and reputation
and “learned who he was.” Harry and
Margaret had their first son, Stephen,
during this time. In 1966, Kroto went
on to a second postdoctoral position
at Bell Labs at Murray Hill, New Jersey,
where he continued his spectroscopic
work and learned the Fortran computer programming language. Then
the family returned to the United Kingdom, where he took a professorship
at Sussex University. He taught and
conducted research; Margaret worked
part time; and the couple had their
second son, David. After many years
of experimental study, theoretical calculations, development of new spectroscopic techniques, and collaboration with colleagues, Kroto discovered
the C60 molecule in 1985.
In 1995, working with a BBC producer, Kroto inaugurated the Vega Science Trust to create science films for
television broadcasting. His own annus
mirabilis was 1996, when he was recognized at a high level for his scientific
work. Not only was he knighted, but
he received the Nobel Prize alongside
two other colleagues—Robert F. Curl
Jr. and Richard Smalley, both members of the Chemistry Department at
Rice University—for the discovery of
C60, otherwise known as “Buckminsterfullerene.” Smalley died in October
2005. Curl, from his home in Houston,
said of Kroto:

Harry came to Rice for a visit and we
discussed some common interests.
After some time this led to a second
visit, which had the aim of demonstrating that cyanoacetylenes could
be produced in the debris that can
accumulate around a red giant star.
Completely unexpectedly, our data
showed strong evidence that a molecule of a completely different sort
with the chemical formula C60 was
being produced in our experiments,
and that this molecule is chemically
relatively unreactive. Together we
published a letter about this C60
discovery in Nature that has been
cited almost ten thousand times in
later scientific publications. This discovery led to a host of other work
by Harry and the Rice group both
jointly and separately and by many
other scientists.
Nobel prize winners tend to end
up doing one of three things: they
either try for the prize again, or they
continue to work in the area of their
previous interests without expecting lightning to strike again, or they
get involved in an entirely new set
of interests. Harry was more of the
third sort, dedicated to enhancing
and enlivening public interest in
science, and to assisting science
teachers in making their subject engaging for their students, although
he remained productive in research
making a number of highly significant contributions.

Curl noted that Kroto was an atheist, saying, “In the spectrum—devout,
evangelical, or militant—of atheist
commitment, he seemed to me to
best fit into the category ‘evangelical,’
though I note that he declared himself
‘devout.’ His behavior throughout his
life gave the lie to those who declaim
that people require a god in order to
behave ethically, morally and altruistically.”

I

n 2004, Kroto retired from his position
at Sussex and became a professor at
Florida State University in Tallahassee, Florida, where he continued until
May 2015. At FSU, Harry developed
the GEOSET project, which aimed to
present high-quality science-education
lectures via the Internet. An important
part of this project was the contribution of student lectures. Since receiving the Nobel Prize, and especially
during his last decade, Kroto gave lec-

tures all over the world—for example,
in Japan, China, the United Kingdom,
Europe, and elsewhere—on various
topics including chemistry, astronomy,
spectroscopy, philosophy and history
of science, skepticism, human rights,
and humanism. Also, he and Margaret
conducted buckyball workshops for
children throughout the world.
For Kroto, science and humanism
were inextricably connected. He once
said, “Scientists have a responsibility,
or at least I feel I have a responsibility,
to ensure that what I do is for the benefit of the human race. It is important
that we try to point out facts to help
those in power to make decisions. Un-

“His behavior
throughout his life
gave the lie to those
who declaim that
people require a god
in order to behave
ethically, morally
and altruistically.”
—Co-Nobelist Robert F. Curl Jr.

fortunately, this is not often the case.
Although knowledge cannot guarantee good decisions, common sense
suggests that wisdom is an unlikely
consequence of ignorance.”
Harry Kroto was an unabashed
secular humanist. He opined, “The
humanitarian philosophies that have
been developed (sometimes under
some religious banner and invariably
in the face of religious opposition)
are human inventions, as the name
implies—and our species deserves the
credit. I am a devout atheist—nothing
else makes any sense to me and I
must admit to being bewildered by
secularhumanism.org

those, who in the face of what appears
so obvious, still believe in a mystical
creator.”
At FSU, Kroto’s curiosity was infectious, and he mentored many students. “My advice is to do something
which interests you or which you enjoy
(although I am not sure of the definition of enjoyment) and do it to the absolute best of your ability. If it interests
you, no matter how mundane it might
seem on the surface, still explore it
because something unexpected often
turns up when you least expect it.”
The Center for Inquiry–Tallahassee
was founded in October 2005, and
Kroto became connected with the
group shortly thereafter. His first involvement consisted of participation
in two annual Darwin Days. He was
later made the honorary president of
the chapter. He gave lectures, presented workshops for children, made
generous monetary contributions, participated in online forums, and always
encouraged us to advance the Enlightenment. When Kroto attended
chapter potluck dinners, he always
drew a crowd and engaged in lively
discussions.
Late in April 2015, Kroto informed
the chapter about his illness and his
impending move from Tallahassee
back to the UK. On May 2, 2015, a
farewell dinner was held in honor of
the Krotos at a local restaurant. Thirtyseven CFI members and friends of
Harry attended the event. At that time,
his gait and speech showed some
impairment due to his illness, but he
spoke fondly of his time in Tallahassee
and with CFI.
The mission of the Center for Inquiry is to foster a secular society
based on science, reason, freedom of
inquiry, and humanist values. No one
else comes to mind who has exemplified these values more than Harry
Kroto. He was a true son of the Enlightenment. Sir Harry, we will miss you.
Gary Whittenberger is a writer and retired psychologist
living in Tallahassee, Florida. He is a member of several freethought groups, including the Center for
Inquiry. Richard Hull, trained as a philosopher, has
participated in the development of some technologies,
chiefly as an investor.
August/September 2016
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LOOKING BACK
35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“The attack on the [public] schools as hotbeds of secular humanism
would be funny if it were not so misleading. What is really going on is
an attack on democratic moral values and liberal civilization. In addition,
the persistent anti-intellectualism of American culture has reappeared as
an attack on modern science.
“Part of the evidence for the alleged capture of the schools by secular humanists is the teaching of evolution and human sexuality. Another
reason for the attack is the anxiety produced by the fragmentation of the
public life into a motley collection of private interests. The label ‘secular
humanism’ is partly a scare tactic aimed at stirring people up about
‘atheism,’ ‘relativism,’ and ‘permissivism.’ More basically, it is a disingenuous effort to identify democratic and scientific values as sectarian, even
though they are, and have been, widely held. If this strategy succeeds,
then alternative sectarian claims could be advanced under the guise of
toleration. . . .”
—Howard B. Radest, “Moral Education in a Fundamentalist Climate,”
from Free Inquiry Volume 1, No. 3 (Summer 1981)
Editors’ note: The author, then director of the Ethical Culture Schools
and cochair of the International Humanist and Ethical Union, enjoyed
a distinguished career in religious Humanism and humanist education,
including as dean of the Humanist Institute. He died in 2014.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“Now that the conflict with Iraq [the first Gulf War] is over, it is time to
reflect on the brutal character of the ‘surgical war’ and to raise a dissenting voice amidst the popular acclaim. The willingness, even eagerness,
of the United States to engage in a massive war effort is very disturbing. We are grateful that allied deaths were kept to a minimum, but
we are horrified by the great number of casualties, civilian and military,
suffered by the Iraqis, including the slaughter of thousands of troops
retreating from Kuwait to Basra and Baghdad. . . . The victory over Iraq
apparently has set a record for slaughter by high-technology Western
weapons. . . .”
—Paul Kurtz, “The Road to Baghdad and Basra,” from Free Inquiry
Volume 11, No. 3 (Summer 1991)
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If the Catholic Church were to
be pitted against a snail in a race
to bring about social changes
that benefit humanity, I’d put my
money on the snail to win by a
wide margin.
I shouldn’t lose hope. Surely
by the time another thousand
years have passed, the Catholic
Church will consider the advantages of birth control—at about
the same time it ordains its first
female priest.
David Quintero
Monrovia, California

Stifling Speech
Papal Pronouncements
Re: “Maybe It’s the Cabin Pres
sure” by Tom Flynn (FI, June/
July 2016). It is true that nothing
much came of Pope Francis’s
public statements about gay
priests, contraception, and abortion. It will take lot more than
casual comments even by the
pontiff himself to reform the longstanding dogmas of the Catholic
Church. However, abstruse as
they may seem, the pope’s suggestions that under some circumstances contraception may be a
“lesser evil than abortion” may
suffice to stir some open controversy among South America’s
many Catholic dissidents. The
local bishops must know that
62.5 percent of Latin American
women use some form of birth
control. This figure is probably
even higher amid the onslaught
of the Zika virus. What morally
sane clergyman would demand
that a woman take an unreasonable risk of bringing a deformed
baby into the world? It is the local
bishops who are in actual contact
with the miseries of the people;
it is they who must be encouraged to speak up despite fears of
disdain from Rome. Meaningful
reform in the church will come
from the bottom up, not the top
down.
John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

In the June/July 2016 issue,
Russell Blackford (“Suppress and
Punish: The Dangerous Impulse
to Shut Down Speech”) holds that
we should take no action against
a speaker we find unacceptable
except to argue against what
he says. I wondered whether he
would make an exception in the
case of Glenn Beck. Beck has not
just been expressing opinions
but presenting false and inflammatory statements and conspiracy theories against individuals
and groups in the United States
on Fox News. Representatives of
the advocacy group The Color
of Change persuaded all of the
advertisers on Beck’s show to
withdraw their sponsorship by
asking, “Do you want your product to be associated with what
Beck is saying [about some of
their customers]?” Fox News
had not been giving anyone the
opportunity to argue against
Beck. It has now suspended Beck,
but he has not been silenced: he
still has his show on the Internet,
easily available to anyone who
wants to see it.
Homer Edward Price
Sylva, North Carolina

Standing Up for
Humanism
I am sure that Paul Kurtz had, and
the Center for Inquiry has, no
desire to make secular human-

ism exclusive or excluding, but at
the same time, I think we have to
stand for something that would
enable us to say, “I’m sorry, but
secular humanism would not
appear to encompass your belief
or stance.” What drove me to
this was the “35 Years ago in
Free Inquiry” in the June/July
2016 issue. In that excerpt from
1981, Kurtz is so accommodating
that he prefers to say that secular humanism has no position on
sex education rather than say that
claimed “secular humanist” and
libertarian psychiatrist Thomas
Szasz can’t be a secular humanist. Szasz had argued against sex
education on the basis that “individual freedom” would exclude
the state and the medical/psychiatric establishment from such
a private matter as sex education.
I’m sorry, but the only rational basis that we have to replace
faith is science, and at least basic
science has to be advocated and
taught to enable a secular society.
And the relevance and importance of science would include
a basic human right to know the
science of your own body. In my
mind, if you don’t believe that a
secular society has a legitimate interest in teaching basic science to
its population, including sex education, then you’re not thinking
like a secular humanist.
William H. Clarke
Missoula, Montana

Death
Re: “Atheism Is Scary Because
It Reminds People of Death”
by Simon Davis (FI, June/July
2016). In my eighty-seven years
of life experience and as an
active registered nurse for fiftyfive years, I have met death
many times. I helped my patients
through the long hours of letting
go of life. Those with fundamentalist Christian beliefs were the
most terrified of death, wondering if they would measure up.
Those with no belief were more
likely to accept death calmly
and were comfortable with the
secularhumanism.org

thought of eternal oblivion as
their reward.
When I released myself from
childhood brainwashing of fundamentalist Christian dogma, I
immediately felt total freedom
and exuberance in my rebirth
as a nonbeliever. No more hellfire and damnation in my future.
Death had lost its terror. I put
on my wonderful collection of
music, which had been taboo,
and danced around my home in
joyful deliverance.
I sat with my husband of forty-three years as he lay dying from
COPD. He said all he needed was
me by his side to help him though
those last hours.
Doris M. Green
Prescott, Arizona
If the end of your life is ap
proaching, if your physical suffering has become intolerable to
you, if you are a mentally competent adult, and if you so choose
. . . if all of these conditions are
met, then you should have the
right to the means to a peaceful,
dignified, humane, and pain-free
death. And your physicians and
loved ones should have the right
to assist you in achieving that
peaceful death, without fear of
prosecution for “assisting in a
suicide.”
We secularists know that
death is not to be feared. But
dying can be hell. A wise person
takes advantage of every possible offering of palliative care, executes advance directives, communicates clearly about goals,
and attempts to make optimal
decisions whether to accept or
reject particular medical treatments. No one should ever be
encouraged, let alone coerced,
to hasten death. But many of us
will fervently desire to make that
choice, and to deny it is true barbarism. Let’s make aid-in-dying a
fundamental human right everywhere. That is, if you are planning to die someday. If not, then
please disregard.
(Continued on page 64)
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How a Creative Humanist Minority
Reshaped the Nation, Part 1
Introduction
Tom Flynn

I

t’s a commonplace that humanism, and especially secular
humanism, “punches above its weight.” Our movement
has never been more than a minuscule minority phenomenon, yet humanists (as well as historic activists we would
now recognize as humanists even if they did not know the
term) have played an outsize role in promoting some of
their eras’ most prominent social reforms.
Consider one example from the nineteenth century.
Popular historic discourse today tends to spotlight religious

“. . . Free Inquiry presents a large-scale
reappraisal of humanism’s outsized role
in social-justice activism throughout
the twentieth century.”

activists and clergypersons who agitated for the abolition
of slavery early on, when abolitionism was unpopular even
in the North. Doing so not only distorts the true numbers
of clergy and churchgoers who used their Christianity to
defend or simply tolerate slavery; it effectively buries the
contributions of indispensable early antislavery activists who
were either irreligious or wildly religiously heterodox. For
example, many were radical Quakers (such as the Hicksites),
whose doctrinal views might not be out of place in religious
Humanist congregations today. This same group provided
much of the early impetus for the woman suffrage move-
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ment, whose debt to explicit freethinkers such as Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and Matilda Joslyn Gage went underappreciated for many decades.
With the first part of this feature—and its conclusion
in the following issue—Free Inquiry presents a large-scale
reappraisal of the humanist minority’s outsized role in social-justice activism throughout the twentieth century. (Next
issue’s conclusion will place greater emphasis on the contributions of the Council for Secular Humanism and the
Center for Inquiry [CFI] since the Council’s
founding in 1980.) The two articles were conceived and made possible by the generosity
of CFI supporter Gordon Gamm, who gave a
substantial grant to facilitate preparation of the
report. (Gamm’s grant was matched by dedicated funding from CFI.) This funding made
possible the hiring of Leah Mickens, a brilliant
researcher and writer who has contributed previous Free Inquiry cover stories. It also enabled
Ms. Mickens to conduct an extensive research
residency at CFI–Transnational in Amherst, New
York, where she explored the world’s foremost
English-language library on humanism, along
with historic and archival resources including the
papers of CFI founder Paul Kurtz. Ms. Mickens
was assisted throughout her research by Center for Inquiry
Libraries Director Timothy Binga.
The result is, in total, a 13,000-word exposition, based on
troves of “inside” documents, demonstrating how humanist
precursors, explicit humanist activists, and more recently secular humanists wielded outsized creative influence over important social-reform efforts in the America of the twentieth
and now the twenty-first centuries.
Tom Flynn is the editor of Free Inquiry and the executive director of the Council for
Secular Humanism.
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Creative Minority Report:
How the Humanist Movement
Changed America
Leah Mickens

The idea for this project and partial funding for its research and writing was provided by Gordon Gamm.—The Editors

A

t the core of humanism is an ethical outlook that is
based on human interests and needs. Rejecting the
religious dogmas and ideologies that have done so
much to damage humanity, humanists seek to promote a
society in which individual freedom is respected, human welfare is promoted, and social structures are equitably configured to ensure true equal opportunity for all. To quote Free
Inquiry founding editor Paul Kurtz, humanists seek “to develop just societies that will maximize both individual happiness and social well-being under conditions of fairness and
equity.” But have these humanist ideals had any significant
influence? This essay will address this
critical question.
A Secular Humanist Declaration was
issued in 1980. The document launched
Free Inquiry magazine and the Council
for Secular and Democratic Humanism
(CODESH), now the Council for Secular
Humanism, a program of the Center
for Inquiry. The initiative had its critics.
Strident voices on the religious Right
charged that “secular humanists” were
conspiring to fundamentally change the
character of American society. A broader
spectrum of Christians felt dismayed by
humanism because it challenged the status quo and questioned conventional beliefs.
I will argue in this article that, sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, a humanist movement—and its underlying
ideals—helped to shape many of the major social-reform initiatives that would transform America’s political and cultural
landscape during the twentieth century. This humanist movement was somewhat amorphous. Still, in the early decades
of the twentieth century, it could be said to comprise three
separate but connected threads: the Ethical Culture movement, the Unitarian Church, and a third group that I will call

“independent humanists.”
Ethical Culture. The Ethical Culture movement was
founded in New York City by Columbia University ethics
professor Felix Adler in 1877. The son of a German Reform
rabbi, Adler was inspired by Immanuel Kant’s critique of religion while studying at the University of Heidelberg. Adler
was particularly struck by Kant’s conclusion that neither the
existence nor nonexistence of God or the immortality of the
soul could be proven, since both were beyond the scope of
empirical experience. In contrast, morality and ethics could
be ascertained through the use of reason without referenc-

“. . . Sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, a
humanist movement—and its underlying ideals—
helped to shape many of the major social-reform initiatives that would transform America’s political and
cultural landscape during the twentieth century.”

ing a theological system. From this, Adler decided to form a
purely ethical, universalist religion that retained the congregational style of traditional Judaism but focused on progressive social reform, the development of personal excellence,
and democratic education rather than the worship of a deity.
The Ethical Culture movement provided an intellectual and
social home for nonreligious Jews who believed in the ethical teachings of Judaism but abhorred traditional synagogues and were barred from participating in mainstream
organizations due to institutional anti-Semitism. While the
Ethical Culture movement would never be large, its leaders
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and adherents would play key roles in social-change movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The Unitarian Church. The Unitarian Church in America
grew out of the democratically governed Congregationalist
churches founded by the Puritans in colonial New England.
By the mid-nineteenth century, there was a strong rationalist element in Congregationalism, ranging from deism and
transcendentalism to the outright rejection of the notion of a
personal god. This led to a split between Congregationalists
who were orthodox Christians and their more-liberal counterparts. This culminated in the latter’s breaking away to
form the American Unitarian Association. During the First
World War, there were tensions between humanists and
theists within Unitarianism; this continued until the end of
the Second World War, when the denomination adopted a
policy that one could be a theist or an atheist and remain
a Unitarian in good standing, a position that the modern
Unitarian Universalist Association holds to this day.
The Independent Humanists. The so-called independent

was the Humanist Press Association, established in 1935. It
grew out of the Humanist Fellowship (founded 1927), a local
association of humanist Unitarian ministers and seminary students at the University of Chicago, many of whom would
later sign Humanist Manifesto I. The Humanist Fellowship
had published The New Humanist, the first magazine dedicated to humanism in the United States. When The New
Humanist folded, the group launched another publication
called The Humanist Bulletin and changed its name to the
Humanist Press Association, reflecting its growth beyond
its beginnings as a local fellowship. The Humanist Bulletin
was discontinued in 1941 to make way for The Humanist
magazine, which later became the flagship publication of
the American Humanist Association (AHA), the organization
that superseded the Humanist Press Association and exists
to this day.
After World War II, a number of independent humanist groups were established in Western Europe, India, and
Africa. At the same time, Harold Blackham
of the British Ethical Union had a vision of
uniting humanists throughout the world
in an international organization modeled
on the United Nations (UN). Indeed, three
prominent humanists had held key posts in
the nascent UN:

“While the Ethical Culture movement would
never be large, its leaders and adherents would
play key roles in social-change movements of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”
humanists were individuals who explicitly identified themselves as humanists, atheists, agnostics, or skeptics but who
were not affiliated with any of the organized religious-humanist groups. These independent humanists could be considered the forerunners of today’s secular humanists, who
eschew all trappings of organized religion.
These three strands of the humanist movement came
together to establish new humanist institutions starting in
the early twentieth century. At this time, there was within
the movement a widespread belief that humanism would
be “a new faith for a new age.” Many early humanist societies had a religious-humanist orientation, including the
First Humanist Society of New York, various Ethical Culture
societies, and the Humanist Society of Friends. Even independent humanists including Bertrand Russell, Albert
Einstein, and Julian Huxley believed that some form of
quasi-religious humanism was destined to fill the void left
behind by traditional organized religion. The first Humanist
Manifesto (sometimes called Manifesto I), issued in 1933,
had a heavy religious-humanist flavor, and many of its signers were Unitarian ministers.
The first national humanist group in the United States
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• Julian Huxley, whom the AHA would
name Humanist of the Year in 1962,
headed the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO).
• Brock Chisholm, whom the AHA would
name Humanist of the Year in 1959, directed the World
Health Organization (WHO).
• John Boyd Orr led the Food and Agricultural Organization
(FAO).
Huxley in particular hoped that the UN would encourage
the nations of the world to transcend parochial concerns and
create a unified, humanistic world community. He was disappointed when the international body became just another
venue for the great powers to pursue their respective national interests. With the help of other European humanists,
Blackham and Huxley organized a series of conferences that
led to the establishment of the International Humanist and
Ethical Union (IHEU) in 1952, an entity they hoped would
become a strong advocate for the global humanist values
that they found lacking at the UN.
Humanism and Twentieth-Century Social-Justice Movements
Another point of convergence was the social-justice movements that swept industrialized societies in the
mid-twentieth century. While the establishment of humanist societies at the local, national, and international levels
helped to create some semblance of a unified humanist
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movement, their participants tended to be less concerned
about spreading humanism qua humanism than they were
focused on particular issues on which they felt action could
change society for the better. Despite, or perhaps because
of, the humanist movement’s small size and amorphous
character, it was possible for members involved in a given
social-justice movement to draw on their fellow humanists
to help provide person-power for another cause. We will
now examine humanist participation in three important
twentieth-century social movements: the abortion law repeal/decriminalization movement, the voluntary euthanasia
movement, and the early movement for African-American
civil rights.
The abortion law reform/decriminalization movement.
Since the founding of the United States, abortion had
generally been legal until the “time of quickening,” when
fetal movement could be detected. Only in the mid-nineteenth century did physicians associated
with the newly formed American Medical
Association (AMA) begin fighting to criminalize abortion. The purpose of the AMA
was to professionalize and regulate the
medical profession; this led to concern
about the proliferation of “irregular”
doctors, especially female midwives, performing abortions without proper medical
training. Abortion became the target of
the so-called “doctors’ campaign,” which
was also animated by concern that middle- and upper-class Protestant women of
British and Northern European heritage
were having fewer children than poor
Catholic, Jewish, and African-American women. Fearing that
America’s “racial stock” would be diminished by the large
numbers of poor, non-WASP babies, the doctors’ campaign
sought further restrictions on abortion access to ensure that
“the right kind of women” reproduced. This campaign was
extremely successful; within twenty years, more than forty
bills had been passed by state legislatures criminalizing
abortion in some way.
Despite these restrictions, as reported by legal historian
Laurence H. Tribe, women of all classes and races continued
to have abortions at more or less the same rates that they
had prior to criminalization. Rich women always had access
to safe abortions, as it was relatively simple for them to find
sympathetic doctors willing to perform the operation. If no
doctors could be found on a local level, then rich women
could have an abortion in another country and claim to be
on vacation. In other cases, doctors could claim that an
abortion was necessary to save the life of the mother even
when no such danger existed. However, by the 1950s, improvements in medical care meant that fewer women were
dying in childbirth. As a result, fewer abortions could be justified on grounds of a threat to the life of the mother, narrow-

ing the single loophole then available to many women for
obtaining a legal abortion. At the same time, medicine was
becoming more institutionalized and bureaucratized, causing more scrutiny to be placed on the “legitimate abortions”
that were being performed. Thus “review boards” were established to determine whether abortions were medically
necessary, rather than leaving the decision to the judgment
of individual doctors. Doctors began to demand that existing abortion laws be clarified in order to reduce the risk of
lawsuits; at the same time, they demanded to be liberated
from control by review boards.
In response to the medical profession’s demand for
greater leeway in performing abortions, the Association
for the Study of Abortion (ASA) was established by Dr. Alan
Guttmacher, then the president of Planned Parenthood (and
a signer of Humanist Manifesto II ), to educate professionals—mostly doctors and lawyers—on the need to reform

“Even independent humanists . . . believed that
some form of quasi-religious humanism
was destined to fill the void left
behind by traditional organized religion.”

abortion laws. ASA was then a small organization with a
single branch in New York City; even so, it had a national
reach. The group was instrumental in conferring an air of
legitimacy on the abortion-reform movement. It eventually
came to support the “repeal position” (the position that all
laws restricting abortion needed to be repealed) and would
come to play a crucial role in the Roe v. Wade case (decided 1973) by providing experts who would argue for abortion-law repeal. In addition, the ASA conducted research
whose results would be cited as an important influence on
the court’s decision.
Three more radical members of ASA—Lawrence Lader,
Ruth Proskauer Smith, and Lonnie Myers—would eventually leave the group and establish the National Association
for the Repeal of Abortion Laws (NARAL, later the National
Abortion Rights Action League, now NARAL Pro-Choice
America) to pursue a more confrontational approach. All
three had ties to the humanist movement. Lader was a
self-described freethinker who fiercely championed churchstate separation and criticized the Catholic Church’s political meddling, especially on the issues of access to abortion
and contraception. He received the Freedom From Religion
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Foundation’s 1989 Freethought Pioneer Award for his quixotic but failed campaign to strip the Catholic Church of its
tax-exempt status. Proskauer Smith was raised as an Ethical
Culturist. Myers’s work in the abortion-law repeal movement
was motivated by her feminist and freethought sensibilities,
and she would later win the AHA’s Humanist Distinguished
Service Award in 1999 for her work in the reproductive-rights
movement and in the field of sexology.
Many abortion-law repeal activists came into the movement through their involvement in population-control initiatives broadly popular among humanists. Principal organizations included Zero Population Growth (ZPG, now called
Population Connection) and the Association for Voluntary
Sterilization (AVS, now EngenderHealth). ZPG’s stated goal
was to address the global overpopulation problem, not to
decriminalize abortion per se, and the membership was split
between those most interested in family-planning issues and
those more focused on environmentalism. Some environmentalists in ZPG feared that the organization would earn a
reputation as an abortion-legalization group rather than one

Myers and other population activists helped start Illinois
Citizens for the Medical Control of Abortion in 1966, a statelevel abortion-law repeal advocacy group. Alan Guttmacher
was a member of the Association for Voluntary Sterilization.
Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) founder Anne
Nicol Gaylor was active in the Madison, Wisconsin, chapter
of ZPG precisely because it was the only organization advocating for abortion-law repeal. In the early 1970s, Gaylor
referred women seeking abortions to doctors and hospitals
that might be sympathetic to their plights; she referred forty
such women to clinics in Mexico where she knew abortions
could be obtained under sanitary conditions and at relatively
low cost. Gaylor also created an abortion-referral hotline that
she ran single-handedly, using her home phone number.
Humanist activists’ considerable interest in both population control and abortion-law repeal is reflected by the frequency with which these subjects were covered in humanist
publications of the time. A 1969 report from the AHA noted
the existence of a working group for increasing public awareness about abortion, contraception, and voluntary sterilization, as well as a Post Abortion Care Clinic.
An undated Humanist House newsletter
from roughly the same time period includes
a message from Stewart Pahl, chairman of
the AHA Committee on Population, exhorting members to become involved in groups
such as ZPG, Planned Parenthood, and AVS.
Pahl noted that ZPG and AVS were pleased
and thankful for volunteers from AHA, indicating that humanist involvement and support for these groups was considerable.
Activists in the abortion-law repeal movement were few in number but highly determined. They tended to be individuals with
the political, professional, or social influence to convince
“ordinary people” to join them in a fringe movement focused on an issue seldom discussed in polite society. While
some activists had ties to established interest groups such
as the AMA or Planned Parenthood, their abortion-law repeal activities were not endorsed by these organizations;
essentially, the activists were operating as independent
agents. Key to the success of the abortion-law repeal movement was the presence of bipartisan support for reform or
repeal of abortion laws and the fact that many religious
groups worked in tandem with secular activists to provide
referral services for women seeking abortions. While most
religionists of the period frowned on frank discussion about
abortion, contraception, and sex, many agreed that the status quo of criminalizing abortion was untenable. For example, even so conservative a denomination as the Southern
Baptist Convention was officially pro-choice as late as 1980.
Prior to that time, Southern Baptists and other Protestant
evangelicals had tended to view antiabortion activism as a
matter of interest only to Catholics. The growing reaction

“Many abortion-law repeal activists came into
the movement through their involvement in
population-control initiatives broadly popular
among humanists.”

focused on the environmental impact of unchecked population. Despite these concerns, abortion remained a key issue
for ZPG for several reasons. The most obvious reason was
that a large percentage of ZPG’s membership considered
abortion reform an issue that required the group’s attention.
Since Planned Parenthood and other major family-planning
agencies then viewed abortion-law repeal as “mission drift,”
there were few large, established organizations advocating
specifically for abortion reform. Local ZPG chapters became
centers of abortion-reform activism; in some areas, they constituted the only groups working on the issue. In Chicago,
for example, there were ten ZPG chapters, mostly based
on college campuses. ZPG’s University of Illinois at Chicago
chapter worked in tandem with the campus women’s-liberation group to operate a service that loaned students money
to obtain abortions.
The humanist doctor-activists who spearheaded the establishment of ASA and NARAL were also heavily involved
in ZPG and AVS. Lawrence Lader served on the executive
committee of AVS as well as on the board of ZPG. Lonny
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against Roe v. Wade (1973) led evangelical denominations
to take up the antiabortion cause; this coincided with a dramatic purge of liberal clergy and academics from Southern
Baptist institutions during the 1980s, making that denomination a new leader in antiabortion activism.
That so many religionists who had been pro-choice
would abandon that stance so rapidly when abortion became a culture-war wedge issue simply underscores that
many of them had been fundamentally ambivalent about
abortion all along. In contrast, those with a humanist orientation saw abortion not as a necessary evil but as a positive
social good, and they were willing to defend it even though
it was politically unpopular.
The voluntary euthanasia movement. While various
forms of euthanasia have existed since antiquity, the modern debate about doctor-assisted dying began in the nineteenth century, when the discovery of powerful narcotics
such as chloroform and morphine made a
painless “good death” broadly accessible
for the first time. At the same time, attitudes
toward suicide—still considered a crime in
most of Europe—were changing as the result of sociological inquiry into the phenomenon, led particularly by the French scholar
Emile Durkheim.
Felix Adler, the founder of the Ethical
Culture movement mentioned earlier, was
the first prominent American to endorse
the idea of voluntary euthanasia. In 1891,
he said that the terminally ill should be allowed to request
doctor-assisted dying, but insisted that euthanasia had to be
voluntary and might not always be the best choice in every
case. In Adler’s mind, human life had no absolute value;
therefore, he believed that individuals had the right to do
with their lives what they wished, including to end them if
they so chose. As an ethics professor at Columbia University,
a writer, lecturer, and the leader of the various institutions
under the umbrella of the Ethical Culture movement, Adler
was in a unique position to disseminate his then-unorthodox
views on euthanasia and the value of human life.
Another important nineteenth-century American humanist to endorse euthanasia was Robert Green Ingersoll,
the famed agnostic lawyer and orator. Ingersoll advocated
suicide in 1894 as a means of alleviating the pain of the
terminally ill, noting that any such person should have “the
right to end his pain and pass through happy sleep to endless rest.” Ingersoll was influenced by the work of French
sociologist and philosopher Auguste Comte, who believed
that human society was evolving into an age of science,
reason, and progress. To Ingersoll, a key part of that evolution entailed moving away from values based on religious
dogma and toward those based on the findings of the natural and social sciences. In the case of euthanasia in particular, Ingersoll thought that the morality of suicide should be

reassessed as, potentially, a rational and even loving act,
depending on the circumstance, as opposed to an unequivocal sin against God.
While doctors, philosophers, and religious leaders continued to discuss euthanasia and suicide as an intellectual
matter, there were few attempts to legalize voluntary euthanasia. This changed in 1931, when Dr. C. Killick Millard,
health officer for Leicester, England, gave an address before that country’s Society of Officers of Health in which he
called for the legalization of euthanasia. Millard followed up
his talk with an article in the prominent English periodical
Fortnightly Review, outlining a proposal for a “Voluntary
Euthanasia Legalization Bill” that would permit dying individuals of sound mind to apply for doctor-assisted dying
via a court-ordered process. A small group of English intellectuals and freethinkers led by George Bernard Shaw,
Harold Laski, Bertrand Russell, and H. G. Wells established

“. . . Even so conservative a denomination
as the Southern Baptist Convention was
officially pro-choice as late as 1980.”
the British Voluntary Euthanasia Society in 1935 to advocate for passage of Millard’s euthanasia bill in Parliament.
Unfortunately, the bill had more opponents than supporters;
in 1937 it was defeated in the House of Lords by a vote of
thirty-seven to fourteen. Despite this defeat, the Euthanasia
Society remained undaunted. It continued advocating for
the rights of the terminally ill to have autonomy over their
lives and deaths, though the next bill on the subject would
not come up until 1950.
Humanists also took the initiative to agitate for voluntary euthanasia in the United States. The first American
euthanasia group was started in 1938 by Charles Francis
Potter, a Unitarian minister who would later establish the
First Humanist Society of New York. Called the Euthanasia
Society of America, it tried to introduce bills in the states
of New York and Nebraska closely modeled on the 1936
proposal in Great Britain. When neither bill passed, the
Euthanasia Society of America focused its efforts on advocating for “passive euthanasia” (disconnecting life-support
machines, withdrawing life-prolonging treatments) and educating the public on end-of-life issues, reasoning that the
public was not yet ready to legalize voluntary active euthanasia. In 1967, the Unitarian humanist Donald McKinney established the Euthanasia Educational Fund (EEF) as an educational arm of the Euthanasia Society of America. McKinney
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had been president of the Euthanasia Society of America
but was discouraged by the group’s repeated failure to pass
euthanasia legislation. Reasoning that the American public
needed more education before it could accept voluntary
euthanasia, the Euthanasia Society of America abandoned
its lobbying activities to concentrate on supporting the EEF’s
educational mission.
Although members of the religious establishment condemned voluntary euthanasia almost universally in the postwar decades, there is evidence that opinions were more
mixed among the medical community and the public at
large. Dr. Arthur A. Levisohn, a professor of medical jurisprudence at the University of Chicago Medical School, conducted a survey to assess where doctors stood on the issue
of euthanasia. Sixty-one percent of the 156 internists and
surgeons responding to Levisohn’s questionnaire stated that
they believed that doctors did perform euthanasia, either by
actively hastening the death of a patient or by withholding

Bill before the British Parliament. Although it passed its first
reading, the bill was opposed by a group of conservative
Members of Parliament who launched a “Human Rights
Society” with the sole intention of preventing the bill from
becoming law. The British Medical Association said that
even if the bill passed, that group wouldn’t change its anti-euthanasia stance. Ultimately, the bill was defeated during
its second reading in the House of Lords by a vote of sixty-one to forty—still an improvement over the vote on the
1936 bill and an indication that English opinion was slowly
warming to the idea of voluntary euthanasia.
The euthanasia movement experienced a major breakthrough when English journalist and humanist Derek
Humphry helped his wife, Jean, who was suffering from terminal breast and bone cancer, to die in 1975 by giving her
a cup of coffee laced with secobarbital and codeine. Prior
to his involvement in Jean’s death, Humphry had been a
well-regarded reporter, known for his award-winning articles on British race relations, and he used
his writing ability to describe how he helped
his wife commit suicide in the international
best-seller Jean’s Way: A Love Story. The
popularity of Jean’s Way made Humphry a
spokesman for the right to die/doctor-assisted dying movement, eventually eclipsing his original career as a journalist. After
Humphry relocated to Los Angeles, he, his
second wife, Ann Wickett, and Gerald Larue
(soon to become a contributing editor of
Free Inquiry magazine) would establish the
Hemlock Society in 1980 to advocate for
legalizing voluntary euthanasia for terminally ill adults and to provide information on
“self-deliverance” for those wishing to take control of their
own deaths. The promotion of active euthanasia, including
publishing practical information on how to commit suicide,
put the Hemlock Society at odds with more conservative
groups such as Concern for Dying (formerly the EEC) and
the Society for the Right to Die (formerly the Euthanasia
Society of America).
While the Hemlock Society tended to be a low-key organization, the in-your-face “death counseling” performed
by Dr. Jack Kevorkian beginning in 1987 forced the issue
of voluntary euthanasia into public discourse. Kevorkian, a
pathologist by trade, believed that the best way to challenge legal and societal taboos against voluntary euthanasia
was for doctors to openly help patients to die as a form of
civil disobedience. He invented a “thanatron” (death machine) that patients could switch on themselves to hasten
their deaths by delivering a lethal chemical cocktail. Another
machine, called a “mercitron,” achieved the same result
by delivering toxic gas. Kevorkian claimed to have helped
scores of people to end their lives before he was imprisoned
for second-degree murder in 1999. Kevorkian’s unorthodox

“. . . Levisohn concluded that the primary
opposition to legalizing euthanasia was religiously
based and that there were no compelling
secular reasons for criminalizing the practice.”

lifesaving measures. However, 71 percent of respondents
stated that they did not approve of making voluntary euthanasia legal. Levisohn sent out a separate questionnaire
to nondoctors; 80 percent of 116 respondents answered in
the affirmative when asked if they would welcome doctor-assisted dying if terminally ill. Seventy-six percent said they
would favor legalizing voluntary euthanasia for terminally
ill adults. Levisohn filtered his results by religious affiliation,
noting that 74 percent of the Protestant respondents, about
70 percent of the Jews, 100 percent of the atheists and agnostics, and 20 to 25 percent of the Catholics supported
voluntary euthanasia. From this, Levisohn concluded that the
primary opposition to legalizing euthanasia was religiously
based and that there were no compelling secular reasons for
criminalizing the practice.
Meanwhile, in England the British Humanist Society, the
National Secular Society, and the National Council for Civil
Liberties—all organizations with a humanist and/or secular
orientation—endorsed resolutions calling for the passage of
voluntary euthanasia laws in 1968. The following year Lord
Raglan, a Labor peer, introduced the Voluntary Euthanasia
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views on death (he had once proposed allowing
death-row inmates to be rendered unconscious so
scientists could perform live experiments on them)
were due in large part to his atheism; he dismissed
the hypocrisy of religious critics of voluntary euthanasia, noting that “Despite the solace of hypocritical religiosity and its seductive promise of an after-life of heavenly bliss, most of us will do anything

THE CONDITION OF ALL PROGRESS IS
EXPERIENCE. WE GO WRONG A THOUSAND
TIMES BEFORE WE FIND THE RIGHT PATH.
—FELIX ADLER, FOUNDER OF ETHICAL CULTURE

to thwart the inevitable victory of biological death.”
Humphry and Kevorkian were often in conflict.
Humphry considered Kevorkian too reckless and
too eager for the public eye, while Kevorkian was
often jealous of Humphry’s mainstream respectability. Kevorkian approached Humphry
in 1988 with the idea of opening a “death
clinic” in California, but Humphry rejected
the idea, fearful that flagrant lawbreaking would hurt the euthanasia movement’s
image and wary of the potential for abuse
that unlicensed clinics might bring.
In 1990, Unitarian minister Ralph Mero
filed Initiative 119 in Washington State, the
first state-level voter referendum to legalize
voluntary euthanasia. Mero, also director of
the Pacific Northwest Region of the Hemlock
Society, filed the initiative at the urging of members of his
congregation who felt it was time to put euthanasia to a
vote. Initiative 119 was carefully worded to prevent abuse
and exploitation of the disabled, and it included stipulations that only mentally competent adults with less than
six months to live could qualify for aid in death and that
no one could request euthanasia on behalf of a third party.
Initiative 119 garnered support from a broad coalition of
forces, including the elderly, the AIDS community, doctors,
feminists, lawyers, and social workers. But it attracted more
powerful and energetic enemies, notably the state’s Catholic
bishops, former Surgeon General J. Everett Koop, and numerous right-to-life groups. Often these advocates resorted
to spreading misinformation about what the Initiative would
and would not allow. For example, the director of the
Washington State Catholic Conference declared, “We’re
asked to say that suicide is a good thing and that taking

“Felix Adler . . . was the first prominent American
to endorse the idea of voluntary euthanasia.”

someone’s life is a good thing.” In a television ad Koop declared, “For over two thousand years doctors have been in
the business of healing, not killing. . . . Vote against medical
homicide.” Strong words for an initiative that had so little to
do with suicide or killing that Washington’s Supreme Court
had ruled that the words kill or homicide must not be used
in its ballot language.
In more recent years, the voluntary euthanasia movement
has made slow but steady progress, principally through ballot initiatives and other legislative measures. Oregon passed
the nation’s first state-level Death with Dignity Act in 1994,
though due to court action it did not take effect until 1997.
The State of Washington passed its death with dignity law in
2009; Vermont followed in 2013. California passed a death
with dignity bill in the fall of 2015.
Humanists came to dominate the voluntary euthanasia
movement, in large part simply because they were consistent in their support for death with dignity. In contrast,
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many believers were conflicted because of the religious establishment’s extreme reluctance to abandon the so-called
“sanctity of human life” perspective. Humanists’ activism
has profoundly changed the social consensus on this subject. Consider that when nineteenth-century figures such as
Robert Green Ingersoll and Felix Adler voiced their support
for voluntary euthanasia, they knew they were speaking
out almost wholly alone, flying in the face of centuries of
Christian and Jewish teaching that suicide for any reason
was a grievous sin. In contrast, in a 2014 Gallup poll, a majority of Americans stated that voluntary euthanasia should
be available.
Humanist activism in support of death with dignity has
surely changed minds.
The civil liberties protection movement. While the
movement to secure equal rights for African Americans
is usually seen as having its roots in the black church—a
misconception that I debunked in “We’ve Come This Far—
In Spite of Faith” (Free Inquiry, June/July 2014)—it was
actually dominated by secular and freethinking individuals
from a variety of racial backgrounds, especially during the

formation of one of the most important and oldest AfricanAmerican civil-rights organizations, the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).
After the 1908 Springfield race riot, Mary White Ovington,
a white feminist and antiracist activist from a Unitarian background, invited a multiracial coalition of radicals to a conference commemorating the centenary of Lincoln’s birth and
seeking ways to advance the cause of black empowerment.
That conference resulted in the formation of the NAACP. Its
stated aims were ending legalized segregation and lynching,
establishing equal and integrated public education for children of all races, and the restoration of black voting rights.
The NAACP platform was a slightly modified version of the
agenda of black sociologist and civil-rights activist William
Edward Burghardt “W.  E.  B.” Dubois, who in 1905 helped
found the Niagara Movement. This group—founded in the
vicinity of Niagara Falls, hence its name—had hoped to effect a “mighty current” of social change. It pursued a somewhat radical agenda of enfranchisement and desegregation,
in contrast to the accommodationism of more conciliatory
black leaders such as Booker T. Washington. By 1908, the
Niagara Movement had failed, largely due
to factionalism; the NAACP platform revived
much of its agenda. Many white philanthropists considered the NAACP too radical.
Even some black leaders, particularly Booker
T. Washington, thought it too reckless, especially with its tactic of directly challenging
racist laws in court.
If the NAACP’s perceived radicalism
scared off racial moderates, it was powerfully attractive to humanists who tended to
hold radical beliefs concerning the equality
of the races. It is understandable, then, that leading humanists of the time figure prominently among the founders and
early supporters of the NAACP. John Dewey, the father of
American pragmatism and later a signer of the Humanist
Manifesto, was present at the 1908 Springfield convention,
as was famed sociologist, suffragette, Unitarian, and occasional Ethical Culture lecturer Jane Addams. Ethical Culture
leaders John Lovejoy Elliot, Anna Garlin Spencer, and
William Salter signed the postconvention petition to organize the NAACP. Other Ethical Culturists, including Oswald
Garrison Villard (grandson of famed abolitionist William
Lloyd Garrison) and Henry Moskowitz, held leadership positions in the early NAACP. Dubois himself, an NAACP cofounder, was an agnostic who often took a critical view of
the role of the church in black communities. He admired
black churches’ relatively democratic governance while deploring their “childish theology of . . . Hell and Damnation”
and their condemnation of such innocent pastimes as theatergoing, card playing, and dancing. Though DuBois was
not directly linked to any early humanist organization, clearly
his worldview was aligned with theirs.

“If the NAACP’s perceived radicalism scared off
racial moderates, it was powerfully attractive to
humanists who tended to hold radical beliefs
concerning the equality of the races.”
early twentieth century. The post-Reconstruction period
(1877–1901) is considered the “nadir of American race
relations” because of the dire conditions African Americans
faced, especially in the South, at this time: black men who
had been granted the right to vote during Reconstruction
were now disenfranchised by poll taxes, elaborate literacy
tests, and grandfather clauses. Lynching and other forms
of extrajudiciary violence were rampant, and Jim Crow
laws were passed to enshrine white supremacy in the legal
system. Any hopes that the Supreme Court might advocate
on behalf of African-American rights seemed dashed when,
in Plessy v. Ferguson, the high court decreed that “separate
but equal” facilities were constitutional. In response, millions
of African Americans left the South to seek better conditions
in the cities of the industrial Northeast and the Midwest.
However, the new arrivals found that segregation existed
in other parts of the country; in addition, their presence
exacerbated preexisting ethnic tensions with native-born
whites and European immigrants. Indeed, it would be the
eruption of a race riot in Springfield, Illinois, the hometown
of Abraham Lincoln, which would be the catalyst for the
26
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Ethical Culturists also played an important role in the
establishment of another key civil-rights organization, the
Urban League. Originally called the National League on
Urban Conditions among Negroes, the Urban League was
established in 1911 by the black sociologist George Edmund
Haynes and Ruth Standish Baldwin, a wealthy Unitarian social activist, to provide job training, housing information,
and cultural readjustment assistance to Southern blacks who
had relocated to Northern cities. Haynes had studied social
ethics under Ethical Culture

FREEDOM IS NEVER GRANTED;
IT IS WON. JUSTICE IS NEVER GIVEN;
IT IS EXACTED.
—ASA PHILIP RANDOLPH, CIVIL RIGHTS PIONEER

founder Felix Adler at Columbia University. Interracial cooperation was a key value of the Ethical Culture movement;
with the Urban League, Haynes, Baldwin, and their supporters sought to create such cooperation by purposely taking
a “middle ground” between the aggressive confrontationalism of the NAACP and the accommodationism favored by
Booker T. Washington. In this way, the Urban League was
able to garner support from conservatives and radicals alike.
The Urban League’s first president was E. R. A. Seligman,
president of the New York Ethical Culture Society, who had
also been present at the founding of the NAACP. The aforementioned activists, the Unitarian Mary White Ovington, and
the Ethical Culturist Oswald Garrison Villard also lent their
support to the Urban League, though their main allegiance
was to the more radical NAACP.
Several years after the NAACP and the Urban League
were organized, two Harlem radicals—freethinker Chandler
Owen and humanist Asa Philip Randolph—launched a revolutionary magazine titled The Messenger that attacked racism, lynching, economic injustice, and most controversially
America’s entry into World War I. Both men were outspoken
about their nonbelief in the pages of The Messenger, saying
in the publication’s 1919 Thanksgiving message: “We do
not thank God for anything nor do our thanks include gratitude for the things most persons usually give thanks at this
period. With us, we are thankful for different things and to a
different Deity. Our Deity is the toiling masses of the world
and the things for which we thank are their achievements.”
The Messenger lasted until 1928. It would become an
important chronicler of the cultural and political trends of
the Harlem Renaissance, featuring such important black
atheist and humanist writers as Claude McKay, Langston
Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston. Owen eventually moved

to Chicago, while Randolph remained in New York and immersed himself in labor organizing.
In 1925, Randolph established the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP) to organize the AfricanAmerican workers who staffed the sleeping cars in trains
owned by the Pullman Company. At the time, Pullman was
the largest single employer of African-American men in the
United States; the jobs the company offered were considered well-paid and even “glamorous.” However, black workers still had to endure harsh working conditions, degradingly
low pay, and limited opportunities for career advancement.
When Randolph first organized the BSCP, African Americans
were barred from joining most white unions, and attempts
to negotiate directly with Pullman management had stalled.
There was considerable opposition from whites and blacks
alike to the BSCP due to generalized fears about communist infiltration of organized labor and misgivings about
Randolph’s unapologetic radicalism. Randolph’s fight to
have the BSCP recognized as the official union of Pullman’s
African-American workforce continued until 1937 and resulted in eight thousand employees receiving a cumulative
wage increase of $1,152,000.
In addition to leading the BCSP, Randolph also pressured
President Franklin D. Roosevelt (in concert with Walter White
of the NAACP and T. Arnold Hill of the Urban League) to
integrate the armed forces in 1941, threatening a march on
Washington if the status quo was not changed. Although
the military would remain segregated for a further seven
years, Roosevelt did agree to integrate civilian jobs in the
war industry promptly with Executive Order 8002 and created a Fair Employment Practices Committee. Randolph
would not stop there; after the end of the war he formed the
Committee against Jim Crow in Military Service and Training,
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which urged African Americans to resist the draft until the
armed forces were integrated. The campaign worked, and
President Harry Truman signed Executive Order 9981, finally
ending segregation in the military in 1948. In 1970, the AHA
would name Randolph its Humanist of the Year; in 1973, he
would become a signer of Humanist Manifesto II.
The organizational foundation established by Dubois,
Randolph, and their white allies during the nadir of American
race relations laid the groundwork from which the civilrights movement of the 1950s and 1960s would emerge.
While the positions advocated by the NAACP and The
Messenger in the early twentieth century may be considered commonsense today, they were considered too radical
at the time even by many blacks, particularly those in the
South who faced violent reprisals for minor breaches of Jim
Crow etiquette.
In an era when questioning the wisdom of “separate but
equal” was considered subversive, civil rights activists from
the humanist movement stood up for the value of every person, regardless of race, creed, or color.
Conclusion
While the humanist movement was never as large as members of the religious Right seemed to think, the religious
Right was correct in its assessment that a relatively small
group of dedicated and influential humanists bore key responsibility for changing the American political and cultural
environment in ways of which they disapproved. A core
value of secular humanism is to reevaluate human values in
light of new information from the natural and social sciences,
rather than assuming that certain “truths” are valid simply
because they are found in a “holy” text. This value enabled
those in the humanist movement to question received wisdom about abortion, euthanasia, race relations, and other
contentious issues, rather than assuming that the status quo
was and always would be correct.
The cumulative effects of the clergy sex-abuse scandal,
the massive defection of ex-Catholics into the “Nones” category, and the “New Atheist” critique of religion’s undeserved privileges are such that the Catholic Church of the
twenty-first century—and all of organized religion, for that
matter—has been forced to address nonbelief in a way that
it didn’t have to thirty years ago.
This secular humanist challenge to religious privilege will
be covered in the next segment of this essay.
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Why I Am Pro-Abortion,
Not Just Pro-Choice
Valerie Tarico

I

believe that abortion care is a positive social good—and
I think it’s time people said so.
Not long ago, the Daily Kos published an article titled
“I Am Pro-Choice, Not Pro-Abortion.” “Has anyone ever
truly been pro-abortion?” one commenter asked.
Uh. Yes. Me. That would be me.
I am pro-abortion like I’m pro–knee replacement and
pro-chemotherapy and pro–cataract surgery. As the last
protection against ill-conceived childbearing when all else
fails, abortion is part of a set of tools that help women and
men to form the families of their choosing. I believe that
abortion care is a positive social good. And I suspect that a
lot of other people secretly believe the same thing. I think
it’s time we said so.
Note: I’m also pro-choice. Choice is about who gets to
make the decision. The question of whether and when we
bring a new life into the world is, to my mind, one of the
most important decisions a person can make. It is too big a
decision for us to make for each other, especially for perfect
strangers.
But independent of who owns the decision, I’m pro on
the procedure. I’ve decided that it’s time, for once and for
all, to count it out on my ten fingers.
1. I’m pro-abortion because being able to delay and limit
childbearing is fundamental to female empowerment
and equality. A woman who lacks the means to manage her fertility lacks the means to manage her life.
Any plans, dreams, aspirations, responsibilities or commitments—no matter how important—have a great
big contingency clause built-in: “. . . until or unless I
get pregnant, in which case all bets are off.” Think of
any professional woman you know. She wouldn’t be in
that role if she hadn’t been able to time and limit her
childbearing. Think of any girl you know who imagines
becoming a professional woman. She won’t get there
unless she has effective, reliable means to manage her
fertility. In generations past, nursing care was provided
by nuns and teachers who were spinsters, because
avoiding sexual intimacy was the only way women could
avoid unpredictable childbearing and so be freed up to

serve their communities in other capacities. But if you
think that abstinence should be our model for modern
fertility management, consider the little graves that get
found every so often under old nunneries and Catholic
homes for unwed mothers.
2. I’m pro-abortion because well-timed pregnancies give
children a healthier start in life. We now have ample evidence that babies do best when women are able to
space their pregnancies and get both prenatal and preconception care. The specific nutrients we ingest in the
weeks before we get pregnant can have a lifelong effect
on the well-being of our offspring. Rapid repeat pregnancies increase the risk of low birth-weight babies and
other complications. Wanted babies are more likely to
get their toes kissed, to be welcomed into families that
are financially and emotionally ready to receive them,
to get preventive medical care during childhood, and
to receive the kinds of loving engagement that helps
young brains to develop.
3. I’m pro-abortion because I take motherhood seriously.
Most female bodies can incubate a baby; thanks to antibiotics, cesareans, and anti-hemorrhage drugs, most of
us are able to survive pushing a baby out into the world.
But parenting is a lot of work, and doing it well takes
twenty dedicated years of focus, attention, patience,
persistence, social support, mental health, money, and a
whole lot more. This is the biggest, most life-transforming thing most of us will ever do. The idea that women
should simply go with it when they find themselves pregnant after a one-night stand, or a rape, or a broken condom completely trivializes motherhood.
4. I’m pro-abortion because intentional childbearing helps
couples, families, and communities to get out of poverty. Decades of research in countries ranging from the
United States to Bangladesh show that reproductive
policy is economic policy. It is no coincidence that the
American middle class rose along with the ability of couples to plan their families, starting at the beginning of
the last century. Having two or three kids instead of eight
secularhumanism.org
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or ten was critical to prospering in the modern industrial
economy. Early, unsought childbearing nukes economic
opportunity and contributes to multigenerational poverty. Today in the United States, unsought pregnancy
and childbearing is declining for everyone but the poorest families and communities, contributing to what some
call a growing “caste system” in America. Strong, determined girls and women sometimes beat the odds,
but their stories inspire us precisely because they are
the exceptions to the rule. Justice dictates that the full
range of fertility management tools—including the best
state-of-the-art contraceptive technologies and, when
that fails, abortion care—be equally available to all, not
just a privileged few.

“Early, unsought childbearing nukes
economic opportunity and contributes
to multigenerational poverty.”
5. I’m pro-abortion because reproduction is a highly imperfect process. Genetic recombination is a complicated progression with flaws and false starts at every
step along the way. To compensate, in every known
species including humans, reproduction operates as a
big funnel. Many more eggs and sperm are produced
than will ever meet; more combine into embryos than
will ever implant; more implant than will grow into babies; and more babies are born than will grow up to
have babies of their own. This systematic culling makes
God or nature the world’s biggest abortion provider:
nature’s way of producing healthy kids essentially requires every woman to have an abortion mill built into
her own body. In humans, an estimated 60 to 80 percent
of fertilized eggs self-destruct before becoming babies,
which is why the people who kill the most embryos are
those like the Duggars who try to maximize their number of pregnancies. But the weeding-out process is also
highly imperfect. Sometimes perfectly viable combinations boot themselves out; sometimes horrible defects
slip through. A woman’s body may be less fertile when
she is stressed or ill or malnourished, but as pictures of
skeletal moms and babies show, some women conceive
even under devastating circumstances. Like any other
medical procedure, therapeutic contraception and abortion complement natural processes designed to help us
survive and thrive.
6. I’m pro-abortion because I think morality is about the
well-being of sentient beings. I believe that morality is
about the lived experience of sentient beings—beings
who can feel pleasure and pain, preference and inten30
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tion and who at their most complex can live in relation
to other beings, love and be loved, and value their own
existence. What are they capable of wanting? What are
they capable of feeling? These are the questions my husband and I explored with our children when they were
figuring out their responsibility to their chickens and
guinea pigs. It was a lesson that turned expensive when
the girls stopped drinking milk from cows that didn’t get
to see the light of day or eat grass, but it’s not one I regret. Do unto others as they want you to do unto them.
It’s called the “Platinum Rule.” In this moral universe, real
people count more than potential people, hypothetical
people, or corporate people.
7. I’m pro-abortion because contraceptives
are imperfect, and people are too. The pill
is 1960s technology, now half a century old.
For decades, women were told that the pill
was 99 percent effective, and they blamed
themselves when they got pregnant anyway. But that 99 percent is a “perfect use”
statistic. In the real world, where most of us
live, people aren’t perfect. In the real world,
one in eleven women relying on the pill gets
pregnant each year. For a couple relying on
condoms, that’s one in six. Young and poor
women—those whose lives are least predictable and
most vulnerable to being thrown off course—are also
those who have the most difficulty taking pills consistently. Pill technology most fails those who need it most,
which makes abortion access a matter not only of compassion but of justice.
State-of-the-art IUDs and implants radically change
this equation, largely because they take human error
out of the picture for years on end, or until a woman
wants a baby. And despite the deliberate misinformation being spread by opponents, these methods are
genuine contraceptives, not abortifacients. Depending
on the method chosen, they disable sperm or block
their path, or prevent an egg from being released.
Once settled into place, an IUD or implant drops the
annual pregnancy rate below one in five hundred. And
guess what? Teen pregnancies and abortions plummet—which makes me happy, because even though I’m
pro-abortion, I’d love the need for abortion to go away.
Why mitigate harm when you can prevent it?
8. I’m pro-abortion because I believe in mercy, grace, compassion, and the power of fresh starts. Many years ago,
my friend Chip was driving his family on vacation when
his kids started squabbling. His wife, Marla, undid her
seatbelt to help them, and, as Chip looked over at her,
their top-heavy minivan veered onto the shoulder and
then rolled, and Marla died. Sometimes people make
mistakes or have accidents that they pay for the rest of
their lives. But I myself have swerved onto the shoulder and simply swerved back. The price we pay for a
lapse in attention or judgment or an accident of any kind

isn’t proportional to the error we made. Who among us
hasn’t had unprotected sex when the time or situation or
partnership wasn’t quite right for bringing a new life into
the world? Most of the time we get lucky; sometimes
we don’t. And in those situations we rely on the mercy,
compassion, and generosity of others. In this regard, an
unsought pregnancy is like any other accident. I can walk
today only because surgeons reassembled my lower leg
after it was crushed between the front of a car and a bicycle frame when I was a teen. And I can walk today (and
run and jump) because another team of surgeons reassembled my knee joint after I fell off a ladder. And I can
walk today (and bicycle with my family) because a third
team of surgeons repaired my other knee after I pulled a
whirring brush mower onto myself, cutting clear through
bone. Three accidents, all my own doing,
and three knee surgeries. Some women
have three abortions.
9. I’m pro-abortion because the future is always in motion, and we have the power
and responsibility to shape it well. As a college student, I read a Ray Bradbury story
about a man who travels back into prehistory on a “time safari.” The tourists have
been coached about the importance of not disturbing
anything lest they change the flow of history. When they
return to the present, they realize that the outcome of
an election has changed, and they discover that the
protagonist, who had gone off the trail, has a crushed
butterfly on the bottom of his shoe. In baby-making, as
in Bradbury’s story, the future is always in motion, and
every little thing we do has consequences we have no
way to predict. Any small change means that a different
child comes into the world. Which nights your mother
had headaches, the sexual position of your parents when
they conceived you, whether or not your mother rolled
over in bed afterward—if any of these things had been
different, someone else would be here instead of you.
Every day, men and women make small choices and potential people wink into and out of existence. We move,
and our movements ripple through time in ways that are
incomprehensible, and we can never know what the alternate futures might have been. But some things we
can know or predict, at least at the level of probability,
and I think this knowledge provides a basis for guiding
wise reproductive decisions. My friend Judy says that
parenting begins before conception. I agree. How and
when we choose to carry forward a new life can stack the
odds in favor of our children or against them, and to me
that is a sacred trust.

and my husband the gift of a fresh start when we learned
that our wanted pregnancy was unhealthy. Brynn literally
embodies the ever-changing flow of the future, because
she could not exist in an alternate universe in which I
would have carried that first pregnancy to term. She was
conceived while I would still have been pregnant with
a child we had begun to imagine but who never came
to be. My husband and I felt very clear that carrying
forward that pregnancy would have been a violation of
our values, and neither of us ever second-guessed our
decision. Even so, I grieved. Even when I got pregnant
again a few months later, I remember feeling petulant
and thinking, I want that baby, not this one. And then
Brynn came out into the world, and I looked into her
eyes, fell in love, and never looked back.

“I’m pro-abortion because I love my daughter.”

10. I’m pro-abortion because I love my daughter. I first wrote
the story of my own abortion when Dr. George Tiller was
murdered, and I couldn’t bear the thought of abortion
providers standing in the crosshairs alone. “My Abortion
Baby” was about my daughter, Brynn, who exists only
because a kind doctor such as George Tiller gave me

A

ll around us living, breathing, and loving are the chosen
children of mothers who waited, who ended an ill-timed
or unhealthy pregnancy and then later chose to carry forward a new life. “I was only going to have two children,”
my friend Jane said as her daughters raced, screeching joyfully, across my lawn. Jane followed them with her eyes. “My
abortions let me have these two when the time was right,
with someone I loved.”
Those who see abortion as an unmitigated evil often talk
about the “millions of missing people” who were not born
into this world because a pregnant woman decided “Not
now.” But they never talk about the millions of children
and adults who are here today only because their mothers
had abortions—real people who exist in this version of the
future, people who are living out their lives all around us—
loving, laughing, suffering, struggling, dancing, dreaming,
and having babies of their own.
When those who oppose abortion lament the “missing
people,” I hear an echo of my own petulant thought: I want
that person, not this one. And I wish that they could simply
experience what I did, that they could look into the beautiful eyes of the people in front of them and fall in love.
Editors’ note: This article was originally posted on AlterNet.
It has been adapted for publication in Free Inquiry with the
permission of the author.

Valerie Tarico is a psychologist and writer in Seattle, Washington. She is the author
of Trusting Doubt: A Former Evangelical Looks at Old Beliefs in a New Light (Oracle
Institute Press, 2010). Her articles about religion, reproductive health, and the role
of women in society have been featured on sites including AlterNet, Salon, The
Huffington Post, Grist, and Jezebel.
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The Gospel of Jesus’s Wife:
Fact or Fake?
Joe Nickell

O

n September 18, 2012, Harvard history professor Karen L. King presented a papyrus fragment
penned in ancient Coptic that is the only known
such text to quote Jesus referring explicitly to having a
wife. Originally a late–nineteenth-century notion (Polidoro
2016), the trope of Jesus’s wife had become a thesis of the
book Holy Blood, Holy Grail (1996), a pseudo-historical
work alleging that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene
(a Galilean follower of his; see John 19:25, 20:1 and 18).
The thesis had become even more widely circulated in Dan
Brown’s best-seller The Da Vinci Code (2003), indeed being
central to its plot. The papyrus fragment, however, which
King named The Gospel of Jesus’s Wife (GJW), did not give
the wife’s name.
Unveiled at an international congress on Coptic studies held in Rome, the fragment—only about four by eight
centimeters (or approximately the size of a business card)—
stirred controversy about its authenticity (Figure 1). While
King and a few other scholars believed the scrap genuine,
others raised questions. For example, Stephen Emmel,
a Coptic scholar, stated, “There’s something about this
fragment in its appearance and also in the grammar of the
Coptic that strikes me as being not completely convincing
somehow.” Papyrologist Alin Suciu was more emphatic: “I
would say it’s a forgery. The script doesn’t look authentic,”

Figure 1. Papyrus fragment dubbed The Gospel of Jesus’s Wife
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he said, in comparison with the script of genuine fourth-century Coptic papyrus texts.
For their part, those favoring authenticity appeared to
be glossing over the question of provenance (on which
more presently) and rationalizing a number of other problems—as if such an artifact is presumed genuine unless
there exists some piece of evidence fatal to authenticity. In
fact, as in other scholarly, scientific, and legal matters, the
burden of proof is on the claimant, not on someone else
to prove a negative. I followed the case with interest—and
extreme suspicion—from the outset.
Provenance
The term provenance refers to the origin or derivation of
an artifact, that is, to its being traceable to a particular time
and place. A missing provenance in the case of a sensational work is problematical. Worse, as the late manuscript
dealer Mary Benjamin commented in her Autographs
(1986), “Where there is secrecy on matters which cannot
be substantiated by records, suspicion is inevitable.” While
a missing or even suspiciously missing provenance may not
be fatal, one ignores the lack of one at his or her great risk.
Works with missing, doubtful, or suspicious provenances often prove to be forgeries. A good example is the
notorious Shroud of Turin whose owner, a man of modest
means, never explained how he acquired the most sensational relic in Christendom. It can be traced back no further
than to his ownership in the mid-1350s when, according to
a later bishop’s report, it was central to a faith-healing scam
and was the work of a confessed forger. Confirmation came
from radiocarbon dating done by three independent labs
that showed the linen originated between ca. 1260 and
1390 CE—the time of the reported confession.
Other examples of sensational artifacts with questionable provenance that subsequently proved to be fakes
are the Vinland Map, the Hitler diaries, and several old
masters’ paintings by Han van Meegeren. Among those
that I personally examined and exposed are the scandalous
Jack the Ripper diary, the alleged reading copy of Lincoln’s
Gettysburg Address, two supposed Daniel Boone rifles
(old firearms with fake carved inscriptions), an alleged jail
notebook with purported writings of Billy the Kid and his

nemesis Pat Garrett, a dictionary with notes supposedly
penned by Charles Dickens, and numerous others.
In the case of the so-called Gospel of Jesus’s Wife, there
is no provenance for the fragment; in addition, the current
owner desires to remain anonymous, a fact that raises
suspicions of forgery or theft. Allegedly, Mr. Anonymous
bought it from a dealer—as one of six papyrus fragments—
and he offered an unsigned, undated note in German
mentioning a “Professor Fecht” who referred to a fragment
that is surely the GJW. Fecht may be Gerhard Fecht, a professor of Egyptology in Berlin who died in 2006. Of course,
these representations do not constitute provenance and do
not even rise to the level of what is known as “dead man’s
provenance.” (For example, the Ripper diary was allegedly
a gift from a man who had since died.)
Sensational Scrap
Forgers have many problems to attend to, and that is why
I recommend a “multi-evidential approach” to detecting
forgeries: the faker is apt to make some mistakes, and the
more things the document detective considers (ink, grammar, and so on), the more likely he or she is to find a telltale
error. (See my Detecting Forgery, 1996.)
One of a forger’s first concerns is obtaining suitable
writing material (paper, parchment, papyrus, and the like).
Sometimes, stated Charles Hamilton in his
Great Forgers and Famous Fakes (1996),
forgers are forced to “write on scraps that
have the cringing and unkempt look of
beggars.” For example, a forged George
Washington receipt of 1767 was not only
incorrectly penned on vellum rather than
paper, but Washington would never have
used “such a small and damaged piece,”
states Kenneth Rendell in his Forging History (1994). Is the GJW another forged
scrap?
One has to consider how likely it is that, given the very
small size of the portion we have, it included the very words
that would create such a sensation: “Jesus said to them,
‘My wife . . . / . . . she is able to be my disciple. . . .’” What
are the odds on those particular words coming to light on
such a little scrap of papyrus?

from natural pigments and developing effective artificial
aging techniques, even simulating the craquelure associated with age.) King concedes that, “Hypothetically, a
clever forger could acquire a piece of ancient papyrus and
fabricate ink from ancient papyrus fragments or other vegetable matter [by burning to produce the carbon]—both
of which would pass” the kinds of tests used on the GJW.
In fact, there was nothing hypothetical about the Mormon-document forger Mark Hofmann using just such clever
methods for his nefarious productions.
There is also the issue of the fragment’s considerable
damage. One scholar, Roger Bagnall (2015), thought
its battered appearance a sign of authenticity; another,
Anne-Marie Luijendijk (2015), agreed, saying hopefully, “A
fragment this damaged probably came from an antique
garbage heap.” On the other hand, however, document
detectives are all too familiar with the forger’s technique
of “distressing” (as it is called in the antique business). Of
course, although genuine old papyrus would not need to
be abraded to make it look old, newly applied ink would.
Although three of the fragment’s edges are tattered,
King concedes that “In contrast, the top edge is clean and
appears to have been cut.” Such cutting would make little
sense in antiquity, but modern dealers often cut papyrus
sheets of little value into smaller sections “in order to have

“While a missing or even suspiciously missing
provenance may not be fatal, one ignores
the lack of one at his or her great risk.”

Papyrus, Ink
Scientific analyses were carried out on the fragment. The
papyrus was radiocarbon tested, giving a mean date of
741 CE. To rationalize this late eighth-century date, King
postulates that the fragment is a copy of a fourth-century
manuscript that was in turn taken from a composition of the
second century.
In separate tests, Raman analysis determined the ink
to be, appropriately, a carbon “lamp black” variety. This is
consistent with ancient inks.
Of course, forgers typically use genuinely old materials
for their fakes. (For instance, Van Meegeren cleaned the
paint from old canvases and repainted them, making paint

more pieces for sale.” Also, a forger could have cut a fragment from the margin of a page of text. The cut edge is
therefore another feature inviting some suspicion without,
however, being fatal to authenticity.
Uneven Lettering
Others have observed what I did when I first saw the fragment in photos: that it is very poorly rendered. The letters
are quite variable in form—“oddly written,” says one divinity
professor who thinks they are “probably modern” (Evans
2012)—an inconsistency at odds with a skilled calligrapher’s
natural, studied uniformity. As well, the strokes making
up the individual letters show—in my opinion as a calligrapher—such an unfamiliarity with the pen as to suggest
amateurishness. Some have blamed uneven optical density,
smudging, and other faults on possibly “a poor pen and inadequate scribal skill.” Lack of skill is also suggested by the
uneven lines of text—sometimes straying apart, sometimes
crowding close.
But Karen King acknowledges all this. She describes the
secularhumanism.org
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script as “crude and unpracticed” and again refers to its
“cramped size and crudeness.” She says, however: “Papyrologists agree that the clumsiness of the script indicates an
unprofessional hand but differ in their evaluation of whether
it is due to the elementary education level of an ancient
writer or a forger’s inexperience writing on papyrus.” However, this amateurishness does not exist in a vacuum, and
considering it with other features strongly suggests forgery.
For example, the “cramped look” of the text on the
“front” (or recto) may be, King concedes, “due perhaps to
the need to fit the desired text onto a limited area.” Yet on
the other side (the verso), although largely erased, the letters
are larger and the spacing wider. Thus the crowding of the
recto text into a “limited area” suggests nothing so much as
a forgery on an available small fragment.
Moreover, as I observed early on, the first few characters
of the text are much, much larger than the rest, and this
raises certain issues. First, it suggests that the writing began

However, some, including King, are not persuaded that
the anomalous grammar is fatal. Also, “Both his certainty
and dismissive—even disrespectful—tone toward other
scholars brought widespread incredulity to his [Depuydt’s]
claims” (Shanks 2015).
Textual Revelation
It remained for Coptic scholar Christian Askeland to discover
even more convincing evidence of forgery. As explained in
Biblical Archaeology Review (Shanks 2015), “What Askeland
found was astounding.” He compared one of the other fragments that had accompanied the GJW, a fragment of a Coptic
Gospel of John (CGJ), with another such Coptic Gospel of
John known as the Codex Qau. The comparison revealed that
the CGJ fragment had simply been derived from the Codex
Qau by copying every other line! The forger even included
a typographical error in transcription that was in the online
edition he or she used for the copying!
Therefore, because the GJW and the
fragment of CGJ are written in the same
hand, with the same writing instrument,
and in the same Coptic dialect, “If one is
a forgery,” concludes Biblical Archaeology
Review, “the other is a forgery.”

“The forger even included a typographical
error in transcription that was in the online
edition he or she used for the copying!”
on the fragment, thus indicating forgery, and that the putative forger saw the need to reduce the size to accommodate
the desired amount of text. Also, the shift in size does not
suggest the work of a trained scribe. Finally, I note that the
writing becomes large again at the end, further suggesting
that the text was fitted onto a blank fragment.
King falls into an old trap after observing that a forger
would have to have been very skilled in getting the papyrus
and ink right but unskilled with the writing. “In my judgment,” she stated, “such a combination of bumbling and
sophistication seems extremely unlikely.” Actually, just such
a combination is a frequent hallmark of forgery, as anyone
familiar with the subject should know.
Coptic Grammar
Then there are the problems with grammar. We have already
heard Stephen Emmel’s view that the grammar of GJW’s
Coptic text is somehow unconvincing.
Leo Depuydt (2015), a Coptic scholar at Brown University, goes even further. Based on the grammar alone,
he would say of the fragment, “[I]t stinks! . . . [Even] as a
forgery, it is bad to the point of being farcical.” He cites
what he terms “a couple of fatal grammatical blunders”
and insists that the text “is just about entirely a patchwork
of words and phrases from the Gospel of Thomas,” pieced
together by someone with a “fully inadequate knowledge
of Coptic.”
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Lessons Learned

It appears that this more skeptical view may
prevail. It contrasts with the earlier, naïve assertion of Roger Bagnall (who heads New
York University’s Institute for the Study of the Ancient World)
that the GJW “would be impossible to forge.” These may
be famous last words. King herself now concedes, regarding the new evidence for forgery: “[T]his argument is substantive. It’s worth taking seriously. And it may point in the
direction of forgery.” As if much did not already point in that
direction.
The so-called Gospel of Jesus’s Wife fragment constitutes a lesson-book in judging the authenticity of alleged
finds. Here are ten lessons learned:
1. Provenance matters, especially in the case of a sensational work.
2. A suspicious provenance should be particularly alarming.
3. The burden of proof remains with the advocate, not on
anyone else to prove a negative (that is, that the work is
not genuine).
4. Suspicions are due any “discovery” that seems too neatly
to fit a popular theory of the time in which it appears.
5. That the materials of an artifact appear to be credibly old
is not proof of authenticity, as many forgers have shown
by using genuinely old materials for their nefarious art.
6. When any artifact is questioned, it should be examined
from multiple standpoints: historical context, provenance,
materials composition, style, and so on.
7. What is right about a work generally matters less than
what is wrong about it. It can pass many tests and still
succumb to a fatal piece of evidence.

8. One should beware of beginning with a belief and working backward to the evidence, thus engaging in confirmation bias (that is, seeking only evidence that supports
one’s conviction).
9. One must also avoid the frequently expressed but
faulty argument that no one brilliant enough to have
done A would be so inept as to have done B. Forgeries
are typically characterized by a mix of cleverness and
carelessness.
10. Occam’s razor—the rule of thumb that the hypothesis
with the fewest assumptions should be preferred—
should remain a guiding principle.
Remembering these basic precepts is not a protection
against all error but should help guard against folly the next
time an artifact that seems rather too good to be true is
presented.
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Francis: A Pope Atheists,
Agnostics, and Freethinkers
Can Believe In
Nicholas S. Molinari

W

ho am I to judge? Love and care for one another.
Do unto others as you’d wish to be done unto
you. Care for the poor, the infirm, the sick, the
dying (we’re all in that process already), the oppressed, the
suppressed, the depressed, the disenfranchised, the ignorant, and the misinformed. Truly, there is no end to this list.
I was a priest in my youth; virtually all my friends and
acquaintances had been priests and nuns, the latter
more properly called “Religious Sisters.” After leaving the
priesthood and eventually marrying, my (our) friends and
acquaintances tended to be peers, former priests, and
former nuns.
For some years now, virtually all our friends and acquaintances have been nonreligious—declared atheists, agnostics, or freethinkers. Ironically, we have found our most recent cadre of friends to be for the most part more Christian
than our former associates. I am using the term Christian
as an adjective. Many atheists might find it offensive to be

“Ironically,
we have found
our [atheist and
freethinker]
friends for the
most part more
Christian than our
former religious
associates.’
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called a Christian, but I am referring to the qualities that are
supposed to define what a Christian is or ought to be. I’ve
discovered those to be kindness, generosity, compassion,
empathy, the spirit of helpfulness, and much more. When
I tell my unbelieving friends that they are better Christians
than most Christians I have known, they do not take offense; they understand my meaning.
Despite the obvious chasm of thinking and motivations
separating the people described above, there is, or should
be, a significant overlapping of values and vision. The
blended area may be named “humanism.” In my view, a
Christian without humanist values is a mostly empty shell
of a person—and often hypocritical to boot. Meanwhile,
atheism without humanism lacks the empathy that connects
people to each other. My experience with unbelievers has
been extremely pleasant, enriching, and very informative.
My sense is that these friends do good because doing
good to and for others is simply the right thing to do. So,
they engage in charitable and selfless activities because of
shared humanity and without any expectation of an eternal
reward. My experience as a priest impressed me with the
sad reality that many parishioners were motivated only by
hope of eventual bliss or by fear of an endless hell. That
probably remains true for many people in the pews today!
I often fantasize about the possibility of a bridge between belief and unbelief, between believers and unbelievers. Is it possible that this bridge, this link, this connection
. . . might turn out to be a humble Argentine Jesuit now
named Pope Francis? He seems to be reaching out to
everybody, without expecting or “pontificating” about conversion to Catholicism or to any religion. It appears that he
is in love with people, pure and simple.
The unbelievers I know and love—and their wider community of peers—can be a reservoir of wisdom and power
for a creaky old institution currently being led, urged, and
cajoled by a pope who is more humanist than dogmatist.
Yes, Pope Francis has much to learn, since his entire life
from its beginning to the present has been geared to and
influenced by religion. However, if I’m reading the tea
leaves correctly, he is a man of openness and welcome.
His off-the-cuff comments flying at thirty thousand feet

above sea level have been extraordinary as well as confusing.* In July 2013, it was “Who am I to judge [gay priests]?”
In February 2016, he engaged in some verbal legerdemain
that excited progressives and infuriated conservatives in
the hierarchy. If altitude can influence attitude—whereby a
world leader might happen to “slip” and say what he really
thinks—I’m all for that leader staying aloft in rarified air
indefinitely and teaching his flock from on high. Then we’ll
truly have that “man upstairs.”
Among the articles about Francis’s February 2016 flight
of fancy is one in the New York Times of February 19, 2016,
titled “Francis Says Contraception Can Be Used to Slow
Zika.” Countless similar essays and articles are easily Googled. Numerous reporters understood the pope’s words
much differently than did those after-theevent polemicists who hastened to “clarify”
Francis’s thinking. I think Francis is open
to an objective conversation about contraception. That should have happened in the
early to mid-1960s, when John XXIII and
Paul VI established and endorsed the Pontifical Commission on Birth Control. When the
majority came up with its “liberal” opinion
that the Church should permit contraception, Paul VI jettisoned it. At that moment, it
seems that contraception suddenly became
an intrinsic evil, and the simpleminded obsession of the entire hierarchy!
No doubt there are intrinsic evils in the world: murder,
rape, slavery, pedophilia (the bishops missed that one!),
and many others. But what’s so bad about contraception?
Atheists know with logical certainty that contraception
is not an intrinsic evil; nor is it an evil at all. People who
value logic over antiquated doctrine realize the harmful
ramifications of diehard opposition to a couple’s exercise
of practical judgment in the use of contraception. No need
to enumerate them all, but they include overpopulation,
degradation of Earth’s resources, widespread poverty, and
physical, financial, and emotional exhaustion while feeding,
clothing, and schooling large families. These few consequences will serve to illustrate my point.
This particular issue is very much a humanist issue. A
man such as Francis may be open to rational argumentation, devoid of doctrinal shackles, that originates with
unbelievers. But there are so many other issues of common
interest: climate change; the arms trade; despoliation of
soil, air, and water; extinction of uncounted and unknown
species of flora and fauna. Ultimately, ourselves!
Unfortunately, Francis is unlikely to get sufficient support
from a hierarchy created in large part by his ultraconservative predecessors, John Paul II and Benedict XVI. This is
why he needs the input and support of unbelievers who
view reality rationally, scientifically, and without doctrinal
bias!

Who could have expected any such person to arise, any
such philosophy to gain traction, any such logic to present
itself so kindly in today’s world of black-and-white? Who
expected Francis to enter stage right? And then to command stage left, right, and center! But this unique window
of opportunity will evaporate with Francis’s death.
As a long-disillusioned former Roman Catholic priest, I
never before experienced so genuine a rendition of what
that historical or fictional character (Jesus Christ) stood for,
taught, and lived for. Yet in this moment of space-time, I’m
compelled to admit, with a dollop of caution, that there is
a new dynamic alive and well in the world today. Call it the
“Francis Effect.” I cannot remember any such extraordinarily
significant humanist “mover” in my lifetime, other than possi-

“In my view, a Christian without humanist values
is a mostly empty shell of a person. . . .”

*Please reread Tom Flynn’s astute editorial, “Maybe It’s the Cabin
Pressure” (Free Inquiry, June/July 2016).

bly the jovial and lovable John XXIII, who died in 1963.
So why not drop, for this moment in time, our philosophical and psychological armor? Can we acknowledge
this new force of nature calling us all to fraternal humanism? A humanism of mind, of heart, of action? This pope
happens to love everybody. That fact in itself is seductive
as well as disconcerting, because many people cannot acknowledge their own lovability. Nonetheless, Francis insists
upon loving all of us. If there’s something wrong with that
or with him, I choose to be as wrong as he.
I think we have in our midst a personal symbol of what
we as a species long for. Surely all humanists, whether
believers or unbelievers, can link arms and join forces to
fight modern-day slavery, the exploitation of women and
children, the slaughter of civilians, the interrelated crises
of displaced people, refugees, and millions of homeless
barricaded in a new style of concentration camps, as well
as other multiplying threats to humanity and to our home
planet.
The practical, twofold question remains: “Should atheists, agnostics, freethinkers reach out to Francis in common
cause, and if so, how?”

Nicholas S. Molinari wanted to be a priest from childhood and was ordained in
1963. After four years in the priesthood, he realized that he had made a major error
in career choice and took a leave of absence, never to return. Happily married since
1971 and following a second career in the automotive industry, he still battles bigotry and ignorance with letters to government officials and newspaper editors and in
essays in magazines.
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Apocalypse 2016

A

s these lines are being written in mid-May, our November
election is shaping up as the
most contentious and hazardous in
modern history. Its outcome could
be literally Earth-shattering. There is
no need to review all of the many
issues before us, as they are getting
abundant coverage in the media (however sloppily), but three stand out as
getting far too little attention: climate
change and the escalating attacks on
reproductive choice and public education.
“Climate change” is usually an inadequately explained catchall term
that, as I wrote in the Washington Post
on April 27, “is simply shorthand for
a whole range of its concomitants,
including environmental degradation,
deforestation, desertification, atmospheric carbon dioxide and methane
buildup, soil erosion and nutrient loss,
toxic waste accumulation, sea-level
rise, fishery and coral reef decline,
biodiversity shrinkage, and increasing
sociopolitical instability and violence.”
Still more rarely discussed is what is
driving climate change: human population, tripled since the end of World
War II to well over seven billion. (See
my April/May 2016 FI column.)
Closely related are the massive and
unrelenting attacks on reproductive
choice, contraception, and abortion
rights, nearly all of them fanatically
pushed forward by religious Right–
driven campaigns aided and abetted by Republican politicians on the
national, state, and local levels. De38
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funding Planned Parenthood and reproductive health services and passing laws to make contraception and
abortion more expensive to obtain
is particularly hard on young women
and women of limited means. All this
in turn fuels poverty and all that goes

“It should be
obvious that failure
to provide universal
access to contraception,
legal abortion, good
sexuality education,
and decent medical care
. . . can only exacerbate
the climate-change
steamroller.”

with it. Add to that the fact that grossly
inadequate reproductive health-care
in the less developed countries is
further adding to world poverty, misery, disorder, and overpopulation. The
annual world abortion rate is now
fifty-six million! It should be obvious
that failure to provide universal access
secularhumanism.org

to contraception, legal abortion, good
sexuality education, and decent medical care—actually endorsed by the Republican President Gerald Ford more
than forty years ago—can only exacerbate the climate-change steamroller.
Turning now to the rarely (and totally inadequately) reported attacks on
the public schools that serve 90 percent of American kids, we are seeing
increasing use of voucher and taxcredit plans to divert public funds to
publicly unaccountable private schools,
the vast majority of which are operated by two dozen different religious
organizations—from Catholic to conservative Protestant, Jewish, and even
Muslim. The vast majority of these
private schools indoctrinate their students against contraception and abortion. Add to that the national crusade
against sound sexuality education in
public schools and the pouring of
public funds into useless “abstinence
only” sexuality education programs
(for more details see Darrell Ray’s
excellent 2012 book, Sex & God:
How Religion Distorts Sexuality). We
shouldn’t wonder, then, that we have
an epidemic of teen pregnancies,
failed early marriages (more common
in very religious than in more secular
states), and increasing poverty.
And then there is the increasingly
inadequate and inequitably distributed funding of public schools, classes
that are too large, inadequate health
and social services for students, too
much emphasis on testing, and the
flagging efforts to deal with the in-

creasing poverty of too many American families.
Related to the preceding is a new
study by the National Center for Science Education (Spring 2016 “Reports”). Its survey of middle-school,
earth science, biology, chemistry, and
physics teachers found that threefourths of them spend only a couple
of hours dealing with climate change;
that although 97 percent of climate
scientists concur that climate change
is driven by human activity, only twothirds of the teachers agreed; that
when asked what percentage of scientists concurred, the teachers’ average
estimate was 72 percent, with 20 percent of teachers not even hazarding a
guess; and that teachers and schools
are being flooded with climate-change
denial material from some of the same
wealthy outfits promoting diversion
of public funds to sectarian private
schools. Conclusion: ignorance about
climate change is not being alleviated.
Connecting the dots, it should be
clear that if we lose the battle to save
public education, we will also lose the
battles over reproductive choice and
climate change. These three major
issues are inextricably intertwined. Win
all or lose all.
So, what to do? That should be
obvious. Minor and divisive matters
need to be put off until after November. Concerned Americans across
the spectrum—liberals, progressives,
moderates, and responsible conservatives; people of all religious and nonreligious persuasions; whites, blacks,
and Latinos—need to pull together,
and not just on the presidential race
but also on the equally important
Senate, House, state, county, local,
and school-board contests. As the old
saying has it, we all hang together or
we will hang separately.
Aw, Canada
A February poll in Ontario, Canada,
found that Ontarians oppose tax support for Catholic schools by 52 percent to 38 percent. Ontario Education
Ministry spokesperson Liz Sandals,
however, said that the province will
continue to provide full tax support
for four—yes, four!—separate school

systems: English-language public, French-language public, English
Catholic, and French Catholic. The
church-run schools get more money
per student in public funding than
the two public systems. This system
goes back to Canada’s constitution,
the British North America Act of 1867,
which created modern Canada. Only
four provinces require public funding for Catholic schools: Ontario,
Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British
Columbia. Predominantly French and

“If it were ever put to
a public referendum,
Catholic school
funding would lose,
fair and square.”
—Canadian pollster Lorne Bizinoff

nominally Catholic, Quebec ended
Catholic school funding in 1999.
Newfoundland, which long had only
tax-supported church-run schools (five
systems of them), switched to public
schools after two sweeping referenda
in the 1990s.
In mid-March, Canadian columnist
Samantha Emann wrote that it’s time
to “put out the fire” in the burning
debate over Catholic-school funding.
Changing the constitution requires
only the approval of the House of
Commons and the Senate and, importantly, only in the province that is
affected. Emann noted that this is what
happened regarding Quebec in 1999.
“Publicly funded Catholic schools,”
Emann wrote, “are unfair to Canada’s
secularhumanism.org

many other religious groups and cultures. Funding all religious schools
would be a logistical nightmare, and
in my view, public services should be
affirmatively secular.” She continued,
“As should be apparent to anyone
who has been following the news for
the past year, some Catholic school
boards, trustees, teachers and advising clergy have a record of discriminatory, socially regressive efforts to
hinder advances made in the interest
of student safety and learning. . . . In
Ontario there was opposition from
Catholic leaders to the much-needed,
recently updated sex-education curricula.”
Emann continued: “That deficit-plagued province [Ontario] recently
asked voters for ideas online for ways
it could save money in its budget.
Here’s an idea. According to a 2012
report from the Federation of Urban
Neighbourhoods, merging Ontario’s
Catholic and public schools would save
the province more than $1 billion.”
The 2016 poll was conducted by
Forum Research. Its president, Lorne
Bizinoff, said recently that “If it were
ever put to a public referendum, Catholic school funding would lose, fair and
square.” Just as, I might add, it has in
the United States in twenty-eight state
referenda by large margins from coast
to coast between 1966 and 2014.
In related news, the Ontario-based
Civil Rights in Public Education organization (CRIPEweb.org) reports that the
Ontario Human Rights Tribunal will
consider a complaint “about the treatment one student [non-Catholic Claudia Sorgini] has received from Roman
Catholic school board personnel when
she applied for an exemption from religious courses and programs in one of
the board’s high schools.” The complaint is based on the Ontario Human
Rights Code and the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms, which are
supposed to provide protection from
religion or creed-based pressure.

Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
Liberty and a former president of the American
Humanist Association. He is a columnist and senior
editor of Free Inquiry.
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GREAT MINDS

Normalizing Blasphemy: Robert Ingersoll
and Freethought’s Great Awakening
Dale DeBakcsy

B

y 1870, the Dream Team of
Skepticism was nearly filled
out. The pantheon offered up
Voltaire, the dangerous one; Thomas
Paine, the popular one; Thomas
Hobbes, the broody one; and Baruch
Spinoza, the dreamy one. Brilliant all,
assuredly, but as a group they tended
to contribute to the perception that to
be a religious skeptic, you had to be

“Freethought needed
an unambiguous nice
guy, a normal ‘fellah,’
somebody who lived a
harmonious family life
in full public view while
unequivocally denying
the utility of religion for
upright living.”

a bit sinister. Preachers made pew-filling hash of Voltaire’s weakness for
questionable business ventures and
clumsy spy work, of Paine’s last years
of grubby poverty and alcoholism, of
Hobbes’s dreary political philosophy,
and the fact that Spinoza was, horror
of horrors, Jewish. All the good they
did, all the light they brought to hu40
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manity, was a mere feather against
the pound of suspicion placed by the
priests on the scales of public opinion.
Freethought needed an unambiguous nice guy, a normal “fellah,” somebody who lived a harmonious family
life in full public view while unequivocally denying the utility of religion
for upright living. A person you could
point to as an ultimate living argument that goodness, and greatness
too, without God was possible. The
need was not long in producing the
man: Robert Green Ingersoll, America’s most beloved infidel.
He was born in 1833, the first of a
secular trinity of talent that invented
the category of the megastar: Artemus Ward, who more or less created
the modern comic lecture, was born
the next year; a troublesome redhead
named Samuel Clemens, who would
take the world by storm as Mark Twain,
the year after that. Among them, they
broke the spell of early nineteenth-century revivalism, directing America’s attention to the delights of cutting satire
and the acid roasting of the nation’s
spiritual commonplaces. Ward created
the game, Twain gave it substance,
and Ingersoll perfected it, crafting a
stage style that allowed him to unveil
the barbarities of organized religion
with so much charm and humor that,
for thirty years, he was the lecture circuit’s most successful attraction.
Ingersoll brought a frontier sensibility to his talks, a love of unmasking
frauds and catching out tall tales that
his audiences could recognize and
secularhumanism.org

cheer on. His gatherings were packed,
loud, unrestrained affairs—five thousand people laughing to tears while
Honest Bob skewered the vanities
of the preachers, the absurdities of
revealed religion, and the hypocrisies of its practice. The more the
churches reviled his growing influence,
the more popular he became. Presidents begged him to canvass on their
behalf, and to attend one of his legendary “Evenings” was to have arrived
socially.
Twenty-four years before Ingersoll’s
birth, Thomas Paine died insolvent
and alone, forgotten by the country
he had helped forge, broken for no
other reason than that he questioned
the moral authority and literal truth of
the Bible. How was it that, half a century later, America’s greatest star was a
proud and public heathen? Ingersoll’s
father was an abolitionist preacher
whose refusal to compromise with
slavery pushed him out of congregation after congregation, with the result
that Ingersoll didn’t have anything approaching a permanent home for the
first three decades of his life. Never
staying in one place long enough to
make friends or feel secure, he naturally turned to his father’s library and
the wider world of books in general.
Those writings stirred his first religious
doubts, but he would have gone the
rest of his days believing in a wise and
good God had he not married into
one of the remarkable families of the
nineteenth century: the Parkers.
The women of this family had a

tradition of fearless atheism, and between his exposure to the Parkers’
intellectual rigor and the horrors he
experienced as a colonel in the Civil
War, Ingersoll worked up the courage to reject at last both God and
immortality. Personally converted to
nonbelief, it was yet four years after
the war before he acknowledged that
fact in his public speeches. In the interim, there was politics—that classic,
hopelessly corrupt nineteenth-century
American politics that gave us Boss
Tweed’s Tammany Hall. Ingersoll used
his magnetic oratory to further his
brother’s political career and to very
nearly capture his party’s nomination
for the governorship of Illinois.
The backroom dealing that cost
him that nomination simultaneously
turned Ingersoll permanently off a
career as a politician and freed him
from the need to pander to traditional
religious sentiment any further. Casting off his chains, he began addressing groups of freethinkers, speaking
on the Sabbath about the dangers of
organized religion. He publicly celebrated Voltaire, Humboldt, Paine, and
Shakespeare while jousting merrily
with Moses, Jesus, and his favorite
target for unanswerable scorn, Calvin.
Speeches with titles such as “Some
Mistakes of Moses”; “Superstition”;
“The Liberty of Man, Woman, and
Child”; “Myth and Miracle”; “The
Gods”; and “Hell” packed houses
throughout the North. Ingersoll argued the merits of nonbelief face-toface rather than through the printed
page, giving freethought a personal
immediacy it had never known before.
Imagine it: here, standing before you,
was a man discounting God and Jesus
as a couple of third-rate back-alley
despots, someone you could shout
to and who would shoot a perfectly
timed zinger back—a man healthy,
happy, and unafraid who somehow
leaned on none of the things that you
counted central to life and the afterlife.

P

eople liked Ingersoll, even when
they disagreed with him. The
Western humor of his insights, his
ability to trace the foibles of men
through their mythical creations—the

gods—couldn’t be discounted by anyone within the range of his voice. All
around, the static agricultural despair
that nurtured the great revivals of the
early nineteenth century was giving
way to the heady scientific momentum of the unfolding Gilded Age.
The public knew that the near future
would hold unfathomable wonders—
that time was linear, not cyclic—and
they needed, more than anything, a
trustworthy guide for how humanity
might function in this new age.
Ingersoll was, for three decades,
the conductor of America’s emerging self-imagineering. He gave us the
blueprint of our future selves, incorporating the feminism of Mill, the
individual freedom of Paine, the sense
of justice of Voltaire, and the scientific
optimism of the Victorians into one
bewitching concoction: the modern,
secular American.
Not a profound originator of ideas,
he was nonetheless a magnificent instantiation of them. Twain, Whitman,
Darrow, Debs, Stanton—people as different as could be—all looked to him
as the great example of how one might
live and think without constantly scraping before religious scruples known
to be false. The newspaper-reading
public was regularly treated to accounts of his grand parties, where he
and his wife and daughters happily
entertained all the best people. For
everyone who thought the godless
couldn’t be happy, honest, or faithful,
he was the towering counterexample,
impossible to ignore and deeply troubling to contemplate. How necessary
was religion if Ingersoll could manage
such a life without it?
That’s not to say he was a slice of
the twenty-first century wrapped in
the woolens of the nineteenth. One
of his great splits with the emerging
institutions of American freethought
came over the issue of pornography.
When the National Liberty League,
of which Ingersoll was vice president,
voted to support the fight against
the Comstock Laws, which prevented
postal distribution of materials that
mentioned human sexuality in any way
(even scientific documents), Ingersoll
resigned in a huff. And in his otherwise
secularhumanism.org

soaring tribute to his friend Walt Whitman, he took time to regret the erotic
bits in Leaves of Grass. A consistent
pioneer for women’s equality, Ingersoll
was every bit the Victorian in matters
of sexual mystification.
He was also a wretched businessman whose massive income as a lecturer was majestically pissed away in
a series of disastrous investments, a
flaw he shared with Mark Twain. For
both men, enthusiasm for invention
and progress overrode any suspicion
of charlatanry at their doorstep. Still,
Ingersoll evaded Twain’s humbling
bankruptcy through a breakneck work
schedule, touring the West and South,
packing himself into late-night trains to
keep to his speech-a-day pace.
That pace, coupled with Ingersoll’s
love of food and cigars, eventually
caught up with him in the form of a
sudden angina attack in the middle of
an idyllic family day, the sort of end
any human might envy. The priests
who had hoped for a deathbed conversion, or at least some details of
tortuous pain visited upon the sinner
by a wrathful god, were cheated of
their last chance to make of Ingersoll a
cautionary tale. From that day, he
would always be America’s case study
of native secular living done right, true
to family, always ready to laugh at
preening authority, and fearless in the
face of personal obliteration. That mixture of flippancy and profundity, morality and fun, is very us, and it’s not
too much to say that, on the level of
day-to-day godless life, we are us because he was him.
Author’s note: American Infidel: Robert G. Ingersoll (1962) by Orvin Larson
is still the best book to get, with equal
time given to Ingersoll’s career as a
political speaker, lawyer, humanist lecturer, and Civil War colonel.

Dale DeBakcsy is the author of The Cartoon History of
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writes regularly for Philosophy Now, American Atheist
Magazine, and Skeptical Inquirer.
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Some Mistakes of Moses

...W

e are told that the
serpent was more
subtle than any
beast of the field, that he had a conversation with Eve, in which he gave
his opinion about the effect of eating
certain fruit; that he assured her it was
good to eat, that it was pleasant to
the eye, that it would make her wise;
that she was induced to take some;
that she persuaded her husband to
try it; that God found it out, that he

Robert Green Ingersoll

then cursed the snake; condemning
it to crawl and eat the dust; that he
multiplied the sorrows of Eve, cursed
the ground for Adam’s sake, started
thistles and thorns, condemned man
to eat the herb of the field in the sweat
of his face, pronounced the curse of
death, “Dust thou art and unto dust
shalt thou return,” made coats of skins
for Adam and Eve, and drove them
out of Eden. . . .

“Our fathers thought
it their duty to believe,
thought it a sin to
entertain the slightest
doubt, and really
supposed that their
credulity was exceedingly gratifying to God.”

Our fathers thought it their duty
to believe, thought it a sin to entertain the slightest doubt, and really
supposed that their credulity was exceedingly gratifying to God. To them,
the story was entirely real. They could
see the garden, hear the babble of
waters, smell the perfume of flowers.
They believed there was a tree where
knowledge grew like plums or pears;
and they could plainly see the serpent
coiled amid its rustling leaves, coaxing
Eve to violate the laws of God. . . .
Theologians have filled thousands
of volumes with abuse of this serpent,
but it seems that he told the exact
42
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truth. We are told that this serpent
was, in fact, Satan, the greatest enemy
of mankind, and that he entered the
serpent, appearing to our first parents
in its body. If this is so, why should the
serpent have been cursed? Why should
God curse the serpent for what had really been done by the devil? . . .
Is it really necessary to believe this
account in order to be happy here, or
hereafter? Does it tend to the elevation
of the human race to speak of “God”
as a butcher, tanner and tailor?
And here, let me say once for all,
that when I speak of God, I mean
the being described by Moses: the
Jehovah of the Jews. There may be
for aught I know, somewhere in the
unknown shoreless vast, some being
whose dreams are constellations and
within whose thought the infinite exists.
About this being, if such a one exists, I
have nothing to say. He has written no
books, inspired no barbarians, required
no worship, and has prepared no hell in
which to burn the honest seeker after
truth.
When I speak of God, I mean that
god who prevented man from putting
forth his hand and taking also of the
fruit of the tree of life that he might
live forever; of that god who multiplied
the agonies of woman, increased the
weary toil of man, and in his anger
drowned a world; of that god whose
altars reeked with human blood, who
butchered babes, violated maidens,
enslaved men and filled the earth with
cruelty and crime; of that god who
made heaven for the few, hell for the
many, and who will gloat forever and
ever upon the writhings of the lost and
damned. . . .
Of course God knew when he made
man, that he would afterwards regret it.
He knew that the people would grow
worse and worse until destruction

would be the only remedy. He knew
that he would have to kill all except
Noah and his family, and it is hard to
see why he did not make Noah and
his family in the first place, and leave
Adam and Eve in the original dust. He
knew that they would be tempted; that
he would have to drive them out of the
garden to keep them from eating of
the tree of life; that the whole thing
would be a failure; that Satan would
defeat his plan; that he could not reform the people; that his own sons
would corrupt them; and that at last
he would have to drown them all except Noah and his family. Why was the
garden of Eden planted? Why was the
experiment made? Why were Adam
and Eve exposed to the seductive arts
of the serpent? Why did God wait until
the cool of the day before looking after
his children? Why was he not on hand
in the morning? Why did he fill the
world with his own children, knowing
that he would have to destroy them?
And why does this same God tell me

how to raise my children when he had
to drown his? . . .
According to Moses, God made up
his mind not only to destroy the people,
but the beasts and the creeping things,
and the fowls of the air. What had the
beasts, and the creeping things, and
the birds done to excite the anger of
God? Why did he repent having made
them? Will some Christian give us an
explanation of this matter? No good
man will inflict unnecessary pain upon a
beast; how then can we worship a god
who cares nothing for the agonies of
the dumb creatures that he made?
Why did he make animals that he
knew he would destroy? Does God
delight in causing pain? He had the
power to make the beasts, and fowls,
and creeping things in his own good
time and way, and it is to be presumed
that he made them according to his
wish. Why should he destroy them?
They had committed no sin. They had
eaten no forbidden fruit, made no
aprons, nor tried to reach the tree of

For in-depth interviews
with the most fascinating
minds in science, religion,
and politics, join
Point of Inquiry cohosts
Lindsay Beyerstein
and Josh Zepps
at pointofinquiry.org.

life. Yet this god, in blind unreasoning
wrath destroyed “all flesh wherein was
the breath of life, and every living thing
beneath the sky, and every substance
wherein was life that he had made.”
Jehovah having made up his mind
to drown the world, told Noah to
make an Ark of gopher wood three
hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide
and thirty cubits high. A cubit is twenty-two inches; so that the ark was five
hundred and fifty feet long, ninety-one feet and eight inches wide and
fifty-five feet high. This ark was divided into three stories, and had on
top, one window twenty-two inches
square. Ventilation must have been
one of Jehovah’s hobbies. Think of a
ship larger than the Great Eastern
with only one window, and that but
twenty-two inches square! . . .
Excerpted from “Some Mistakes of
Moses,” The Works of Robert Ingersoll,
Volume 2 (New York: The Dresden
Publishing Co., 1901, 128–44).
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FAITH AND REASON

Endless Absurdities

P

entecostalism—in which worshippers compulsively spout incomprehensible sounds called
“the unknown tongue” (glossolalia)—
has become a major world religion. An
estimated three hundred million North
Americans and Southern Hemisphere
residents now attend churches where
glossolalia occurs. This faith is surging,
while most other branches of Christianity fade.
Santeria worshippers sacrifice thousands of dogs, pigs, goats, chickens,
and the like to a variety of deities
that are partly Catholic saints and
partly African jungle gods. Bodies of
the unlucky animals are dumped into
waterways. Miami police patrol boats
fish out the carcasses. Santeria (“way
of the saints”) is somewhat similar to
voodoo, but it arose among Spanish
slaves instead of French ones.
Many millions of Hindus pray over

44
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models of Shiva’s penis. They make
pilgrimages to a Himalayan cave
where a penis-like ice stalagmite rises
in winter. In San Francisco’s Golden
Gate Park, many worshippers pray at a
phallic-looking traffic barrier.
About five thousand fervent young
Muslims have detonated themselves
as human bombs in “martyrdom oper-

“…Shi’ites whip
themselves bloody
with blades on chains
because their hero,
Muhammad’s grandson,
was killed by a
Sunni army fourteen
centuries ago. …”
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ations” to kill tens of thousands of “infidels.” The phenomenon peaked on
September 11, 2001, when nineteen
suicide volunteers hijacked four airliners and crashed them like projectiles
to kill nearly three thousand Americans. The year 2007 had more than
five hundred suicide attacks worldwide—well above one per day.
Another exception to Christian decline is the steady rise of Mormons.
Latter-day Saints say an angel named
Moroni revealed buried golden plates
in New York State and gave Joseph
Smith magical stones enabling him to
translate the writing on those plates.
The plates and stones cannot be examined as evidence today, because
Moroni allegedly took them back to
heaven.
Thousands of witch-killings still
occur in tropical Africa, rural north
India, Papua New Guinea, and other
places with large numbers of uneducated people. When disease or
drought happens, superstitious villagers blame old female “witches” for
causing the blight, and mobs murder them. Saudi Arabia still has a
law against witchcraft, which results in
periodic beheadings. Today’s killings
almost rival those of the historic medieval witch-hunts, when up to one
hundred thousand women were tortured into confessing that they copulated with Satan, flew through the sky,
changed into animals, blighted crops,
and so on—then were burned.
Cult suicides and murders were an
epidemic in the late twentieth century. More than nine hundred believers
died in the 1978 Jonestown tragedy.
Nearly one hundred others perished
at Waco’s Branch Davidian compound

in 1993. Various smaller cult massacres
occurred—and Japan’s Aum Shinrikyo
(Supreme Truth) sect planted nerve
gas in Tokyo’s subway in 1995, killing thirteen commuters and sickening
about a thousand.
Tibet’s Buddhists say that when an
old Dalai Lama dies, his spirit enters a
baby boy being born somewhere. So,
the faith remains leaderless for about
a dozen years, until the supposed
spirit-receiving boy is found and proclaimed the next Dalai Lama.
Jehovah’s Witnesses say that any
day now, Jesus will descend from
heaven with an army of angels to
clash with Satan and an army of demons in the long-foreseen Battle of
Armageddon. After the destruction,
only 144,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses will
survive. This group is another that
is growing while most of Christianity
fades. Meanwhile, other sects await
a somewhat similar scenario at the
Rapture.
Advanced-level Scientolo
gists say
that every human contains “thetans,”
spirits or souls that began as space
aliens seventy-five million years ago
and were sent to Planet Earth by an
evil galactic ruler named Xenu. Scientologists pay money for therapy
courses designed to “clear” excess
thetans from their bodies.
The world’s 1.5 billion Catholics
are told that the bread-like host wafer
actually turns into the real flesh of
Jesus—and the communion wine
actually becomes the real blood of
Jesus—by the miracle of transubstantiation during mass (although they still
look like bread and wine). Disputes
over this doctrine of “real presence”
helped spur the Hussite Wars of the
1400s and the subsequent Protestant
Reformation.
Creationists of the “young Earth”
variety contend that this planet and
the universe were willed magically into
existence in six literal days, as Genesis
says, around ten thousand years ago.
They claim that humans and dinosaurs
were created in the same week and
coexisted. They reject science findings
that the universe is more than thirteen
billion years old. They reject evidence
that dinosaurs went extinct at least

sixty million years before the earliest
humans developed. In fact, they reject
any evidence of gradual development,
insisting that all animals and plants
were created instantly in final form.
“Cargo cults” grew in the southwest Pacific. During World War II, both
Allied and Japanese armies built Melanesian island airstrips that received
many tons of food, material, and supplies. Primitive tribes nearby thought
the arriving riches were gifts that gods

“Thousands of
witch-killings
still occur in tropical
Africa, rural north
India, Papua New
Guinea, and
other places. . . .”

and ancestors had intended for them.
Believers cut imitation airstrips in
jungles, fashioned life-size aircraft of
straw, and marched with wooden guns
in hope of receiving airborne gifts from
heaven. Previously, during colonialism,
similar worshippers saw foreign goods
arrive by ship, so they built makeshift
wharves and performed rituals to induce gods to send them wealth by
sea. All the god-enticing failed.
In the mid-1800s, a Chinese man
read Christian pamphlets and had a
vision in which God told him he was
a younger brother of Jesus—and also
told him to “destroy demons.” The
vision-seer raised a religious army,
the Taipings, which conquered much
of China before being exterminated.
The death toll is estimated as high as
twenty million.
secularhumanism.org

Aztec priests sacrificed an estimated twenty thousand people per
year to an invisible feathered serpent
and other fantastical gods.
In the 1800s, followers of Thuggee
in India believed that the many-armed
goddess, Kali, wanted followers to
exterminate humans because Brahma
the creator was making lives faster
than her consort, Shiva the destroyer,
could end them. Thugs strangled an
estimated twenty thousand people
yearly, until British rulers tracked them
down and halted the carnage.
The Bible says that anyone who
works on the Sabbath “shall surely be
put to death,” and brides who aren’t
virgins may be stoned to death on
their fathers’ doorsteps, and gays must
be killed, and on and on.
Religious absurdities are too numerous to count: Shi’ites whip themselves bloody with blades on chains
because their hero, Muhammad’s
grandson, was killed by a Sunni army
fourteen centuries ago; Appalachian
fundamentalists pick up rattlesnakes
(sometimes with fatal results) because
in the Great Commission, Jesus said
believers “shall take up serpents”;
Philippine Christians have themselves
nailed to crosses on Good Friday, with
real nails through palms and feet; Sufi
“Whirling Dervishes” trance-dance
and spout strange sounds; Christian
Scientists let their children die of simple fevers because they think disease
is imaginary; other believers, perhaps
mentally ill, beat their children to death
to “drive out demons”; Bible prophecy zealots repeatedly set Doomsday
dates, but nothing happens (spurring
headlines screaming “The Final Days
Are Here Again”); and on and on, ad
infinitum.
It’s often said that everyone should
respect the “great truths” contained in
all faiths. If you see any, please let me
know.

James A. Haught is editor emeritus of the Charleston
(West Virginia) Gazette and a senior editor of Free
Inquiry. He is also the author of numerous books and
articles; his most recent book is Fading Faith: The Rise
of the Secular Age (Gustav Broukal Press, 2010).
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THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND

Thoughts on Leaving Church

L

eaving church is hard. Several
months ago, I turned fifty, having attended church regularly
throughout my life. Though my church
is extremely liberal, it wasn’t until I was
watching a video of Michael Shermer
discussing Freud during a Wednesday
night group study that I realized atheists existed and I was one of them.

“. . . I have tried to
stay connected to my
church, even though
people there know I am
an atheist. It’s hard.”

Over the next year, I began to talk
excitedly to church friends about my
revelation. A few of them agreed with
me and immediately stopped coming
to church. I begged them to stay and
form a humanist community within our
congregation, but they weren’t interested. Since then, I have tried to stay
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connected to my church, even though
people there know I am an atheist.
It’s hard. In fact, it’s so hard that I am
about to give up.
I think one of the most difficult
aspects of being an atheist at church
is constantly being reminded that people there still believe in God. (This
sounds ridiculous, of course, but other
churchgoing atheists will understand.)
My church had already given up talking
much about the Bible, so I didn’t think
it would be difficult for me to stay. Still,
once you realize God is imaginary,
you lose interest in hearing what God
thinks about things. As a humanist, I
suddenly wanted to talk about history,
nature, other cultures—anything real
or scientific. It seemed unimaginable
that people wanted to continue to
waste time listening to each other
define God. It was equivalent to listening to someone ramble on about
the dream he or she had had the night
before. I began to think about all the
time that gets wasted in church in this
way. I tried telling myself that such talk
is a form of bonding and community-building. Still, couldn’t we be doing
this while learning something useful?
As it turns out, people who believe in God tend to look down on
nonbelievers, and being the recipient
of this disdain is no fun. I remember
being that way myself. As a Christian, I knew that people who weren’t
secularhumanism.org

going to church were missing out. I
felt that even though the world didn’t
always make sense to me, it wasn’t
my job to understand God. It would
all work out in the end in some way.
In my mind, I was reaping the benefit
of being on a higher plane of understanding than the non-churchgoers.
Unlike them, I was able to “let go and
let God.” It never occurred to me that
the church-skippers might have had
no interest in listening to people wonder aloud about an imaginary being.
Another difficult aspect of hanging
around church as an atheist is realizing
that most people simply enjoy believing in God and have no interest in
thinking about it in depth. A friend of
mine who declined to borrow my Julia
Sweeney CD said, “I like believing in
God . . . and I’m afraid if I listen to this,
I’ll stop believing.” As a person who
loves new ideas, I found this a huge
eye-opener.
I attend a liberal United Church
of Christ (UCC); members there see
themselves as real thinkers. Just like
members of every other religious
group, they believe they have the
most reasonable view of God. Other
denominations may hold silly beliefs
about women, gays, or heaven and
hell, but this UCC knows that God is
everywhere and in everything. God
(Continued on page 49)

BLAMING JESUS FOR JEHOVAH
AFTER 2000 YEARS THE CASE IS NOW CLOSED
It Will Consternate The Pulpit and Liberate the Pews
Robert M. Price, double PhD in Theology, presents
for the first time, in only 162 pages, what none of the
great historical, philosophical, and scientific works have
done: a set of predicates which apologists cannot deny
and which lead to conclusions which are irrefutable.

3. Incarnate Jesus introduces Hell, where the ‘many’
will suffer forever in a ‘lake of fire’—infinitely worse
than the horrors of Jehovah, who was content to let
his victims rest unmolested in death. Only a ‘few’ will
be saved to live forever in Heaven.

This case will stultify theologian-pastors as they
struggle to explain how it is really so—and good—that
the loving-just-merciful-forgiving Jesus is equally the
author with Jehovah of the commands to mayhem,
mass murder, rape and insane acts of rage detailed in
what they call the inerrant Holy Bible.

All this shows that God could not be loving-justmerciful-forgiving and also be the author of
the -atrocities detailed in the Old Testament and later
of the worst fate within the imagination of man, an
eternity of suffering, the fate for those he knew before
the Creation would be consigned there. And this even
though he could just as easily have left them in innocent
nothingness.

This hate-filled immorality, the handiwork of
Christian theologians, has always been there but has
never been so clearly revealed. Now exposed, it shows
the love-forgiveness mantra, the source of Christianity’s
powerful emotional appeal to adherents, is rendered
impossible by its bottom line: Everlasting suffering for
most of mankind.
The evidence cannot be denied as Price uses only
Christian authorities: their definition of God’s attributes,
their Holy Bible and the sayings and acts of Jesus and
Jehovah reported there, along with the Doctrine of The
Holy Trinity.
1. God’s definition as believed by the overwhelming
majority of Christians. In all his attributes God is the
zenith of perfection. He created the universe, all living
things, and endowed man with free will. He is all
powerful and knows everything that has happened or,
some say, could ever happen. He is loving, just, merciful and forgiving, cares for us and considers our
prayers. He will reward those who obey his laws and
whom he judges good with eternal bliss in Heaven;
and will condemn those he judges bad to suffer forever in Hell.

As a circle cannot at the same time be a square, it
is all quite impossible, even for God.
Robert Price is uniquely qualified to make this
case; not only by formal education and vast reading
but also by experience. He was an ardent fundamentalist student, “witnessing” to all who would listen and
later, pastor of a liberal congregation. He is now a
teacher and prolific writer of books and papers both for
professionals and laymen. His style—sui generis—
abounds with allusions and quotations from the expected sources but also includes many from movies, TV
and comic books! All this makes his material a delight to
read and quite understandable.
Blaming Jesus for Jehovah
will last as long as
Christianity flies under its
false moral pretensions.
Available at Amazon.com:
Paperback $9.89
Kindle $7.99

2. Jesus of the Trinity is, always has been and always
will be, One and the Same as Jehovah in the Old Testament—with all the moral implications that entails.

Paid by fellowfeather@gmail.com

LIVING WITHOUT RELIGION

What’s Wrong with Preaching to the Choir?

S

o you’ve just come from a meeting of your secularist group, at
which there was a great discussion with plenty of questions and
thought-provoking commentary. You
bump into an acquaintance, and you
tell her about the wonderful time
you’ve had. Intrigued by your enthusiasm, she asks you about the group,
and you describe its purpose as the
sharing of views between individuals

“In a meager four words,
your acquaintance has
dismissed the worth of
forming and participating
in a group such as
yours, and it seems
unlikely that she can be
counted on to increase
the membership.”

of a secular bent. Alas, your acquaintance finds this rather uninteresting.
She comments: “It sounds nice, but
aren’t you really just preaching to the
choir?”
Maybe it’s not very harsh as criticism
goes, but this remark stings a bit, and
not only from whatever is implied in
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the religious metaphor. In a meager
four words, your acquaintance has dismissed the worth of forming and participating in a group such as yours, and it
seems unlikely that she can be counted
on to increase the membership. No
longer riding high on your enjoyment
of the discussion, you wonder if the remark doesn’t capture some truth about
the sort of group in which you are involved. True, your group doesn’t stalk
the streets, confronting other beliefs
on every corner (for which you are
grateful). Everyone in the group does
share roughly the same perspective
on many topics. The comment implies
that such groups as yours are perhaps
self-indulgent or self-congratulatory,
even engaged in an unseemly form of
intellectual onanism. Your acquaintance
seems to think the whole thing is just a
pointless exercise.
Nonetheless, you find it difficult
to accept that the great discussion in
which you’ve just taken part can be
boiled down to this catchphrase. Is
it really a fair cop, or is there some
further value in belonging to such
a group? Let’s probe the supposed
pointlessness implied in the phrase
“preaching to the choir” and see if it is
an accurate assessment of groups such
as secularist community groups. For
ease of reference, let’s call this sort of
group a “shared-belief group,” since
uniformity of belief seems to be the
feature that invites this criticism. Obviously, this category will include many
religious groups in addition to secularist, atheist, and humanist groups,
and perhaps many nondenominational
groups as well. With a bit of careful
secularhumanism.org
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attention to some assumptions about
the nature of shared-belief groups, we
may see that the charge of “preaching
to the choir” has little substance.
“Preaching to the choir” also appears in the alternative form “preaching to the converted,” and in this form
the supposed problem is seen more
readily. The critic assumes that the
group’s purpose is to win converts to
a particular belief and that it paradoxically attempts to practice this on those
who already share the same beliefs.
In other words, the supposed aim is
to persuade those who should need
no persuading. Expressed in this way,
this does make the group sound rather
pointless. But how accurate is the
characterization?
Of course, most social groups
would see themselves as having an
interest if not in expanding their membership, then at least in maintaining
it. It is hard to imagine any group
relishing the chance to watch as its
members drift away until no one is left.
But typically, such groups also want
to do something besides acquiring
members, and whatever this is will
be the main purpose of the group. In
taking conversion to be the main or
even sole purpose of a shared-belief
group, the critic mistakes the nature
of such groups, perhaps by confusing preaching with proselytizing—the
role of the minister with that of the
missionary. Despite the religious metaphor, not even religious groups pursue
conversion as their sole end, though
that might seem closer to the raison
d’etre of a religious group than of
other groups. Given that a religious

service does not usually involve proselytization, the supposed problem with
“preaching” doesn’t even hold true
in the original context, so it hardly
seems likely to be accurate in another
context.
Let’s stipulate that the critic mistakes
the nature of shared-belief groups in
assuming that their purpose is to win
converts. But behind this first assumption are others that serve to support it,
the most important of which is that the
members of the group are all utterly
uniform in their belief. All members
must believe exactly the same thing and
must grasp it with the same degree of
clarity, comprehension, and completeness. This is possibly because of an
additional assumption that all members
are equally well-educated. Only if this
is assumed does it make sense to think
there is no point in discussing your beliefs with others who share those beliefs.
Where all members have an equally
clear understanding, further discussion
serves no purpose.

Again, such a group would be
rather atypical among either secularists or churchgoers. If we can’t assume
this degree of uniformity, the collective
airing of beliefs within a typical group
will be far from purposeless. The
discussion of belief in shared-belief
groups can help to extend or deepen
comprehension, to explain or clarify
subtleties and difficult points, to make
a system of beliefs more integrated
or complete, and to achieve harmony
in coordinating the group’s activities.
None of these functions are without point; rather, they highlight the
value of collective reflection on belief.
Doubtless, the opportunity to engage
in these activities is part of the reason
for founding such groups and will only
be more important where education
and skill in dealing with ideas are not
uniform. And who knows? Along the
way, this might just turn a few converts
as well.
Now, some may object that I haven’t so much explained why preaching

to the converted is not pointless, as I
have simply changed the subject in
taking “preaching” to include a range
of activities. Strictly speaking, perhaps
few of these activities would be
thought of as preaching per se. However, in making this “change of subject,” if such it is, I am guided by the
reality of what is actually done in
groups of this nature as I have experienced them. Rather than being the
sole function of such groups, proselytizing is in fact a marginal activity. So
far as critics take the simple fact of
shared belief as justification for issuing
the charge of preaching to the choir,
they fail to recognize what these
groups actually do. To make the charge
stick, critics will have to do much more
than this.

George Williamson teaches philosophy at the
University of Saskatchewan and volunteers with
Centre for Inquiry–Saskatchewan.

THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND continued from p. 46
is love. Incredibly, they will assure
me that their God is not supernatural
and that they require nothing of him
when they pray/meditate. “Then in
what way is he God?” I ask. They just
smile knowingly. It is a smile meant
to put me in my place, to inform me
that there shall be no conversation
involving either definitions of words or
a sharing of actual ideas on this topic.
People at my church get a kick out
of saying that they have an atheist in
their midst. I guess this makes them
feel more “open and affirming,” which
is a big theme in the UCC. Truthfully, I would prefer to keep attending
church; my friends are there and I
understand the benefits of belonging
to a loving community. But for the
above-mentioned reasons, I am not
really one of them anymore. It can be
deceptively easy for an atheist such as
me to imagine that, deep down, my
church friends don’t believe in God
either. But they really do. And as it

turns out, that constitutes a huge difference between us. They may not be
able to put their beliefs into words, but
they are quick to point out that they
are nothing like me. One friend even
told me she felt sad that I couldn’t
see the beauty in the world anymore.
Comments such as this can wear a
person down. It’s amazing that even
progressive Christianity can divide and
dehumanize in this way.
In their defense, and having been
one of them for so long, I also understand them. What people at my church
are saying to me is this: “There may
be some kind of God-ness out there.
I can’t define it, but wouldn’t that be
the coolest? I’m going to have faith
and believe that it’s there because
our collective believing might make
it appear. When you say ‘Show me a
mechanism,’ that’s a real buzzkill. Why
are you trying to ruin all our fun?” And
unfortunately, I get that.
Losing your people is tough. For all
secularhumanism.org

those years, it was fun feeling that my
friends and I had magical knowledge.
These days I much prefer living in reality, but I would warn others that thinking too deeply about the concept of
God, much less coming out as an
atheist at church, will forever change
your relationship with those around
you. Still, I hope that you do profess it,
so there will be more of us. Afterward,
could you come to my house for coffee on Sunday morning? We could
share our ideas about the world and
how to make it better.

Christy Hoffman Wiegand was born into the
Methodist tradition, took part in Intervarsity
Christian Fellowship in college, and married a
Nazarene and attended Nazarene churches for ten
years before spending fifteen years in a United
Church of Christ church. Since writing this article,
she has begun attending Heartland Unitarian
Universalist Church in Carmel, Indiana.
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THE HUMANIST SOAPBOX

A Little Question for Our Believer Friends

I

t is this writer’s opinion that most
people have given little thought to
the magnitude of the universe in
which their lives play out, so—if I may
be forgiven a small exercise in pedantry—I would like to start by simply trying to get a grasp of what the number
one trillion actually represents: If you
had a deck of a trillion playing cards
instead of the usual fifty-two, do you
have any idea how far it would reach?
About the length of a football field? A
block or two? A mile? Ten miles? Actually it would extend approximately
190,000 miles—close to four-fifths of
the way to the moon.
Now, if you substituted a mile for
each of those approximately 1/100-ofan-inch-thick playing cards and then
multiplied by six, you would have the
approximate distance of a light-year:
six trillion miles—that’s six followed by
twelve zeroes (6,000,000,000,000). Try
to keep this reference in mind while
considering the following.
The diameter of our galaxy (the
Milky Way) is approximately 100,000
light-years. That’s 600 quadrillion
miles—600 followed by fifteen zeroes
(600,000,000,000,000,000). In other
words, if you were traveling at the
speed of light (186,000 miles per second), it would take you 100,000 years
to traverse that diameter, or, if you
were traveling at a speed a little more
comprehensible to us, say, 2,000 mph,
it would take close to 2.25 billion years
to do so—both figures being a tad beyond the most optimistic projections
of human longevity.
That’s just our galaxy—our wee
cosmic neighborhood. Our galaxy is
but one of hundreds of billions of
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others, along with a great diversity
of other astrophysical phenomena in
the observable universe, which extends some thirteen billion light-years!
That’s approximately seventy-six sextillion miles—seventy-six followed by
twenty-one zeroes (76,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000) in all directions. And
beyond???? …
And each of those hundreds of
billions of other galaxies, including our
own, comprises hundreds of billions
of stars—suns (many of which make
our sun look like a BB compared to a
beach ball) that are orbited by untold
billions of planets and, in turn, are
orbited by still more billions of moons
and other material. Within all these,
there is a little understood phenomenon known as “dark matter,” which
is said to constitute vastly more mass
than does visible matter!
Now, consider the dynamics—the
unimaginable energy of all those suns,
supernovae, pulsars, black holes, quasars, plus a counterpart to dark matter:
dark energy, and on and on. Admittedly, distances, dimensions, and
forces of this magnitude are damned
hard to wrap one’s mind around, but
even a nominal grasp will yield the
inevitable conclusion that—bitter pill
though it may be for the anthropocentric believer to swallow—the significance of Earth relative to the observable universe is magnitudes less than
that of a grain of sand to Earth!
Now, if all this were the creation of,
monitored by, and under the control
of some supreme being, then one can
only wonder at how the various fundamentalists of this world would have
one believe that this supreme being
secularhumanism.org
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would become so fixated on this pathetic mote of a planet. Furthermore,
we can also wonder why this supreme
being would bother itself with the
trivial dogmas religionists so avidly
embrace and for which they so readily
and sanctimoniously visit murder and
mayhem on others. If, for some inscrutable reason, these dogmas were that
important to him, it’s one great mystery why this supposedly loving and
compassionate deity does not simply
imbue all his creatures at least with the
knowledge and certitude of his existence, his nature, and exactly how he
wished to be worshipped (hmm, a desire to be worshipped . . . smells a bit
like a divine ego). That seems, under
the circumstances, a reasonable expectation and something an omnipotent creator could accomplish without
even breaking a sweat. Surely it would
cut down on, or eliminate entirely, the
aforementioned horror flowing from
conflicting interpretations.
Now, oh believer, be so kind as to
enlighten me, without engaging in
evasive, nonsensical, self-indulgent,
question-begging, tortuous rationalizations, why then the supreme being
would not do that? Or could it be that
it’s not actually omnipotent, loving,
antoo ma ny wd compassionate, or
maybe even (God forbid a million
times) . . . just not!?

Malcolm Friedman regrets his lack of impressive
credentials and notable achievements; nevertheless, he lives, observes, and thinks in Forestville,
California.

HUMANISM AT LARGE

Pluto, Limburger Cheese, and God

M

any Christians believe that
the Bible is the literal and
inerrant word of God. When
asked for evidence that God exists,
they point to the Bible and the stories describing all the miracles God
performed. That neat little piece of
circular reasoning is about as logical as
the idea of a self-eating watermelon.
I was lying in bed thinking about this
one night, and when I finally fell asleep,
I had a very strange dream. It was a few
days after I had returned from a trip to
South Africa. The brain often weaves
personal experiences into dreams, and
this was a good example.
I was sitting in a bar on the waterfront in Cape Town, drinking a beer and
watching the late afternoon sunlight
fade on Table Mountain. Suddenly, a
very attractive young lady slid onto the
bar stool next to me, smiled, and struck
up a conversation.
Now, I am on the shady side of
seventy years old, so I didn’t think she
was looking for romance. I noticed
that she was pretty animated about
something, and I asked her what was
so exciting. She replied that she had
just come from a very inspiring service
at her church. Just to make conversation, I asked her what denomination of
church she attended.
“I belong to a very small church
called ‘Brevision.’”
“Never heard of it,” I said. “What
does the name mean?”
“The name is derived from
Brevibacterium linens, the bacterium
used to make Limburger cheese. The
central belief of our church is that Pluto
is made of Limburger cheese.”
Now, I pride myself on being a

Bert Bigelow

pretty cool guy, not easily bamboozled.
My first thought was that she was pulling my leg, but her expression, deadly
serious and intense, kept me from
laughing out loud. “Pluto?” I bleated.
“Yes. You know: the smallest and
furthest planet.”

“It was a long
journey, but we had
made it all the way
from Earth to Pluto
to Limburger
cheese to God.”
“Ex-planet,” I corrected, trying to
recover a little ground. “It has been
downgraded to dwarf planet.”
She shook her head sadly, and an
expression of annoyance flashed across
her flawless face. “Yes, it’s sad that scientists don’t recognize its importance.
We believe that it is at the exact center
of the universe.”
“How many members does your
church have?” I asked, struggling
gamely to keep the conversation going.
“It varies—twelve to fifteen. At the
moment we are down to twelve.”
I didn’t want to offend her, but I just
had to ask, “Why do you think Pluto is
made of Limburger cheese?”
“We don’t think it is. We know it is.”
“But how can you know that?
Nobody has ever been there, and we
have only faint and blurry images.”
secularhumanism.org

“We just know,” she said, flashing an
incandescent smile that made me wish I
were forty or fifty years younger.
“Look,” I said, “Limburger cheese is
made from cow’s milk. I think it is highly
unlikely that there are cows on Pluto. So
it seems to me that it is also highly unlikely that there is any Limburger cheese
there.”
She looked at me as if I were a child
and said very condescendingly, “You
must be a scientist. Your thoughts and
logic are all based on your experiences
here on Earth. Limburger cheese is just
a bunch of chemicals, and he could
easily make all of it if he wanted.”
“Who’s ‘he’?”
She eyed me as if I were an idiot.
“God, of course.” It was a long journey,
but we had made it all the way from Earth
to Pluto to Limburger cheese to God.
“So the members of your faith believe
in God?”
She looked at me with those gorgeous
eyes and blinked. “How else can you explain all that Limburger cheese?”
From the author: This was written several
years ago when the New Horizons probe
was still billions of miles from Pluto. Now
that we have seen some detailed photos
of Pluto’s surface, is my beauty’s Brevision
faith repudiated? Not so fast. Beneath
those ice mountains and rivers of liquid
nitrogen, scientists may find a solid core of
Limburger cheese.

Bert Bigelow is a trained engineer who pursued a
career in software design. Now retired, he enjoys writing short essays on many subjects but mainly focuses
on politics and religion and the intersection of the two.
August/September 2016
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REVIEWS

Natural and Supernatural (Whatever They Are!)

Russell Blackford

P

hilosophical naturalism—the idea
that there are no supernatural entities, events, places, properties,
forces, methods of obtaining knowledge, methods of achieving our desires, and so on—is undoubtedly the
majority view among philosophers in
the English-speaking world. Philosophical naturalism is, however, difficult to
define precisely, since it’s hard to pin
down the concept of the supernatural in any precise way. Furthermore,
the back-cover blurb of The Blackwell
Companion to Naturalism, edited by

“. . . The [back-cover
blurb promises the]
Companion ‘offers a
systematic introduction’
to the topic, one ‘that
defines, discusses,
and defends philosophical naturalism.’
For better or worse,
though, this turns
out not to be true.”
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The Blackwell Companion to Naturalism,
edited by Kelly James Clark
(Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016,
ISBN 978-1-118-65760-7) 534 pp. Hardcover, $195.

Kelly James Clark, is correct in stating
that “naturalism is more often assumed
than defended.” The blurb continues
by promising that the Companion “offers a systematic introduction” to the
topic, one “that defines, discusses, and
defends philosophical naturalism.” For
better or worse, though, this turns out
not to be true.
First, the book is not especially systematic, reading more like a collection
of diverse, thematically linked articles
than a systematic effort to define, discuss, and defend naturalism of any
kind. That, however, is not a serious
problem. The topic is so multifarious
that no single volume could cover all
of its aspects and implications. The
aspects of naturalism selected for discussion are inherently interesting, the
contributors are of high caliber, and
several chapters on specific implications of naturalist thinking make
secularhumanism.org

important contributions to philosophy. There’s much here that’s of value
and deserves consideration in future
research. From my viewpoint—with my
ongoing interest in metaethics—there’s
a pleasing focus on the relationship
between philosophical naturalism and
contemporary approaches to moral
philosophy. While the Companion is
out of most readers’ price range, it
should certainly be acquired by university libraries. Readers hoping for a
systematic approach to philosophical
naturalism may be disappointed, but
perhaps that’s too much to expect.
More surprising—perhaps more
alarming—is the book’s overall appearance of hostility to philosophical naturalism. To make this point more
clearly, I need to distinguish, as Kelly
James Clark does in his introduction,
between two kinds of naturalism. Each
comes with variants, but the general

distinction between the two is crucial. Clark prefers to call the first kind
“Naturalism” (i.e., he uses a capital N),
but it is also known as metaphysical
naturalism, ontological naturalism, and,
perhaps most commonly, philosophical naturalism. This is the idea that I
mentioned in my opening paragraph:
it is a thesis about what sorts of things
do and (especially) do not exist. It’s a
philosophically considered rejection of
belief in the supernatural.
The other kind of naturalism, known
as “methodological naturalism,”
involves a completely different thesis.
Its subject matter is not what sorts of
things exist but the proper limits of
scientific inquiry. Methodological naturalists do not necessarily deny the
existence of supernatural entities (and
events and the rest), but they claim that
science should not appeal to their existence. It follows that I could be a methodological naturalist without being
a philosophical naturalist. I might,
for example, think that supernatural
entities such as God and Satan exist
but that they cannot be discovered
or examined by any scientific means.
I might think that they’re knowable
through nonscientific means such as
faith, revelation, or mystical experience.
Conversely, it’s possible to be a philosophical naturalist without embracing
the limitations on science required by
methodological naturalism. I might
think that science is capable of framing
and testing hypotheses about gods,
ghosts, angels, evil spirits, and (effective, reliable) magical spells—while at
the same time thinking that the current
state of evidence is heavily against the
existence of any of these things or of
anything else commonly regarded as
supernatural.
The Companion contains useful
chapters by philosophical naturalists:
among them are those contributed
by Philip Kitcher (on how atheists
should regard certain kinds of religiosity); Neil Levy (on the centuries-old
free will debate); and Richard Joyce
(on metaethical issues associated with
naturalism and science). Missing, however, is even one chapter that provides

a full-scale defense of philosophical
naturalism. To say the least, that’s an
odd omission. Philosophical naturalism, remember, is not a fringe idea
in contemporary philosophy. It is, as
Clark acknowledges, pretty clearly the
opposite. Since it comes with a variety
of emphases and in a range of flavors,
we might have expected a number of
chapters—and surely a number greater
than one!—explaining and defending
rival versions.
By contrast, the book is well
stocked with contributors—including,
it appears, its editor—who are inclined
to support methodological naturalism
while doubting or rejecting philosophical naturalism. Valerie Gray Hardcastle
and Hans Halvorson offer elaborate
defenses of the view, popular with U.S.based science organizations but not
necessarily among American philosophers, that science should confine itself
to investigating natural phenomena
and offering naturalistic explanations of
them, with the existence, or otherwise,
of supernatural phenomena insulated
from scientific inquiry.
Thomas M. Crisp goes further: his
chapter defends a watered-down version of Alvin Plantinga’s famous argument against philosophical naturalism. The idea is that if our evolution
from earlier species occurred entirely
through natural processes, with no
input from a supernatural being such
as God, we would not be able to trust
our own cognitive faculties sufficiently
to draw scientific conclusions. On this
approach, we cannot even consider
whether a purely naturalistic process
of evolution took place without tacitly
presuming that it did not take place.
God, or something a bit like him, must
have been involved in the process at
some stage. To be fair, Hardcastle’s
chapter offers mild criticism of such
theistic arguments, but only in the
context of her larger critique of philosophical naturalism and her defense of
methodological naturalism.
Viewing all this from another angle,
the Companion is equipped with
numerous contributors who take an
accommodationist approach to the
secularhumanism.org

relationship between religion and science. That is, they suggest that there is
room for both in a plausible worldview.
Some contributors may have anti-accommodationist tendencies: they may
embrace the idea (which has its own
variety of emphases and flavors) that
science causes serious difficulties for

“. . . The book is not
especially systematic,
reading more like a
collection of diverse,
thematically linked
articles than a systematic effort to define,
discuss, and defend
naturalism of any kind.”

religious belief. But even if some contributors are anti-accommodationists,
none of them defend anti-accommodationism. The nearest thing to such
a defense can be found in some halfhearted suggestions in the introductory
chapter and in a few brief remarks by
Kitcher—the latter in a chapter devoted
to a very different topic.
I don’t object to publication of the
chapters by Crisp, Halvorson, Hard
castle, and other accommodationists,
and it’s useful to see these authors
lay out their respective cases. Alas,
Halvorson’s conception of science is
so narrow and specific that it would
exclude much of the activity of working scientists outside his own field of
mathematical physics. But at least he
provides detailed reasoning in favor
of his position. What’s surprising, then,
is not so much the content of particular chapters. Rather, it’s what’s missing
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from the book: any chapters that offer
well-focused defenses of philosophical
naturalism and/or anti-accommodationism.

T

he impression that the Companion
is hostile to philosophical naturalism
is strengthened by the abusive tone of
a chapter by Nicholas Wolsterstorff.
We can contrast this with the sympathy that Kitcher asks his fellow atheists
and philosophical naturalists to grant
to religious belief (at least in some of
its guises).

“More surprising
—perhaps more
alarming—is the book’s
overall appearance of
hostility to philosophical
naturalism.”

Wolsterstorff argues that natural
human rights cannot be supported on
purely naturalistic grounds, though he
offers an argument that they can be
supported on supernatural grounds
involving God’s special love for human
beings. While I find this theological
justification for human rights unconvincing, we can let that pass. It’s
unfortunate, though, that Wolterstorff
spends much of his chapter sniping
at Daniel Dennett over some remarks
that the latter apparently made at a
workshop in 2012—remarks that were
subsequently reported in the Weekly
Standard, a popular magazine of conservative opinion.
As a result, the chapter reads more
like the work of someone continuing a
personal feud than that of an academic
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contributing to a scholarly volume
such as one of the respected Blackwell
Companions. Wolterstorff’s material
would have benefited from considerable redaction, either by the author
(perhaps on reflection after a good
night’s sleep) or by Clark in his role as
book editor. This is not just a matter of
tone policing, although tone conveys
meaning and is important. There’s also
a degree of substantive unfairness in
Wolterstorff’s approach. In effect, he
accuses Dennett and other philosophical naturalists of intellectual dishonesty.
Wolsterstorff’s claim is that philosophical naturalists cannot justify the
existence of human rights, understood
in a very strong sense as legitimate,
institution-transcendent demands to
be treated in certain ways that can be
made on behalf of human beings at all
stages of their growth and development, and simply on the basis of their
membership of the human species. He
does, however, concede that it’s possible to justify the rights of fully-fledged
human persons on entirely naturalistic
grounds, and he thinks that it’s the latter
sort of rights—rights for fully-fledged
human persons—that are proclaimed
in international human rights law, such
as in United Nations (UN) conventions.
Wolterstorff states that he “would not
be surprised” if Dennett sometimes
talks about (human) rights, but so what
if he does? Even if Dennett has no naturalistic basis to believe in the strong
sort of human rights whose existence
Wolterstorff intuits, he could well have
a naturalistic basis to approve of the
sorts of rights posited in, say, UN conventions.
In insisting on such a strong conception of human rights, Wolterstorff
evidently wants to ascribe natural rights
to permanently comatose or severely
mentally disabled individuals—and presumably to human embryos, fetuses,
and anencephalic babies. He does not
conceive of these rights to be the product merely of legal instruments, such
as statutes, constitutions, and international conventions but, if I follow his
account, as inhering somehow in the
nature of things, transcending human
secularhumanism.org

laws and institutions. In a sense, that’s
fine. It’s all very well for Wolsterstorff
to intuit that such strong rights exist,
but I frankly see no reason to share the
intuition. Of course, even if there are
no such rights, there may still be good
reasons to treat severely mentally disabled individuals (for example) with as
much kindness as possible. There may,
likewise, be good reasons to protect
them from unkind treatment through
instruments that give them legal rights.
We have adequate secular, non-supernatural reasons to support UN
conventions in particular—though we
should give them only our critical support where they appear to cover too
much ground, declare rights that are
overly specific, or include language
that would actually restrict the legal
rights of individual citizens in unjustifiable ways. Instruments drafted by
UN officials are not perfect or beyond
criticism, but they act as something
of a bulwark against tyranny, oppression, and genocide. At a general level,
therefore, there is much to be said in
their favor. If philosophical naturalists
sometimes speak with concern about
breaches of human rights, they are
likely to have in mind rights that they
think are justifiably enshrined in international human rights law. In that case,
no intellectual dishonesty is involved.
So what’s the problem?

T

o their credit, many contributors
to the Companion recognize the
vagueness of the term supernatural and consequently an element of
vagueness in naturalism itself. This
affects both philosophical naturalism
and methodological naturalism. Thus,
we might wonder exactly what kinds
of entities, events, and so on should
be rejected as imaginary by consistent
philosophical naturalists and as out of
bounds for scientific consideration by
consistent methodological naturalists.
We can, of course, provide many
examples of supernatural things that
have been described in mythologies,
religions, and folklore: the God of the
Abrahamic monotheisms; other gods
worshipped in various places and at

various historical times; angels, ghosts,
and vampires; demons and evil spirits;
immortal souls capable of surviving
the death of the human body; heaven,
hell, and (if it comes to that) Hades
and Valhalla; astral influences; largescale miraculous events such as Noah’s
flood; faith healings; magical spells
and objects; and perhaps such forces
or principles as karma, the Tao, and (at
least on some conceptions) fate.
But it’s not immediately clear what
all these have in common apart from
being supernatural, whatever that
means. Moreover, what should we
say about the existence of numbers,
irreducibly mental properties, and
objective moral requirements (such as
demands or prohibitions that inhere
in the nature of things)? Are they natural, supernatural, or something else?
Should we think of dragons, unicorns,
and Bigfoot as supernatural? Perhaps
they are natural if imagined to be
merely animal species that we have
not yet (reliably) encountered, but they
are supernatural if imagined to possess
extraordinary and anomalous powers.
The answer to these questions cannot be merely that things are supernatural if they are unseen by us. Nobody
has seen a non-avian dinosaur or a trilobite, although we’ve seen and examined what we interpret scientifically
as their fossilized remains. Yet these
creatures once existed, and there was
nothing supernatural about them. No
one has seen the moons of Jupiter with
his or her naked eyes, although the
largest of them have been observed
through telescopes for over four hundred years. More generally, science
postulates many theoretical entities,
properties, forces, etc., often corroborating their existence by effects that
we can, indeed, observe (though again,
often only via instruments rather than
with our naked senses).
I’m inclined to doubt that there
is a single straightforward difference
between natural things and allegedly
supernatural things. Our current West
ern concept of supernatural is likely
to be a family resemblance concept
grounded in our cultural history. Still,

we don’t usually have too much trouble
sorting out whether truth claims are,
intuitively, naturalistic or supernatural
ones. In that case, philosophical naturalism need not be hopelessly vague
as a label for someone’s overall image
of the world. But how can that be so?
The entities, events, and so on, we
regard as supernatural are ordinarily
unseen and (from the viewpoint of
everyday common sense) anomalous.
Then again, so are many of the entities and events theorized by science.
However, those that we tend to classify as supernatural were originally
described—or if they have a recent
origin, they resemble those originally
described—in prescientific, often narrative, sources such as myths, holy books,
and folktales. Sometimes supernatural
entities take the form of powerful disembodied intelligences such as gods
and demons, but there are numerous
other categories of supernatural things
(embodied beings with magical powers; astral influences, which are imagined as a kind of invisible force that acts
upon us; heaven and Valhalla, which
are portrayed as otherworldly places;
and so on).
By contrast, the unseen or theoretical entities postulated by science, such
as quarks, quasars, and Quetzalcoatlus,
have come to be accepted through an
incremental process of investigation
involving observations, attempts at
explanation, testing of hypotheses, and
the integration of hypotheses into theories. Some of the entities and events
discussed in scientific literature may
seem less intuitively understandable
than the supernatural beings whose
activities are portrayed in prescientific
narratives (at least superficially, gods
and ghosts are easier concepts to
grasp than quantum events), but their
existence has been theorized and corroborated one step at a time—often
including backward steps—with much
checking along the way.
Thus, we can readily categorize
the specimens of Quetzalcoatlus that
existed and flew in the skies millions of
years ago as natural though scientifically theorized entities whose remains
secularhumanism.org

we can now observe as fossils, whereas
we categorize the Mesoamerican god
Quetzalcoatl as a supernatural entity.
More generally, we can be confident
that science will discover many new,
as-yet-unseen kinds of entities and
events. But we can also be confident
that these will not resemble the unseen
and (commonsensically) anomalous
entities portrayed in many prescientific narratives. Though it can’t be ruled

“. . . The Companion
is equipped with
numerous contributors
who take an accommodationist approach
to the relationship
between religion and
science. That is, they
suggest that there is
room for both in a
plausible worldview.”

out with absolute certainty, there is
no reasonable prospect that a more
perfected science will reinstate gods,
ghosts, or goblins within its expanding
and thickening web of knowledge.
If we view the problem of what
counts as the supernatural in this way,
we can also understand why mathematical entities such as numbers are,
though not material objects or straightforwardly part of “the natural world,”
not usually classified as supernatural. Why not? Perhaps because they
are not among the many unseen and
anomalous things that were portrayed
in prescientific narratives, only to prove
of no use in scientific explanations of
the world’s phenomena. Unlike gods,
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ghosts, and magical monsters, mathematics has played an indispensable
role in the advance of science. The
ontological status of numbers may be
puzzling—and it is grist to the mill of
philosophers of mathematics and philosophically inclined mathematicians—
but few of us are inclined to classify
numbers as supernatural entities.
Different issues again arise in relation to objective moral demands and
prohibitions, certain kinds of irreduc-

“. . . What’s missing
from the book: any
chapters that offer
well-focused defenses
of philosophical
naturalism and/or
anti-accommodationism.”

ibly mental properties, and paranormal
abilities insofar as these receive pseudoscientific rationalizations (rather than
being viewed as magical). Some philosophical naturalists may be inclined
toward disbelief in all of these, but they
fall within a gray area rather than being
intuitively and clearly supernatural.
Thus, objective moral requirements,
theories of property dualism (in philosophy of mind), and even paranormal
abilities may not be ruled out all by
people who identify as philosophical
naturalists. Some mysterious things are,
it seems, more intuitively supernatural
and more clearly regarded as imaginary
within philosophical naturalism than
others.
For the purposes of this review,
however, my point is not to insist on
my own pet understanding of the term
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supernatural or of how it is used in
English. Rather, it’s to complain that the
term, and hence the concept behind
it, needs more, deeper, and more systematic attention than the contributors to the Companion provide—and
especially from contributors who see
themselves as philosophical naturalists
or view philosophical naturalism with
sympathy. Despite the Companion’s
real virtues, this dimension is largely
missing from it. Contributors are aware
of problems with the term supernatural, as I’ve mentioned, but they don’t
do much work to solve the problems.
As for methodological naturalism,
I don’t see how it can ever be more
than a rule of thumb for scientists,
since the concept of the supernatural is
vague. In any event, science often can
investigate entities and events widely
regarded as supernatural. If these entities and events are said to leave traces
on the observable world, science can
look for them. By now, however, scientists have good pragmatic reasons to
shy away from framing hypotheses that
involve gods, ghosts, miracles, magic,
and various other familiar categories.
When scientists do investigate these
things, it should not be because they
are actually likely to exist but because
there is sometimes social utility in scrutinizing extraordinary claims.

T

o recap briefly, philosophical naturalism is not an unusual view among
philosophers. At least in the Anglophone world, with its analytic tradition
of inquiry, philosophical naturalism
is a majority viewpoint that almost
approaches orthodoxy. At the same
time, it comes in different forms, and
it is more often assumed than explicitly
defended. There’s merit in publishing
critiques of orthodoxies and near-orthodoxies, but a reference work such as
the The Blackwell Companion to Naturalism should at least make clear why
the near-orthodoxy of philosophical
naturalism has seemed so intellectually
compelling to so many well-informed
people.
Instead, the Companion contains little in philosophical naturalism’s defense

secularhumanism.org

and nothing in the way of a sustained
defense. It does, however, contain sustained attacks on philosophical naturalism.
There’s an appearance, therefore, of
imbalance, or even of editorial bias, but
we should hesitate before drawing sinister inferences about this. Almost any
volume of this kind will show some sort
of imbalance. That’s partly the result
of editors’ conscious and unconscious
biases, but these combine with other
contingencies. Book editors inevitably depend to a large extent on their
personal networks of contacts, and
they are also at the mercy of who is
prepared to contribute to a scholarly
book like this (for little or no payment)
and who actually delivers a manuscript
within the original deadline or whatever deadlines are renegotiated during
the process. In this case, it should
have been possible to find competent
authors who were keen to argue for the
truth of philosophical naturalism, but
getting a perfect balance is more easily
said than done. (Speaking for myself, I
would have welcomed an invitation to
contribute . . . but I don’t expect to be
on every editor’s radar.)
Despite my objections to some
positions and arguments—not to
mention my annoyance with
Wolsterstorff’s chapter in particular—
all of the contributions to the
Companion have something worthwhile to offer. Even Wolsterstorff presents cogent arguments about the difficulties for philosophical naturalists in
finding a plausible rationale for strong
human rights (though supernaturalists
also find this difficult). With its
high-quality chapters and their extensive reference lists, The Blackwell
Companion to Naturalism is a valuable resource—as long as readers
look elsewhere for defenses of philosophical naturalism in its various
forms.

Russell Blackford is a philosopher, critic, and legal
scholar based at the University of Newcastle, NSW. His
latest book is The Mystery of Moral Authority (Palgrave
Pivot, 2016).

Secularism: Still Growing and Here to Stay

I

f the titles of these two books are
any indication, then the word secular
is getting some extended play these
days. American Secularism, by sociologists Joseph O. Baker and Buster G.
Smith, and Secular Faith, by political
scientist Marc A. Smith, could almost
be considered companion books as
they intersect at crucial points in the
history and development of secularity
in America.
American Secularism, with its subtitle Cultural Contours of Nonreligious
Belief Systems, is a study of the many
shapes and sizes that secular identity has come to take in modern
America. Baker and Smith are professors of sociology at Eastern Tennessee
University and Catawba College
respectively, while Baker is also senior
research associate for the Association
of Religion Data Archives. They define
secularists as those who belong to any
one of four categories: atheists, agnostics, nonaffiliated believers (“Nones”),
and affiliated but nonobservant believers. Much of their data is drawn from
wide-ranging surveys such as the World
Values Survey (WVS), General Social
Surveys (GSS), and the Pew Religious
Landscape Survey (PRLS). The numbers they cite can be overwhelming at
times, but they also produce more than
a few surprises.
The first sentence of American
Secularism opens the book with a bit
of a shocker. According to the WVS,
the United States now has more individuals who consider themselves nonreligious than any other nation in the
world except China. While it is true, of
course, that proportionally speaking
the current U.S. rate of secularity (28

Wayne L. Trotta

American Humanism: The Cultural Contours
of Nonreligious Belief Systems,
by Joseph O. Baker and Buster G. Smith
(New York: New York University Press, 2015,
ISBN 978-1-4798-7372-2) 293 pp. Paperback, $27.00.

Secular Faith: How Culture Has Trumped
Religion in American Politics,
by Marc A. Smith
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015,
ISBN-13: 978-0-226-27506-2) 287 pp. Hardcover, $25.00.

percent) falls far short of that of nations
such as Australia (56 percent), Japan
(70 percent), France (52 percent), and
China (87 percent), we should not let
proponents of the Christian-nation
mythology use this data to blur the
fact that some ninety million Americans
today are religiously unaffiliated.
Another perhaps underappreciated
fact is that the remarkable growth in
secularity over the past few decades
has occurred in spite of severe demographic disadvantages, including the
much lower birthrate found among
seculars. Immigration has been proposed as one source of increasing secularity, but the PRLS numbers suggest
that immigrants as a group are neither
more nor less religious than nativeborn Americans. As Baker and Smith
secularhumanism.org

indicate, “Seculars can come from only
one of two sources: apostasy or socialized secularity,” and based on their
data, “apostasy is where the action is.”
Rates of households in which individuals are socialized to a nonreligious
worldview have been increasing, and
the rate of those who retain their secularity throughout their lifetimes has also
been rising gradually. But retention
rates for major organized religions have
dropped significantly over the last century. At one time, something like thirty
to forty adherents retained their religious beliefs for every one person who
dropped out. Today, retention-to-apostasy rates run about five to one and are
probably even lower for Americans
(Continued on page 59)
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GOD’S UNFORGIVABLE SINS
In his recent book, Blaming Jesus for Jehovah, Dr. Robert
M. Price, has used only The Holy Bible, the Trinity Doctrine and
Christian teachings to show that Jehovah’s numerous mindnumbing atrocities detailed in the Old Testament are, by the
magic of 1 = 3 and 3 = 1 and the declarations of the Son, the
acts of gentle, love-preaching Jesus.
Without doubt—Jehovah is Jesus; Jesus is Jehovah. How
many Christians really understand that?
The first sin was God’s (before any sins of Devil or man):
creating humankind from innocent nothingness. He knew the
majority would be consigned to an eternity of suffering in Hell.
Clearly, the atheist community occupies the moral high ground
and there apologists will forever be on the defensive and
stultified.

Could there be a more self-defeating story to try to explain
to people with common sense, while at the same time trying to
sell the loving-just-forgiving-merciful Father line?
We need to demonstrate, using only Christian authorities,
especially to the young, already aggressive for justice, that beneath
the sham love, moving hymns, solemn rites and pious showmanship, there is iron-hard injustice and immorality.
With this as the subject of debates, talks and writings, we
will give those on the weak end of the faith spectrum imperative
moral reasons to get right.
The following is suggested as just one way to expose God’s First
Unforgivable Sin—eternal suffering for most of His own creatures,
for this He has no scapegoat.

THE CHRISTIAN GOD IS IMPOSSIBLE – HE CONTRADICTS HIS DEFINITION
With Christian denominations and sects running into the
thousands and their combined adherents to nearly two billion,
no one can say what “Christians” believe.

“He that believeth on him [Jesus] is not condemned: but he that
believeth not is condemned already, because he hath not believed
in the name of the only begotten Son of God.” (John 3:18)

But the vast majority of both Catholics and Protestants
seem to agree on this outline:

A God, defined as a loving-just-forgiving-merciful Father
who cares for his children could not create human beings, from
innocent nothingness, knowing beforehand that they will be sent
to eternal suffering. Doing so would mean His actions were completely opposite to the meaning of his definition.

1. There is now, ever has been and ever will be only One God.
2. He is manifested in three persons in one: the Father, the Son
and the Holy Ghost/Holy Spirit. Thus, Jesus is Jehovah just
as Jehovah is Jesus.
3. God is the Creator of everything from nothing.
4. He knows all the past, present and future; and many think,
all that could have happened but did not.
5. He is all-powerful, eternal and perfect in every way.
6. He is a Holy, good, just, merciful and forgiving Father who
cares for His children.
7. He sent Jesus to show us the way to salvation; He died to
save us by atoning for our sins.
8. Those who believe in Jesus as Savior—He said they would
be ‘few’—will have eternal life in Heaven.
9. Those who do not believe in Jesus as Savior—He said they
would be ‘many’—will suffer forever in Hell.
Despite Jesus’ approval of good works and His admonitions
to do good, especially to the poor and downtrodden, and
His insistence on a forbiddingly difficult moral code, the
commanding and consuming focus of the Christian religion
is the absolute necessity of Salvation by the only means
possible, accepting Jesus as Savior.

Where is the love? Where is the forgiveness? And where is
the mercy in condemning any to suffer forever?
It is simply impossible for God to be unjust and just,
unloving and loving, unforgiving and forgiving and unmerciful
and merciful, to the same soul at the same time.
Further, since God is the Creator, He is solely responsible for
his Creation. There was no Devil, no sin, no sorrow, no suffering,
until He created the world and mankind the way he knew they
would be. Apologists cannot escape that crushing fact.
In addition to knowing what would happen, He had the
ability to tweak man so all would be saved. His unlimited power
would have permitted Him to do this in way that man would
still have the free will Christians claim. Or, He could have left uncreated those He knew would be damned to suffer forever—He
could simply have passed them over.
But, even if Adam and Eve really had free will as Christians
claim, it could only have been the immediate cause of their sin,
the First Cause was the knowing doing of their Creator.
That irreducible and inescapable fact alone, without regard
to His other horrors related in the Holy Inerrant Word, means it
is IMPOSSIBLE that the God defined by Christians exists.
Of course, a cruel and evil God is, at least, a logical possibility.

Most Christians seem to think we can’t have morals without God—when in fact, it is our morals which
won’t permit the Christian offering.
Paid message.
Please tell me what you think of what I am advocating, whether you see my approach as best or not.
E-mail me at: fellowfeather@gmail.com
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under thirty. According to the authors,
based on such ratios, about 17 percent
of the American population would be
religiously unaffiliated “even if every
American were raised in a religious tradition” (emphasis in the original).
In a somewhat bizarre passage, the
authors suggest that a lack of empathy
may be one pathway to secularity, and
they cite as evidence research indicating that autistic individuals show a tendency toward atheism. Secularity, they
say, may be related to an “inability to
mentally project the ‘minds’ of supernatural agents.” It may be true that
a deficit in perspective-taking leads
some to become atheists, but this tells
us nothing about the vast majority of
nonbelievers, much less about dedicated secular humanists. More often
than not, one adopts secular humanism
at the end of a long struggle for intellectual integrity. In spite of their exhaustive research and enlightening analysis,
I began to fear when I read this that,
when it comes to secular humanists,
Baker and Smith just don’t get us.
Not to worry. Their book also
includes fascinating interviews with
some of the most engaged secular
activists currently working in the field.
David Tomayo, for example, is founder
of the nonprofit Hispanic American
Freethinkers (HAFree), and Baker and
Smith sought his help in understanding the interrelationship between
ethnicity and secularity. In a subchapter titled “Ripe for Political Action,”
the authors interview lawyer, teacher,
and former state senator Lori Lipman
Brown, founding director of the Secular
Coalition of American (SCA), whose
insights on secular political activism
are valuable and at times controversial.
As the authors of American Secular
ism suggest, religion today seems at
times to be its own worst enemy. The
more doctrinally and politically conservative religion becomes, the greater the
numbers of those who want out. The
right-wing Christian stance on homosexuality and same-sex marriage, for
example, seems to have caused numbers of more liberal-minded believers
to disassociate altogether, concluding

that “If that’s religion, then I’m not religious.”

C

hurch leaders, however, will eventually do what they have to do. As
Marc Smith observes throughout the
pages of Secular Faith, religious doctrine over the years has been variously
ignored, revised, and even rejected,
if that’s what was necessary to keep
people in pews. Secular Faith traces
the history of organized religion’s
repeated acquiescence in the face of
changing societal norms on issues such
as divorce, slavery, homosexuality, and
women’s rights. As such, Smith’s book
is the story of timeless truths forever
changing with the times.
As the book’s subtitle indicates,
Secular Faith documents “how culture
has trumped religion in American politics.” Smith, a professor of Political
Science and Comparative Religion at
the University of Washington, shows
how religion has not led but rather followed and conformed itself to public
opinion on every important cultural
issue in the nation’s history. Secular
humanists who are aware of this history,
and who have long been calling religion out for its doctrinal equivocations,
will nevertheless agree, I think, that this
is a history that needed to be given a
volume of its own. While it is true that
one knows from the book’s very title
where each chapter is headed, Smith’s
lucid writing, thorough research, and
insightful analysis make the journey
pleasant and rewarding.
In these days, when abortion providers are being murdered by deranged,
middle-aged, white males with assault
weapons, it is difficult to imagine that
there was ever a time when abortion
was not at the forefront of American
consciousness. In fact, though, abortion did not become an issue until the
1850s, when physicians, mostly for
economic reasons, sought to impose
tighter controls on the procedure.
Amazingly, conservative Protestant religious leaders refused to join them in
this effort. As Smith tells us, no scholar
has yet found a single instance of a
Protestant clergyman denouncing or
secularhumanism.org

even advocating restrictions on abortion between 1776 and 1857.
The same seems to have been
true of slavery. According to Smith,
when the colonies began the practice
in the 1600s, Christian resistance was
nowhere to be found and would not
be found until the animating, and thoroughly secular, ideals associated with
the American Revolution showed the
peculiar institution to be incompatible
with the country’s future. Suddenly,
Christian leaders discovered that they

“. . . The remarkable
growth in secularity over the past few
decades has occurred
in spite of severe
demographic
disadvantages,
including the much
lower birthrate found
among seculars.”

had a religious objection to slavery. But,
as Smith asks, if there was some “inherent contradiction between Christianity
and slavery, why did the conflict take so
long to emerge?”
Indeed, most of the defenders
of slavery mounted their case on the
Bible. In the Old Testament as well as
the New Testament, one can easily find
passages condoning slavery and even
teaching how the god-fearing slave
master should behave. What, though,
does the Bible say about abortion?
Nothing. Unless you count a rather
odd and idiosyncratic passage from
Exodus (21:22–25), the Bible has nothing to offer on the matter. However,
the Exodus passage has been made
to count for a lot. The passage has to
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POEM

feeling
Roger Desy
—if not what can’t be felt—allow—
perhaps
another feeling altogether—perhaps
feeling what we
can’t feel—inhabiting a clarity perhaps
they enter
a terrain of feeling we cannot feel to
find them—
a familiarity perhaps in context
sacred—were there
a way we had a way for them to verify
the purity
—to feel and hold the feeling trying to
feel them
—a state at ease with famine and the
temperatures—
that concentrates the same restraint
the source restrains
—transfixes that part of the
selflessness of fields
that seethes out of the night out of the
shards of squalls
and—carried on the synapse of a
hiss—brushes the lattice
of an unsettled scent over the hackles
of their fur

do with what must be the exceedingly ture birth. In 1978, though, the New
rare occurrence of a pregnant woman International Version, published by
inadvertently injured by two men fight- the Evangelical Christian Publishers
ing each other. If the woman dies, the Association, broke with six centuries of
two men must be executed. However, tradition and changed the wording to
if the injury causes a miscarriage, then specifically indicate a premature birth.
the men are to pay a fine to the wom- Going beyond reinterpretation, this
an’s husband. It would seem from this retranslation of a crucial passage has,
that a fetus is not to be considered a naturally, come into favor with conserperson from conception, otherwise vative Christians, as it allows them to
the two men would be punished for believe what they wanted to believe
the stillbirth no differently than from anyway. It is interesting, though, that
the Catholic Church, not known for
the killing of the mother.
However, the King James Bible’s leniency on the issue of abortion, has
wording of the passage—“her fruit declined to endow its Bibles with this
come out from her”—can be read to more explicitly pro-life language.
Given the stability of attitudes on
mean that the two men have caused
not a miscarriage but a premature abortion in our society, the issue is
birth. According to the biblical author, likely to be with us for some time to
should the baby—born alive—subse- come. Whatever the future, the hisquently die from injury caused by the tory of this issue presents yet another
two men, then the men must be pun- example of religion’s continual reliance
ished by death, just as they would if on secular forces to show it the way.
American Secularism and Secular
they had caused, directly or indirectly,
Faith
are both excellent examples of
the death of the mother. Thus, the
what
someone
once called that happy
passage has been used to support a
confluence
of
scholarship
and readpro-life stance on abortion.
ability.
You
will
not
agree
with
everyAs Smith points out, though, the
thing
you
find
in
these
books,
but
as
chances of such an injury producing a
I’ve
tried
to
show
in
the
meager
exammiscarriage are far greater than those
favoring a premature birth. Further, ples above, you will find much to be
over many centuries, numerous edi- intrigued and even fascinated by.
tions of the Bible, differing from one
another in philosophy and translation
methods, refer to Exodus 22:21–25 as Wayne L. Trotta is a psychologist and frequent
describing a miscarriage, not a prema- reviewer for Free Inquiry.
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into their pores—into the viscera of a
bristling pulse
Roger Desy writes lyrics, often sonnets, trying to give
an old form new room, perhaps a new freedom.
Observing nature in its phenomena, Desy likes to think,
preserves not only nature and the observations but
saves us as well. Desy has taught literature and creative writing and edited technical manuals, but he is
grounded in lyrics. A few appear in Cider Press
Review, Kenyon Review, Mid-American Review, Poet
Lore, and South Carolina Review.
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Is the Best Yet to Be?

“T

he longer a person lives, the
more useless he becomes,”
irrepressible aphorist Iggy Pop
recently observed. “Preserve your
memories / They’re all that’s left you,”
sang twenty-seven-year-old Paul Simon
in 1968. But perhaps the locus classicus of modern aging woes is T. S. Eliot’s
Prufrock, who bemoans:

Brooke Horvath

How to Grow Old: Ancient Wisdom
for the Second Half of Life,
by Marcus Tullius Cicero, trans. Philip Freeman
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016,
ISBN 978-0-691-16770-1) xvii + 196 pp. $16.95.

I grow old . . . I grow old . . .
I shall wear the bottoms of my
trousers rolled.
Shall I part my hair behind? Do I
dare to eat a peach?
I shall wear white flannel trousers,
and walk upon the beach.
I have heard the mermaids singing,
each to each.
I do not think that they will sing to
me.

Things were not much different
(save the trousers) when Marcus Tullius
Cicero sat down at age sixty-two to
write Cato Maior de Senectute (Cato
the Elder on Old Age) in 44 BCE—
though at least the senior Romans
weren’t spending 40 percent of their
waking hours watching television,
as a Nielsen poll recently reported
Americans over sixty-five do. Still,
“[e]veryone hopes to reach old age,”
Cicero observes, “but when it comes,
most of us complain about it.” The task
Rome’s greatest prose stylist set himself
in De Senectute was to find reasons to
stop complaining, to consent to aging,
and to sing its virtues.
Put into the mouth of Cato the
Elder to lend his argument greater
authority, Cicero’s text first notes the
principal reasons old age is considered
miserable: it robs one of an active life,

bodily strength, and sensual pleasures
while bringing one undeniably closer to
death. None of these concerns, Cicero
contends, should bring us down, providing we maintain both physical health
through proper diet and exercise and
mental acuity through the constant
sharpening of our minds—and assuming we have taken care to avoid the
“excesses of youth,” which can damage both health and reputation. “We
must fight . . . against old age,” Cicero
avers. “We must compensate for its
drawbacks by constant care and attend
to its defects as if it were a disease.” If
some say that old people are morose,
anxious, ill-tempered, and hard to
please, the author is quick to rebut,
reminding us that “these are faults of
character, not of age” and that a sound
“character, like wine, does not necessarily grow sour with age.”
Taking each complaint against
senescence in turn, Cicero begins by
secularhumanism.org

considering the diminishment of an
“active life,” which will indeed slip
away if what is meant are activities
requiring physical strength but not if
one considers the superior pleasures of
intellectual pursuits and other “activities suitable for older minds”; after all,
“[i]t’s not by strength or speed or swiftness of body that great deeds are done,
but by wisdom, character, and sober
judgment.” A willingness to be “always
doing and engaged in something” and
to continue both learning new things
and sharing one’s knowledge with the
young should offer ample compensation for declining physical vigor: “banquets or games or brothels” are nothing, the reader is assured, compared to
“a leisurely old age devoted to knowledge and learning.”
There are further comforting observations aplenty on the active life and
related topics (sensuality, convivial
conversation, the “honors of old age,”
August/September 2016
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the need for the old to stand up for
themselves), but I hesitate to summarize further simply to avoid spoiling
the reader’s pleasure in discovering
Cicero’s thoughts for oneself—as Pro
fessor Freeman spoiled mine a bit by
enumerating in his introduction the ten
“most important” lessons to be had
here. (I suggest reading the text before
the introduction.)
Readers of Free Inquiry may wish to
know that although articulating a typical Stoic stance toward death (either
there is life after death, in which case all
is well, or there is nothing after death,
in which case we shan’t be around to
be disappointed), Cicero opts finally to
espouse a god and the divine immortality of the soul, attributing a belief in
nothingness to “certain small-minded
philosophers.” Fortified perhaps by
his belief in a “steadfast soul,” Cicero
is able nonchalantly to remind us that
“death threatens us at every hour” (we
were never safe) and that anyway “truly
no one is so old that he doesn’t think
he’ll live another year” (so make hay
while the sun shines). More secularly,
no misgivings should attach to this
anticipated departure because, since
“[e]verything that is in accord with
nature should be considered good,”
nothing “could be more proper in the
natural course of life than for the old to
die.” Additionally, like Marcus Aurelius,
who advocated suicide in the face of
an unacceptable life—“the chimney
smokes; I’m leaving the room”—Cicero
applies this Stoic attitude to senectitude: “Old age is the final act in the
play of life. When we have had enough
and are weary, it is time to go.”
Will the reader be surprised by
anything found in How to Grow Old?
Perhaps not. Perhaps there are only so
many plausible pep talks, and, as the
classics scholar Moses Hadas ventures,
Cicero was so early and for so long
an important influence upon Western
thought that, in Hadas’s words, “assimilation into our own culture . . . has
already completed the direct usefulness of much of his work.” In other
words, what sounds familiar in Cicero
sounds like stuff we’ve heard before
because we’ve been listening to him
62
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for so long. De Senectute was, after
all, the first translated classical text
published in America (translated by
James Logan, published by Benjamin
Franklin), and, when Latin was regularly
taught, De Senectute was a standard
text for beginning students. Jefferson
and John Adams were fans. At any rate,
if nothing Cicero has to say will dazzle
readers with its unexpectedness, what
gets said comes with more than two
millennia of authority and respect.
Is Freeman’s translation (which
includes the Latin text on facing pages)
better than others currently in print or
easily findable? As with any text available in several translations, Freeman
once or twice disappoints. For example, when in his paean to farming
Cicero writes about planting seeds, we
read that earth “receives the scattered
seed in its softened and ready womb,
and for a time the seed remains hidden—occaecatum in Latin, hence our
word occatio,” leaving the curious
impression that Cicero was not himself
writing in Latin. Better is Frank Copley’s
1967 translation: “In [earth’s] lap, which
has been worked over and softened,
she receives the scattered seed; at first
she keeps it hidden from sight (the process by which we effect this is called
“harrowing”). . . .” Otherwise, which
translation a reader prefers will prove
largely a matter of taste. For instance:
How wonderful it is for the soul
when—after so many struggles with
lust, ambition, strife, quarreling, and
other passions—these battles are at
last ended and it can return, as they
say, to live within itself. (Freeman)
No, it is a wonderful state! We
have, so to speak, served out our
term of passion, ambition, competition, contention, desire—the whole
lot!—and now we are our own masters and, as the saying goes, we can
live as our hearts desire. (Frank Copley, On Old Age and On Friendship
[Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1971])
When its campaigns of sex, ambition, rivalry, quarrelling, and all
the other passions are ended, the
human spirit returns to live within itself—and is well off. (Michael Grant,
Cicero: Selected Works [New York:
Penguin, 1960])
secularhumanism.org

But what a blessing it is for the
soul to be with itself, to live, as the
phrase is, apart, discharged from
the service of lust, ambition, strife,
enmities, and all passions! (Moses
Hadas, Basic Works of Cicero [New
York: Modern Library, 1951])

As the passages above suggest, the
basic sense of De Senectute has been
accurately rendered in Freeman’s translation, as has the (infrequent) humor
(including the winking self-mockery
inherent in Cicero’s lengthy digression
on the joys of farming, like the rambling of an old man who has forgotten
what he set off to tell us). Freeman, the
Orlando W. Qualley Chair of Classical
Languages at Luther College, likewise
captures Cicero’s urbane elegance
and immense readability, the latter
enhanced by frequent paragraphing (compared to other versions) and
delivered to us by Princeton University
Press—possibly as a sly joke—in larger
type than other available translations.
Cicero, Hadas reminds us in his
introduction to the Modern Library
Basic Works of Cicero, was always a
spokesman for the established order, a
conformist intent on helping us adjust
to the way things are rather than agitating for change. This is all to the good
here, as no amount of agitation is likely
to erase our mortality, and unsentimental help on adjusting to the inevitable is
the best we can expect. “In our human
world,” Cicero blandly observes, nothing “lasts a long time” (this 2,060-yearold text notwithstanding), and when
the end comes, “[a]ll that came before
it is gone. All that remains then are the
good and worthy deeds you have done
in your life. Hours and days, months
and years flow by, but the past returns
no more and the future we cannot
know. We should be content with whatever time we are given to live.”
Perhaps, doddering or soon-to-be
tottering reader, you can find some
consolation in such thoughts.

Brooke Horvath’s most recent review for Free Inquiry
was of Daniel Dennett’s Elbow Room: The Varieties of
Free Will Worth Wanting (June/July 2016).

BOOKS IN BRIEF

Me & Dog, by Gene
Weingarten, illustrated by
Eric Shansby (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2014,
ISBN 978-1-4424-9413-8)
Hardcover, $17.99.
Me & Dog is perhaps the
first children’s book from a
major publisher to question
religious faith. An ordinary
kid, Sid, is worshipped by
his dog, Murphy, who thinks
Sid controls everything. Sid
loves Murphy but wonders
what the dog would think if
it knew the truth: Sid’s just a
human and neither one of
them rules the world. The intention is to provide a gentle introduction to basing life
on fact and reason, not faith,
and spark family discussion.
With a Skeptical Eye:
Poems of Irreligion, by
Stephen Van Eck
(Rushville, Pa.: Wet Water
Publications, 2014, ISBN
0-9632612-5-8).
75 pp. Softcover.
The author presents fifty-three dated poems, many
accompanied by a “story behind” explanation. They are
personal statements of his
beliefs. Indeed, his author’s
bio says simply: If you’ve
read the preceding, you
know everything that you
need to know about me.”
Chasing 120: A Story of
Food, Faith, Fraud and
the Pursuit of Longevity,
by Monte Wolverton
(Pasadena, Calif.: Plain
Truth Ministries, 2014,
ISBN 978-1-889973]-15-9).
160 pp.

Softcover, $14.99.
A fictional account of an
adman turned preacher
who combines his interests
and expertise to pitch a
product that promises 120
healthy years of life for those
who follow his regimen. The
Bible backs up his discovery,
he claims. But tragedy in the
family of one of his followers
eventually leads to charges
of fraud.
Good Thinking: What
You Need to Know to Be
Smarter, Safer, Wealthier,
and Wiser, by Guy P.
Harrison (Amherst, N.Y.:
Prometheus Books, 2015,
ISBN softcover 978-163388-064-1 and e-book
978-1-63388-065-8). End
notes and Bibliography.
290 pp. Softcover $17.00
and ebook $11.99.
This follow-up to Think aims
to educate readers on the
workings of the brain to better equip them to anticipate
and overcome its built-in
pitfalls. The author believes
that with knowledge and the
correct thinking skills, anyone can lead a safer, wiser,
and more efficient and productive life.
How to Defend the
Christian Faith: Advice
from an Atheist, by John
W. Loftus (Durham, N.C.:
Pitchstone Publishing,
2015, ISBN 978-1-63431056-7). Notes. 278 pp.
Softcover, $16.95.
The Christian faith has been
vigorously defended with a
variety of philosophical, his-

torical, and theological arguments, but many of those
used in an earlier age no
longer resonate. What is the
best response to the growing challenge presented by
scientific discovery and naturalistic thought? This book is
the first written by an atheist
for Christians. The author is
a former Christian defender
who is now a leading atheist thinker. He tells would-be
apologists how to train
properly, where to study,
what to study, what issues
they should concern themselves with, and how poorly
the professors who currently
train them practice their craft.
Since it is an exposé of the
present state of Christian
apologetics, it can just as
easily be used by atheists to
refute apologetic arguments.
Respecting Truth: Willful
Ignorance in the Internet
Age, by Lee McIntyre
(New York and London:
Routledge, 2015, ISBN
hardcover 978-1-13888880-7, softcover 9781-88881-4, e-book 978-1315-71316-8). Endnotes,
Bibliography, Index. xi +
150 pp. Softcover, $29.95.
Humans have always indulged in certain irrationalities and held wrong-headed
beliefs. In this book, philosopher Lee McIntyre shows
how we’ve now reached a
watershed moment for ignorance in the modern era
due to the volume of misinformation, the speed with
which it can be digitally disseminated, and the savvy
secularhumanism.org

exploitation of our cognitive
weaknesses by those who
wish to advance their ideological agendas. He issues a
call to fight back against this
slide into the witless abyss.
In the tradition of Galileo,
the author champions the
importance of using tested
scientific methods for arriving at true beliefs and shows
how our future survival is
dependent on a more widespread, reasonable world.

The Devil You Know: The
Surprising Link between
Conservative Christianity
and Crime, by Elicka
Peterson Sparks (Amherst,
N.Y.: Prometheus Books,
2016, ISBN hardcover
978-1-63388-150-1 and
e-book 978-1-63388151-8). Endnotes and
References. 300 pp.
Hardcover, $27 and
e-book, $12.99.
A criminologist notes the violent biblical passages often
cited by religious conservatives and their sense of righteousness, dogmatic mindset that does not tolerate
dissent, and support for
harsh punishment for “sinners” and proposes that this
makes them more prone to
interpersonal conflicts and
violent solutions to them.
They also lead to high incarceration rates. Of particular
concern to the author is
Christian nationalism, which
has a large following in the
South—the place of
America’s highest homicide
rates as well.
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Ed Gogol, President Final
Options Illinois
Glenview, Illinois

Revisiting Malthus
Regarding “Sadly Malthus was
Right—Now What?” by Madeline
Weld (FI, June/July 2016),
Malthus was right about overpopulation, but not about his solution. He suggested that the poor
and sick should be allowed to
die! He was against even the very
minor provisions made for the
poor in his day. Malthus would be
even more vocal today about the
necessity of allowing hundreds of
thousands of people all over the
world to die. He would probably see mass murderers such as
Hitler and Assad, etc., as doing
the world a favor.
Ernest Field
Cleveland, Ohio

The Bible and ISIS
In “ISIS, Moses, and Sex Slavery”
(FI, June/July 2016), Steve Sklar
commits a number of significant
errors of logic that should not go
unnoticed. First, he compares
current-day atrocities of ISIS to
events mentioned in the Bible.
Was he not able to find an applicable current-day comparison?
Second, his comparison assumes
the accuracy of the Bible account.
Is Mr. Sklar in the same camp as
inerrantists? Third, he claims
that kidnapped Yazidi girls and
women who converted to Islam
would gain “a modicum of legal
protection” by claiming rights
under Islamic law. Really? Does
Mr. Sklar really think that a person
who would buy a slave would
follow the same interpretation of
Islamic law as he does? Isn’t it
more likely that such folks would
do what every other person who
honors religious texts as sacred
would do and find some reason
to ignore or twist inconvenient
teachings? (And, on this subject, in the first place, what does
Islamic law teach about slavery?)
Howard Karten
Randolph, Massachusetts
Steve Sklar responds:
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I shall start with Mr. Karten’s
third objection. According to
Islamic law, all sins are forgiven
when someone accepts Islam,
no matter what his or her background is. Muslim wives and even
slaves have rights under Muslim
law beyond the rights of polytheists, though they are certainly
by no means equal to the rights
enjoyed by modern citizens of
Western nations. Whether or not
members of ISIS would recognize
these distinctions is not clear. For
instance, ISIS insistently forbids
intercourse with a woman who is
pregnant. For that reason, before
a slave of ISIS is sold she must
state the date of her last menstrual cycle, to avoid the possibility of violating this rule.
Let me mention one case
in which a Muslim religious
leader refused to twist religious
teachings. After the triumphant
return of Muhammad to Mecca,
his worst enemy fled to Yemen,
but his wife asked Muhammad
to allow her husband to live in
Mecca if he accepted Islam.
He was allowed back, despite
the clear hypocrisy of his intentions. He became the father of
the leader who rebelled against
the revered caliph Ali, and the
grandfather of the leader who
announced himself to be the
first secular ruler of the Muslim
world. Islamic history would
have been much different if
Muhammad had not allowed his
enemy to return.
Mr. Karten also objects that
the biblical story might not be
accurate. I agree. The Bible
states that Moses led 600,000
men of military age out of
Egypt. Add to that wives—perhaps more than one for each
man—and children and men
too old to fight, and you get
about two million followers. By
modern estimates, that was the
entire population of Egypt at
the time. There is no archaeological evidence or mention of
any such exodus in any of the
literature of the time outside
of the Bible, even though the
major civilizations documented
historical events centuries before
and after any time in which the
exodus could have taken place.
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The point is not what Moses did
or did not do. The Bible sets
ethical standards for the faithful, and the point of the article
is that the standards set in the
Book of Numbers is not very different from standards justifiably
rejected today.
As to Mr. Karten’s first objection, I do not find it an “error
of logic” at all. Yes, there are
modern comparisons. During the
war in the Balkans in the 1990s
Muslim women were frequently
raped as an act of genocide,
because a woman who has had
illicit intercourse would not be
marriageable to Muslim men.
The point of the article was not
to compare modern atrocities
but to point out that the kind of
atrocities now being committed
by ISIS have some basis in the
Jewish and Christian traditions,
even in the Bible itself.

Illness and Religion
Of course we should all be sorry
for the suffering of children killed
by genetic defects, and for their
parents also (“Angel Unaware:
An Atheist’s Perspective on Child
Suffering” by Mark Cagnetta (FI,
June/July 2016). My daughter,
Pamela, died from staphylococcus aureus infection at age four.
I had been playing with theology
(partly to keep family peace) and
discussing religious matters in a
group of intellectual Protestants
(not the fundamentalist variety)
while having great doubts about
the existence of god. While not
believing that Jesus was the son
of god (god not existing), I was
quite ready to believe that he had
held a staff meeting on the eve of
what became his final effort. Or,
at least, some writer thought that
such a staff meeting was held.
Pamela died in the presence
of her mother, very suddenly and
unexpectedly, while I was off getting sickroom supplies. This had
an effect on her mother’s religious
belief. She came to worry about
what sins she had committed to
cause God to punish her by killing her daughter. The absurdity
of that painful experience, on

her and on me in different ways,
drove me from any further consideration of religion. It was just too
harmful.
John Forester
Lemon Grove, California

When Trouble Meets
Atheists, Believers
Like Doug Traversa (“Atheist in a
Foxhole [or Rather, an Unarmored
Toyota]”) FI, June/July 2016), I
too have heard the notion that
“there are no atheists in a foxhole.” Not having ever been in a
foxhole, much less in one during
battle, I can’t say one way or the
other that at desperate moments
nonbelievers never reach out to
“magical thinking.” But what I
can say is: “There are no theists
in ambulances.” Ever hear of
someone experiencing a heart
attack telling the driver to get him
or her to the church, mosque, or
synagogue? Likewise, with the
exception of Christian Scientists,
who for obvious reasons are in
demographic decline, I doubt
any patient in the operating room
has ever told the surgeon to take
a hike and send in the hospital
chaplain.
What I can say is that for 99+
percent of the population, if they
were experiencing a catastrophic
illness or injury and had to choose
between prayer and modern
medicine, they would be whipping out their insurance cards and
not their Bibles.
Sam Fields
Plantation, Florida

Imaginary People
Re: “The Rise of the Gran
fal
loons: Overcoming the Stigma of
Corporate Intangibility” by Dan
Davis (FI, June/July 2016). Since
the concept of a granfalloon
comes from the fictional religion
of Bokononism in Kurt Vonnegut’s
Cat’s Cradle, I am starting with
definitions I took from Wikipedia
about his concepts of a karass
and a granfalloon.
Karass: a network or group
of people that unknown to them,
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are somehow affiliated or linked,
specifically to fulfill the will of the
“Creator of the Universe.” Only
when the members die will they
meet the Creator and will be told
the real purpose of the karass.
The real goal usually has nothing
to do with the goal the members
believe it to be.
A granfalloon is a group not
assembled or directed by the
Creator and, therefore, produces
nothing of cosmic significance.
The larger such a group, the less
likely the group will produce anything since there are too many
differing desires and goals presented by the members.
In Cat’s Cradle, a small karass
brings about the end of civilization. The members had no intention of doing that, but that was

the Creator’s purpose in assembling the karass. If Bernie Sanders
became president, then it would
be the will of the Creator that we
have more socialism. Whether
that would be a good thing for
humans would not be known
until later.
There are two aspects of
Bokononism that are important:
that what happens is the will of
the Creator and that what happens is not necessarily good
for mankind. If Donald Trump
becomes president and starts
a world war as many fear, that
is also the will of the Creator. In
this religion, the Creator is not all
good.
Bokonon repeatedly says in
his bible that everything written in
it is nonsense. One virtue of this is

that the religion having no truth,
no one can be persecuted for denying its so-called truths. Another
virtue is that if you require some
religious comfort in the time of
mass misery, you can believe that
the misery was caused by the
Creator, not by sheer accident
such as an incompetent president
pressing the wrong button.
I am, by the way, an agnostic and a member of a Unitarian
Universalist fellowship but not a
devout progressive. If there were
a Bokononist congregation where
I live, I would probably join because I can easily understand how
a useful religion can be founded
on lies. (The narrator in Cat’s
Cradle says that “Anyone unable
to understand how a useful religion can be founded on lies will

not understand this book.”)
Frank Boardman
Athens, Georgia
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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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