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How Small Our Wants

I

f it seems that I’ve been living in
the past lately, maybe there’s good
reason. I recently spent two years
collaborating with filmmaker/historian Roderick Bradford on American
Freethought, the Council for Secular
Humanism’s new four-part video series.
American Freethought explores the history of unbelief in religion Americanstyle from Thomas Paine until the 1930s,
when the Golden Age of Freethought
flickered out. While serving as executive producer of the series (and as one
of its on-screen experts), I reacquainted
myself with one of the Golden Age’s
most durable manifestos. Let’s look
back at The Nine Demands of Liberalism
and reflect on the differences between
what freethinkers wanted circa 1870
and what many in our movement want
today. You might be surprised to see, in
some cases, how small our wants have
become.

What Was The Nine Demands of
Liberalism?
In 1870, the Golden Age of Freethought
had begun. Nonreligious Americans
went by many names—“atheist,” “infidel,” and “freethinker,” to name a few.
Another widely favored label was “liberal,” not so much in the sense of being
left-of-center politically as of being radically open-minded in evaluating religious truth-claims. In 1870, Octavius
Frothingham and Francis Abbot founded
a weekly freethought paper, The Index.
Today, we might call Frothingham and
Abbot “religious Humanists.” Although
they dedicated The Index to the cause of
“free religion,” it quickly grew into a gensecularhumanism.org

eral freethought newspaper, subordinate
in importance only to The Truth Seeker
and The Boston Investigator. In particular, it played a leading role in catalyzing
opposition to a then-powerful effort by
Christian conservatives to amend the U.S.
Constitution to proclaim Jesus Christ “the
Lord of America.” (Compared to that,
“under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance
is mild stuff.)
In 1873, Frothingham and Abbot
authored a proposed “mission statement” for the growing freethought
community. Published in The Index as
“The Nine Demands of Liberalism,” it was
enthusiastically embraced throughout
the movement. How enthusiastically?
When a broad cross-section of freethinkers launched a new national organization on the occasion of the national
centennial in 1876, they called it the
“National Liberal League” and adopted
the three-year-old Nine Demands as its
own declaration. (The League—known
after 1885 as the American Secular
Union—was until the early twentieth
century the nation’s most influential
freethought organization.)
Other freethought organizers and
publishers, too, endorsed The Nine
Demands as a movement-wide manifesto. Superstar agnostic orator Robert
Green Ingersoll once resigned the vice
presidency of the American Secular
Union, pledging to return only if the
organization rededicated itself to advocating The Nine Demands and them
alone, unembroidered by side concerns. Individual freethinkers frequently
framed The Nine Demands and displayed it on the walls of their homes

until around the time of World War
II. For some seventy years, then, The
Nine Demands summed up nonreligious
Americans’ secularizing agenda.
With that in mind, it’s instructive
to read The Nine Demands afresh and
reflect on what is different today—and
what is little changed. Of the nine, just
two demands have arguably been met.
Two have been partially met. On two
more the situation is ambiguous. One
demand unquestionably has not been
met, while in two cases the contemporary situation is actively deteriorating.
Overall, I come away from this exercise wistful. The freethinkers of 1873
hoped for far more—more reform, more
radical change, a more thoroughgoing disempowerment of religion—than
many in the movement dare to seek
today. Alongside the bold demands of
Frothingham and Abbot, some of our
current wants indeed seem small. Does
that mean that the movement is maturing—that contemporary freethinkers
have learned by experience? Or does it
signify instead that we have lost vigor
and focus—that we have been worn
down by too many decades of swimming against the current?
I look forward to your comments.
And now we present The Nine Demands
of Liberalism, each followed by a comment from the world of 2014.

The Nine Demands of Liberalism

1. We demand that churches and
other ecclesiastical property
shall be no longer exempt from
taxation.
Not met. Religious properties remain
defiantly exempt from taxes. By one estimate, tax preferments benefiting religious organizations cost the rest of us $71
billion per year. (Some have suggested
the toll is even higher.) See Ryan Cragun,
Stephanie Yeager, and Desmond Vega,
“How Secular Humanists (and Everyone
Else) Subsidize Religion in the United
States,” Free Inquiry, June/July 2012.

2. We demand that the employment of chaplains in Congress,

and in the legislatures, in the
navy and militia, and in prisons, asylums, and all other institutions supported by the public
money, shall be discontinued.
Not met, and (at least from Frothingham
and Abbot’s point of view) the situation is deteriorating. Several unfortunate
twentieth-century court decisions extinguished any near-term hope of abolishing legislative chaplaincy on church-state
grounds. Meanwhile, on the strength
of activism to create a role for humanist
chaplains in the U.S. military, opposition
to military chaplaincy among freethinkers seems to be eroding precipitously.

“Let’s look back at The Nine
Demands of Liberalism
and reflect on the differences
between what freethinkers
wanted circa 1870 and
what many in our
movement want today.”
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In the American Secular Census, an
ongoing Internet survey of nonreligious
Americans, 67.2 percent of respondents
said that religious and secular chaplains
should serve the armed forces sideby-side. Only 18.1 percent stood with
Frothingham and Abbot (and, for that
matter, with me) foursquare against any
chaplains in the military.* See the April/
May 2013 Free Inquiry cover feature,
“Army of God: America’s Armed Forces vs.
Their Nontheists” and also my “Humanist
Chaplains in the Military: A Bridge Too
Close?” Free Inquiry, October/November
2011.

3. We demand that all public appropriations for educational and charitable institutions of a sectarian
character shall cease.
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Not met, and from almost any secularist
*Data as of October 2, 2013.
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point of view the situation is deteriorating. Witness the continuing agitation for
school vouchers around the nation, as
well as the nonpreferentialist approach
toward church-state matters adopted by
both the George W. Bush and Obama
White Houses, especially their broad
efforts to increase government funding
of, and reliance upon, faith-based social
service providers.

4. We demand that all religious
services now sustained by the
government shall be abolished;
and especially that the use of
the Bible in the public schools,

“Frothingham and Abbot
authored a proposed ‘mission
statement’ for the growing
freethought community.
Published in The Index as ‘The
Nine Demands of Liberalism,’ it
was enthusiastically embraced
throughout the movement.”

whether ostensibly as a textbook or avowedly as a book of
religious worship, shall be prohibited.
Partly met. The U.S. Supreme Court
decisions of 1962 and 1963 on school
prayer and Bible reading revolutionized
the way public schools accommodated
students of minority religions and of
none. See my “Celebrating Fifty Years
of Separation,” Free Inquiry August/
September 2013. Even the situation pre1962 was greatly improved from conditions in the nineteenth century when
many schools overtly used the Bible as a
textbook. Still, some “religious services . . .
sustained by the government” remain.
Thanksgiving and Christmas remain federal holidays; there’s that pesky National
Day of Prayer; traumatic national events

6
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seem increasingly likely to result in “interfaith” religious events overtly presided
over by public officials. (If something like
the events of September 11, 2001, had
happened while John F. Kennedy was
president, I think he would have known
better than to take part as president
in an interfaith service at the National
Cathedral.)

5. We demand that the appointment, by the president of the
United States or by the governors of the various states, of all
the religious festivals and fasts
shall wholly cease.
Ambiguous. Presidents no longer proclaim Thanksgiving Day (most early ones
did, and when James Madison refused
to do so on church-state grounds, it was
very controversial), but that’s mostly
because this day reserved for thanking
a nonexistent deity for America’s bounty
now recurs automatically. But presidents
still proclaim the National Day of Prayer
(there it is again). Especially in the South,
governors are still wont to ask the people to pray for rain—or an end to rain,
depending what the weather is up to.

6. We demand that the judicial
oath in the courts and in all
other departments of the government shall be abolished and
that a simple affirmation under
the pains and penalties of perjury shall be established in its
stead.
Partly met. While judicial oaths still persist, the option to affirm rather than
swear is almost universally available.
Perhaps even more important, the choice
by a defendant, plaintiff, witness, or juror
to affirm rather than swear in a judicial
proceeding almost never carries stigma
any longer.

7. We demand that all laws directly
or indirectly enforcing the observance of Sunday as the Sabbath
shall be repealed.
Met. Few so-called “blue
laws” remain in effect. In
most parts of the country, business and cultural
institutions are free to
secularhumanism.org

open their doors on Sunday and operate substantially as they would on any
other day. Scattered restrictions on, say,
Sunday-morning liquor sales remain, but
religious justifications are almost never
put forward in their defense.

8. We demand that all laws looking
to the enforcement of “Christian”
morality shall be abrogated and
that all laws shall be conformed
to the requirements of natural
morality, equal rights, and impartial liberty.
Met. From Griswold v. Connecticut to
the aforementioned decline of blue
laws, laws seeking overtly or implicitly to
enforce Christian morality are (for now,
anyway) things of the past.

9. We demand that not only in
the Constitution of the United
States and of several states but
also in the practical administration of the same that no
privileges or advantage shall be
conceded to Christianity or any
other special religion; that our
entire political system shall be
founded and administered on
a purely secular basis; and that
whatever changes shall prove
necessary to this end shall be
consistently, unflinchingly, and
promptly made.
Ambiguous. While overt privileging of

Christianity is far weaker than it was in
1873, and while some public officials give
lip service to the rights of atheists in ways
unimaginable before the turn of the
twenty-first century—and while the U.S.
Supreme Court has ruled that the law
must not prefer Christianity over other
faiths or religion in general over nonreligion—in fact instances of sharp preference toward Christianity or toward religion in general remain numerous. We
have a long way to go on this one.

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry and the executive director
of the Council for Secular Humanism. Special thanks to Michael
De Dora and Mary Ellen Sikes for research assistance on this
article.

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

Mounting Suspensions of Students Can
Lead to Prison for Many

A

mid all the inflamed debates about
collective standardized testing of
students—while judging teachers by the results—too little attention
has been paid to a practice that results
in actual, destructive interruptions in
schooling: “In a 2013 study, the Civil
Rights Project estimated that more than
two million students were suspended
during the 2009–2010 academic year,”
notes Carrie Kamm, a mentor-resident
coach with the Academy for Urban
School Leadership.
A powerful protest against these
obstructions in learning comes from
Donna Lieberman, head of the New
York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) and
the most persistently active and knowledgeable force for real-life educational
reform in the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU): “Every day in New York,
320 children are suspended from
school. Half are black; most are poor;
nearly one-third have special needs.”
It gets worse, as I often reported
during my many years covering NYCLU
lawsuits as a columnist on New York’s
Village Voice. Here’s how Lieberman
summarizes the problem now: “Because
school discipline in New York is routinely
treated as a criminal matter, our public
schools feed the prison to school pipeline—sending (often after suspension)
our children to jail—for infractions as
benign as writing on a desk, losing a
paper summons or coming to school
without identification. . . . We have more
than 5,500 school safety officers but
only 3,200 guidance counselors.”

These safety officers include those
employed and purportedly trained by
New York City Police Commissioner Ray
Kelly, who, as of this writing, will be
replaced when new mayor Bill De Blasio
takes office. Blasio made no mention of
school suspensions during his robust
campaign. Lieberman and her equally
alert NYCLU colleagues will be watching the new mayor closely because,
as she emphasizes: “Students who are
arrested or suspended are less likely to
graduate from high school. They are
far more likely to become involved with
the criminal justice system. . . . Excessive
disciplinary policies . . . put our most
vulnerable youth at even greater risk
for educational failure and undermine
their passage to independent, productive young adulthood.”
Among them—and this, of course,
applies not only to New York’s public schools—are students with special
needs. Lieberman continues: “[T]housands of children with emotional and
learning challenges who require specialized support are entrusted to adults
who are never told about their special
needs—and who are never given the
tools they need to address those needs.”
To what extent is this happening
in the schools in cities where you live?
Are parents organizing to find out? Are
your city and state ACLU affiliates as
actively involved in rescuing students
with special needs from dead-end lives
as is the NYCLU?
Also very much worth considering are suspended students not yet

secularhumanism.org

on track for a future in prison but
who might find themselves there if
they continue to be suspended. In this
regard, Kamm’s astute advice to teachers of such students should be read by
every parent. When suspension happens, teachers need to keep connecting

“. . . More than two million
students were suspended during
the 2009–2010 academic year.”
—Carrie Kamm

these students to their learning while
they’re not in class. For example, teachers are
to work with your students’ families
to make sure they have work to complete for each day they will be out. If
possible, try to find a sibling or friend
who will bring work back and forth.
This will help support a feeling of
connection and continuity. Consider
including a note of encouragement
to let the student know that his or
her presence will be missed in the
classroom. . . .
When the student returns to the
classroom, it is important to offer a
fresh start and a warm welcome.
At the beginning of the day, make
(Continued on page 48)
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

Where the Slope Slips

T

wo main ethical concerns are
advanced against the legalization
of physician-assisted suicide. The
first is that it is not our place to decide
the time of our death; only God can
decide when our time on this planet is
over. That argument might persuade
some, but it is not a good reason for
outlawing physician-assisted suicide. It
rests firmly on a foundation of religious
belief, which is not a sound basis for
public policy. Worse, it runs roughshod
over the right to individual self-determination. Furthermore, it is not coherent. When medicine can do no more to
prevent death, then it makes no sense

“When medicine can do no more
to prevent death, then it makes
no sense to argue that treatment
must not stop because only
God can decide when it is time
for us to die.”

to argue that treatment must not stop
because only God can decide when it is
time for us to die. Whatever role God
plays in determining who lives and
who dies, surely a deity does not need
a ventilator, dialysis, or blood pressure
medicine to keep us going if it is not yet
time for us to die.
The other argument is that legalization of assisted suicide, by doctors or
any other third party for that matter,
will lead inevitably to a slippery slope.
If it is made legal to help the terminally
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ill die, then pressure will quickly grow
to extend that right to others who are
not terminally ill, raising the specter of
horrific abuse.
I rarely find slippery-slope arguments
persuasive. If the slope is slippery, then
build some handrails or stairs. That is
what is needed as, in fact, pressure begins
to build to extend the right to assistance
in dying beyond the terminally ill.
Belgium has begun considering
whether to extend the right to assistance in dying to newborns and children. Clearly children cannot be autonomous. Critics who earlier raised the slippery-slope concern are busy polishing
their “I told you so” editorials.
Belgium is not alone. Derek Humphry,
the author of Final Exit and a pioneer
in the movement to legalize assisted
suicide, has recently argued in favor of
permitting assisted suicide for those
suffering from incurable mental illness.
The idea, he said, came from people with
mental illness increasingly approaching
him seeking help in killing themselves:
“From their point of view, the suffering
is as great as a person dying of a physical illness,” he wrote in an announcement of a lecture in Tucson, Arizona.
Three U.S. states—Oregon, Washing
ton, and, most recently, Vermont—have
legalized physician-assisted suicide for the
terminally ill. One state (Massachusetts)
defeated an attempt at legalization,
while in another (Montana), a ruling by
the state’s Supreme Court would seem
to permit physician-assisted suicide. In
all of the states where assisted suicide
is legal, the core rationale is that the
competent terminally ill patient should
be able to request assistance in dying.
Self-determination—personal autonomy—is the key value that trumps all
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other concerns and objections.
Belgium has long permitted assisted
suicide for anyone over the age of
eighteen. The country legalized the
practice in 2002. In the last decade,
the number of reported cases per year
has risen from 235 deaths in 2003 to
1,432 in 2012. Doctors typically give
patients a powerful sedative before
injecting another drug to stop their
hearts. While this occurs rarely, a person does not have to be terminally ill to
request assistance in dying.
A bill has been proposed in the Belgian
parliament that would expand the right
of euthanasia to children and those suffering from dementia. Dr. Gerlant van
Berlaer, a pediatric oncologist at the Uni
versitair Ziekenhuis Brussels Hospital, says
the proposed change would legalize
what is already happening informally. He
said cases of euthanasia in children are
rare. He estimates about ten to one hundred cases in Belgium every year might
qualify.
“Children have different ways of asking for things, but they face the same
questions as adults when they’re terminally sick,” van Berlaer said. “Sometimes
it’s a sister who tells us her brother doesn’t
want to go back to the hospital and is
asking for a solution,” he said. “Today if
these families find themselves [in that
situation], we’re not able to help them,
except in dark and questionable ways.”
In the past year, several cases have
been reported of Belgians who weren’t
terminally ill but were euthanized. One
involved a pair of deaf forty-threeyear-old twins who were going blind.
Another case saw physicians assist a
patient to die after a botched sex(Continued on page 49)

Greta Christina

OP-ED

Why Social Justice Is Essential for Atheism

I

do a lot of writing about feminism,
racism, other isms, and social justice
issues within organized atheism as
well as outside of it. I’m not alone in
this: a lot of other atheist writers, video
bloggers, podcasters, and so on are
doing it too. We get a lot of resistance
from other atheists. Some of that is not
worth addressing: it comes in the form
of ad hominem insults; flat-out falsehoods; racist, sexist, classist, and other
slurs; ongoing harassment; and even
threats of violence or rape or death.
But some of it comes from people who I
think are well-meaning and who simply
don’t understand why the social-justice
crowd keeps hammering on about this
stuff. They see how explosive these
issues are, how divisive, and they want
atheists to all get along. They want us
to stop focusing on the 5 percent of the
issues we disagree on and instead focus
on the 95 percent we do agree on. They
want us to just focus on the atheist
stuff—church-state separation, atheist
visibility, anti-atheist bigotry and discrimination, etc. They see the social
justice stuff as mission drift.
I have a lot to say about this. But the
number one thing I want to say today
is this: social justice issues are atheist
stuff.
Sexism, racism, classism, ageism,
transphobia, disability issues, and more
. . . these are atheist stuff.
These are atheist stuff because there
are female atheists. African-American
atheists. Hispanic atheists. Workingclass atheists. Blue-collar atheists. Young
atheists. Old atheists. Disabled atheists.
Atheists with mental illness. Atheists of
Asian descent. Atheists of Middle-Eastern
descent. Atheists of Native-American
descent. Making the atheist community

and the atheist movement welcoming to
all of these people—that is not mission
drift. That is one of our core missions.
And this is why social-justice activists
in the atheist movement keep hammering on it. When the atheist community
and movement fail to be welcoming
to a large and diverse population of
atheists, we have failed at our mission.
When women show up at Meetups
and never come back because creepy
guys were invasively creeping at them,
we have failed at our mission.
When African Americans show up
at conferences and don’t come back
because almost all the speakers were
white, we have failed at our mission.
When Hispanic people come to our
Meetups and don’t come back because
they were asked, “Are you in this country legally?,” we have failed at our
mission.
When people of Asian descent come
to our Meetups and don’t come back
because they were told, “You speak the
language so well!,” we have failed at our
mission.
When people without a college education come to our meetings or online
forums and don’t come back because
they heard patronizing talk about how
college-educated people are more
likely to be atheists and this means
atheism is smarter and better, we have
failed at our mission.
When young people get invited to
give input to local groups and don’t
come back because every idea they
offered got shot down by old-timers
who don’t want to change anything,
we have failed at our mission.
When transgender people come
to our Meetups and don’t come back
because they got asked invasive and
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personal questions about the state of
their genitalia, we have failed at our
mission.
When the very idea of having sexual-harassment policies at atheist conferences turns into a huge firestorm
of bitter controversy that eats up the
Internet for months, and when women
outside organized atheism hear about

“When the atheist community
and movement fail to be
welcoming to a large and
diverse population of atheists,
we have failed at our mission.”

this and say, “Screw that; I’m an atheist
but I sure as hell don’t want to be part
of that movement,” we have failed at
our mission.
When poor and working-class people don’t show up for our meetings
and conferences because they’re too
expensive or aren’t near public transportation, we have failed at our mission.
When parents don’t show up at our
meetings or conferences because we
don’t provide child care and they can’t
afford a babysitter, we have failed at
our mission.
When people with disabilities don’t
come to our meetings or conferences
because they’re not accessible, we have
failed at our mission.
When deaf people don’t come to
(Continued on page 49)
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Take action with us.

You can help promote science,
reason, and secular values.
Imagine a world where religion and pseudoscience do not influence public policy—a world
where religion no longer enjoys a privileged position. The Center for Inquiry is working
toward these goals and educating the public to use reason, science, and secular values rather
than religion and pseudoscience to establish public policy.
The Center for Inquiry advances its mission through advocacy, education, and outreach
programs. No other organizations advance science and secularism on as many fronts as CFI
and its affiliates, the Council for Secular Humanism and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry.

Donate today.
When you make a donation to CFI, you become a member of a worldwide movement of
humanists, skeptics, atheists, and freethinkers—all working together to promote the secular
worldview and give voice to your values.
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n Protecting the rights of nonbelievers
n Advocating for science-based medicine
n Sustaining and expanding the secular movement
Make your most generous gift today, or request information on planned giving or making a bequest.
To receive a brochure elaborating on what we are doing to achieve our important goals and how
you can help, please complete and return the attached card or contact us at:
Center for Inquiry
Development Office
PO Box 741
Amherst, NY 14226
1.800.818.7071
development@centerforinquiry.net
www.centerforinquiry.net/donate

Russell Blackford

OP-ED

Upstream, Downstream: Liberalism, Direct Harm,
and Hate Speech

M

ost of us who favor secular government go much further and
advocate a significant degree of
social pluralism and political liberalism.
Though we may differ on many specific
policy issues, among them issues of
economic management, we tend to
have much in common when it comes
to political theory and practical political
judgments. In particular, we insist that
the justifications of laws and government policies be based on the ordinary welfare of citizens, other human
beings, and other sentient creatures.
In turn, “ordinary” welfare excludes
otherworldly or esoteric goods such as
spiritual enlightenment, heavenly salvation, or release from a cycle of death
and rebirth.
These otherworldly or esoteric goods
are probably illusory, but even if they
were real, it is not the role of government to help us attain them. Secular
government means, above all, government policy focused on goods and harms
related to the things of this world. Once
electorates, courts, legislatures, and the
executive arms of government accept
this approach to their deliberations, the
realm of politics is transformed. At that
point, individual voters, legislators, and
other political participants have far less
reason and opportunity to impose their
favorite comprehensive worldviews
through the power of the state.
Thus, a secular society—one that
favors strictly secular government—
tends to become a liberal society, in
the classical sense of “liberalism.” More
simply put, a secular society tends in
the direction of individual liberty. The
government and its various branches
and agencies are viewed as having only

a limited role in controlling citizens’
lives, and a wide range of “experiments
in living” (John Stuart Mill’s phrase) are
regarded as tolerable or even welcome.
The secular state will construct a framework of laws that help people with very
diverse values or life plans to live side
by side. Generally speaking, however, it
will not try to impose a preferred comprehensive ideology or system of values.
In a secular and liberal society, some
values will doubtless be preferred to
others; for example, mutual toleration
will be prized over ideological purity.
But the values officially pursued by the
state and its agencies will be reduced to
a relatively small core, with individuals
living in accordance with diverse, often
mutually inconsistent, value systems.
I’m painfully conscious that many
so-called liberal democracies, including the United States and my own
country, Australia, are a long way from
achieving such an ideal. All too often,
voters and governments continue to
impose comprehensive ideologies and
value systems, including clearly religious ones. Indeed, there is much to be
done before even the most basic ideas
of secular government obtain universal
acceptance in our liberal democracies.
Organizations such as the Center for
Inquiry have a practically inexhaustible work agenda just in resisting the
encroachments of religious doctrines
and values into the domain of law and
political power.
But the problems don’t end there.
Even if we all fully embraced the ideal
of secular government, and even if this
nudged us all in the direction of liberty
and social pluralism, there would remain
much scope for political disagreements.
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In particular, some of us would end up
more focused than others on individual
liberty, with all that it entails.
I’ve become especially conscious of
this from experience with disputes about
hate speech. By this I mean, very roughly,
speech that expresses and encourages
hatred of others on the basis of their
group membership. The classical liberal
position, going back to Mill and earlier, strongly favors freedom of speech,
but many secular and supposedly liberal
authors argue for broad definitions of
hate speech and for extensive criminal
prohibitions or other legal deterrents

“. . . We insist that the justifications of laws and government
policies be based on the ordinary welfare of citizens, other
human beings, and other sentient creatures.”
(such as the availability of civil remedies for offended feelings). To be fair
to these authors, they typically rely on
secular arguments relating to offense,
social disharmony, the likelihood of
ordinary harms eventuating, and so on.
It does not appear that a commitment
to secularism can, all by itself, solve
the problem of how far to restrict hate
speech or even how broadly we should
define it for legal purposes.
Mill developed powerful arguments
for individual liberty and, more specifically, freedom of speech. He encouraged suspicion toward both the power
(Continued on page 50)
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James A. Haught

OP-ED

Theology and Honesty

M

y far-flung family is quite diverse.
Dr. John F. Haught is a renowned
Catholic theologian who has
produced a flood of erudite books.
A Haught woman in the Southwest
wrote several lurid sex novels. And I’ve
churned out a string of skeptic-agnostic
books and magazine essays. I once sent
both of my relatives a joint note saying
our collective writing “shows there are
holy Haughts, heathen Haughts and
horny Haughts.” Neither answered.
Dr. Haught is highly esteemed as a
pinnacle of “sophisticated” theology,
a penetrating thinker who probes the
divine through abstruse logic beyond
the grasp of average folks. His writings
carry weight in the most prestigious

“I once sent both of my relatives
a joint note saying our collective writing ‘shows there are
holy Haughts, heathen Haughts
and horny Haughts.’ Neither
answered.”

journals. But when I try to follow his
arguments, they seem goofy. Lately,
he has attempted to prove that survival-of-the-fittest evolution presents a
“grand drama” orchestrated by God. All
the ruthless slaughter of prey by predators, all the mass starvation of desperate victims who lose their food supply,
even the extinction of 99 percent of
all species that ever lived are part of
“an evolutionary drama that has been
aroused, though not coercively driven,
by a God of infinite love,” he wrote
in The Washington Post’s On Faith
12
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blog (December 2, 2009). He added:
“Darwin’s ragged portrait of life is not
so distressing after all. Theologically
understood, biological evolution is part
of an immense cosmic journey into the
incomprehensible mystery of God.”
Got that? God is incomprehensible,
yet a theologian is sure that his “infinite
love” spawned nature’s slaughterhouse
of foxes ripping rabbits apart, sharks
gashing seals, pythons crushing pigs,
and the rest of the “grand drama”
of life. What evidence supports this
peculiar conclusion? None—we must
just trust theology. More recently, Dr.
Haught asserted that “critical intelligence” is woven into the universe, not
merely in humans. Again, no evidence
is offered.
I’ve decided that there is no such thing
as sophisticated theology. Abstruse concepts—for example, “process theology,”
which declares that God is evolving and
nurtured by human responses to him—
are just mental houses of cards built
by overthinkers. At bottom, the issue is
simple: either supernatural spirits exist
or they don’t. Either heavens, hells, gods,
devils, saviors, miracles, and the rest are
real or they’re concoctions of the human
imagination.
It boils down to honesty: a truthful
person shouldn’t claim to know things
he or she doesn’t know. Theologians
are in the business of declaring “truths”
that nobody can possibly prove. Their
attempts to do so are without evidence.
In contrast, an honest individual admits:
I don’t know.
Years ago, as a young newspaper
reporter, I encountered theology when
I covered the heresy trial of Episcopal
Bishop James Pike of California. Actually,
it was a pre-trial. Heresy charges had
secularhumanism.org

been lodged against him because he
doubted the miraculous Virgin Birth and
the Incarnation of God into Jesus, the
mystical Trinity, and the like. The National
House of Bishops met at Wheeling, West
Virginia, in 1966 to weigh the charges.
During the session, Pike mostly hung
out with us newshounds, making wisecracks—not debating holy gobbledygook with fellow bishops. In the end,
the church waffled. Pike was censured
and the charges were sidelined without
a heresy inquisition. I guess the bishops
didn’t want to be laughingstocks in a
replay of something akin to the 1925
Scopes Monkey Trial.
Around America, lofty universities pay
handsome salaries to theologians who
publish grand treatises on the nature of
God—although they have no more proof
than did the Aztec priests who said the sun
would vanish if they stopped sacrificing
human victims to an invisible feathered
serpent. One big-time university theologian came from my city, Charleston, West
Virginia. Dr. Thomas Jonathan Jackson
Altizer—named for his ancestor, General
Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, who fought
for slavery in the Civil War—caused a
ruckus when he spawned “God is dead”
theology.
Dr. Altizer wrote some things that
seemed logical to me: “Every man today
who is open to experience knows that
God is absent,” he said in The Gospel of
Christian Atheism. That’s true enough.
God seems absent, as far as any rational observer can tell. However, Altizer
concocted a bizarre scenario: God formerly existed and created the universe,
he said, but God decided to terminate
himself by entering into Jesus, then
dying on a cross and ceasing to exist.
(Continued on page 48)

LETTERS

Atheists and SelfCensorship
Re “Atheists Must Not SelfCensor” by Edward Tabash (FI,
December 2013/January 2014):
the issue may revolve around the
definition of the word aggressive,
but I side with those who have
questioned the “aggressiveness” of
Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett,
Christopher Hitchens, and others.
Self-censoring is not the opposite
of aggressive. We can present our
positions in a calm and reasonable manner without censoring
ourselves, and I believe we must
do so for the following reason: our
targets are not the Far-Right fundamentalist and evangelical believers but the much more numerous
everyday believers, who are themselves more calm and reasonable.
We can never expect to sway the
fundamentalists by any means
whatsoever; they are beyond help.
But in attacking their position, we
risk alienating those who may be
or may become amenable to our
rational arguments. After all, the
fundamentalists share a basic faith
with the everyday believers, and in
attacking them, we are attacking
the faith of these everyday believers. I have seen much evidence
among my friends (who are literally all “everydays”) that the fundamentalists are alienating them. But
if we end up causing the everydays
to link arms and circle the wagons
with the fundamentalists, we have
gained nothing and lost much.
On another topic, I enjoyed the

review by Tom Flynn of the book
Life on the Brink (“Speaking—at
Last!—of Forbidden Things”) in
the same issue. It reminded me
that several years ago I read an
op-ed in Free Inquiry in which the
author minimized the threat of
overpopulation, using the argument that technology would
come to our rescue and solve any
problems caused by overpopulation. At the time I was irritated by
this attitude and had hoped that
the editors would make some
comments discrediting this irresponsible position. Thank you for
revisiting this issue, if only in a
book review.

Jim Flechtner
Findlay, Ohio
I have greatly appreciated the last
issue of Free Inquiry—up to your
usual high level—and would like
you to convey to Edward Tabash
that I fully share his point of view.
Atheists must not self-censor.

Arturo Schwarz
Milan, Italy
(See Mr. Schwarz’s article, “Why
I Am Not an Observant Jew,” on
page 18 of this issue.—Eds.)

Edward Tabash states: “This is
why university debates on the
existence of God are so crucial
to causing doubt in the minds
of students.” As a former physics
teacher, I understand the difficulty of unraveling preconceived,
erroneous concepts in the minds
of students in order to replace
them with ones that closer mirror physical reality. Unlearning
to relearn correctly is much more
difficult than learning correctly
from the start. Having gone
through this process on my own
as a sixth-grade student in a
Catholic school when I first began
to reason, I would contend that
the atheist community needs to
start earlier than the university
level to begin to sow the seeds of
truth, because the theist community begins propagandizing their
youth from birth.

Bob Senk
Burlington, Connecticut

Perfection? Yawn
Ophelia Benson in “Doctoring
the Script” (FI, December 2013/
January 2014) has hit the nail
on the head with her question
“Have you ever noticed how fundamentally boring God is?” and
her comment “Church is boring,
religion is boring, perfection is
boring.” God, church, religion,
and perfection are stereotypes.
They’re cookie cutter. They’re
boilerplate. They’re generic.
I once asked ten mentally ill
prisoners to draw the devil they
were hallucinating about. The
images were surprisingly similar.
They showed a rodent-like creature with large eyes, big menacing teeth, and a long tail. Later,
when I was asked to distinguish
between paranoid schizophrenics with religiosity and religious
normal people with religion, I
kept finding that they held similar stereotyped images. At times
strikingly, antipsychotic medication took away the religious
preoccupation of those with
paranoid schizophrenia within
days. Their God and devil delusions were still present but were
much more in the back of their
minds and had no bearing on
their behavior. In fact, they acted
bored with them. My bias had
been that normal religion was
distinct from psychotic religion,
but as my treatment experience
grew, it became more and more
difficult to make that distinction.
The act of boring another
to death often has unconscious
hate motivating it. In “Cremation
and Religiosity” in the same issue,
Richard Dumont points out the
correlation between extreme
religiosity and hate. Behind the
religiously boring there may be
some unconscious truly ungodly
intent lurking.

Fritz Kinzel
Canaan, New York
secularhumanism.org

The Importance of
Women’s History
Re “Women’s History: A Core
Secular Issue” by Susan Jacoby
(FI, December 2013/January
2014): it often amazes me that
so many young feminists take
their freedoms and opportunities for granted, as if things
could never have been any other
way. There are some exceptions,
of course, but they are usually
considered extremist or just too
radical for mainstream politics.
This is a gross mistake that is
already taking a severe toll on
the progress of women’s equality. Here in Texas, the legislature
recently passed a law severely
restricting the availability of safe
and legal abortions under color
of “protecting women’s health.”
Unfortunately, it was supported
by many conscientious female
voters who apparently could not
see beyond the deceitful rhetoric
promoting the law. Convincing
misguided women to support
their own oppression is a tactic frequently used by antifeminist forces. It was used in the
nineteenth century to thwart
the suffragist movement and in
the 1920s following the passage
of women’s right to vote. Even
during the general elections of
2012, certain Republican elements were encouraging women
to “get involved” to “defeat” laws
that would “offend their religious
freedoms” by promoting artificial birth control and pressuring
them into a government-sanctioned lifestyle. This is tantamount to asking women to get
involved in the short run so that
they may oppress themselves in
the long run. It is an error that a
diligent study of women’s history
might have prevented.
It would be a gross understatement to call it “revisionism,”
so let’s call it what it is: “war
propaganda.” The war is against
women’s rights. Under the guise
of protecting women, female vot(Continued on page 63)
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ADVERTISEMENT

In previous issues I presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will arouse more
attention and interest from those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts, as
crucial as they are. These are short, in plain language, and use the Bible, tenets of the faith and common sense
to make the case. I hope secular humanists will see the value, organize and use the most promising print media
to take them to the public. Here is another.

CHRISTIAN CERTAINTIES
v. LOVE, JUSTICE AND MERCY
1. God is One in three persons; has always been and
will always be.
2. He is the Creator of the universe and all that is in it.
3. God is omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent.
4. He is a just, loving, merciful and forgiving Father.
5. Before he created man he knew everything that
would happen — and some even say — everything
that could happen.
6. He commanded Adam and Eve or, the first humans
whoever they were; they disobeyed and thus all
mankind was tainted with their Original sin.
7. He sent his Son, Jesus, to atone for this Original Sin
and other sins of mankind.
8. Those who believe in Jesus as savior and who do
not die unrepentant in serious sin, will be saved
and will live forever with God. Jesus said they
would be "few".
9. Those who do not believe in Jesus as their savior or
who die un-repentant in serious sin, go "to eternal
damnation in the lake of fire", with no hope of release. Jesus said they would be "many."

14

God is not a just, merciful and loving and
forgiving father.
Because sending any, much less “many”, of his creatures to eternal punishment is utterly inconsistent
with forgiveness and mercy from a loving Father. To
use those words is a deception, if not a lie.
It is impossible since, if there were any guilt, a loving
and merciful Father would understand it and forgive
it; as would a loving, forgiving and merciful human
father. There might be punishment but not forever
and ever.
God is unjust.
Because justice as it is universally understood requires proportionality between the offense and the
punishment. By definition, punishment into infinity
cannot be proportioned to any offense committed by
a human being in a short lifetime.
It is no answer to claim that God's justice is far above
and beyond ours since that would only show the revelation does not reveal to us the way God really is,
the meaning of its terms not being the same as ours.

10. Each human being must choose correctly to
avoid being seduced by false prophets, often
warned against by Jesus, which can only lead to
destruction.

Nor is it an answer to claim that any sin against God
(and all sins supposedly are) is an injury against his
infinite honor/majesty; and thus infinite in gravity.
Christianity teaches his invulnerability to harm by anything outside him. How could any mortal do anything
to harm, shame, or embarrass him? God winds up
killing a mouse with an elephant gun.

What can be made of all this based on our
universally accepted values and definitions
of words?

God, being omniscient, would know people do not
intend any infinite wrong against him or, if they do,
that they are insane in view of the meaning of eternal
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punishment. Paul supposedly said: “Every knee shall
bow and every tongue confess;” he should have completed the idea: “if they know what’s good for them!”
Because justice forbids punishing the innocent for the
crimes of the guilty, as the price of Original Sin does.
How does punishing the innocent for the sins of the
guilty serve justice? Do words have no meaning? Nor
can your son volunteer to suffer for your guilt.
God is unjust and cruel to commit anyone to
eternal punishment for not believing in Jesus as
his savior.
It is impossible to honestly believe what one does not
honestly believe. And we cannot honestly believe at
will.
The quality and quantity of the evidence about Jesus
ranges from the private revelation Paul claimed to
have had; to those who saw and heard him; to those
like us who only know of him from what men have
said orally and in writing — hearsay compounded
many times; to those with absolutely no information
about him at all.
Because the reasoning capacities, knowledge and
experiences of those considering the evidence about
Jesus, such as they have it, is grossly unequal.
Because Jesus himself often warned against false
prophets and wonder workers, believers can never be
sure they are not the ones who are deceived. The
proliferation of different Christian denominations
proves the problem.
Because God knew he was creating failures; and created them anyway. If all mankind would have failed
the test in the Garden then the test was a sham. But
if there are people alive who would have passed this
test — as the “few” Jesus mentioned — then they are
suffering under Original Sin for something they never
would have done.

THE CHRISTIAN GOD — AS CREATED AND
DEFINED BY MEN — IS EVIL
Because God created humans, without their consent;
and without their knowing they were being entered
into the highest stakes gamble within the imagination
of man.
Given the odds of condemnation — “many” to hell
and “few” saved — and the suffering, if we were adequately informed and given a choice before being
created, the sane among us would have declined the
invitation to be created in the first place.
Because God created the world as it is and man as
he is, when he could have created a world and man
so that there would be no suffering, natural or manmade, for either mankind or innocent animals.
It is no answer to claim that had God done that, he
would have denied us the necessary opportunity to
grow in virtue through challenge and adversity; that
he would have created us innocent (untested) but
not righteous (tested). He created Adam and Eve
with a pretended and impossible physical maturation
that had never happened; and pretended minds with
experiential maturation that never happened; so why
not with a moral maturity they had never actually had
to achieve?
And if one says human sin stems from the sheer fact
of our finitude, then why are we punished for it? That
is the way he created us!
We know these conclusions about the Christian
invention of God are correct because all of us
can readily see that a more loving, more merciful
and more forgiving God would not have created
what he knew in advance would be a failure. He
might punish but not forever.

This space was paid for by an Ingersoll admirer; treat yourself to the brilliant language and common sense that mesmerized 19th C audiences all over the country by visiting www.theingersolltimes.com
You will find all of his work, short and long biographies and much more in a highly readable newspaper format.
Please look. If you like it, tell your friends; if you don’t, please tell me how to improve it: fellowfeather@gmail.com
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1

No God, Know Peace
Introduction
Tom Flynn

I

n the April/May 2013 issue, Free Inquiry invited readers to
submit autobiographical essays describing the life-stance
odysseys that had led them to their present positions of
secular humanism or atheism. This project was in some ways
a return to FI’s roots. During its first decade, the magazine
made a point of commissioning essays titled “Why I Am Not a
. . . .” Inspired by Bertrand Russell’s short book Why I Am Not
a Christian, each article detailed a writer’s intellectual and
moral journey from a childhood of religious belief to his or
her current humanist or atheist orientation.
With FI well into its fourth decade, we thought it apt to
solicit new writing in this vein. With luck, we thought we
might receive enough entries to assemble a cover feature for
a future issue.
We had no idea what a torrent of impassioned writing
our request would unleash. Ultimately we received forty-one
publication-quality essays totaling approximately fifty-three
thousand words. We have decided to present twenty-six of

the top entries, nine of them in this issue. The remainder will
be serialized over the next three issues of Free Inquiry. Rather
than cluster them together by category (all the ex-Catholics
in one issue, for example) we will present essays reflecting a
variety of religious backgrounds in each issue between the
one you hold in your hands and the August/September issue,
in which the series will conclude.
Later in the year, all forty-one essays will be issued in book
form by Inquiry Press, the new publishing imprint of our supporting organization, the Center for Inquiry.
It should come as no surprise that FI readers are so articulate or that they hail from such diverse religious and philosophical backgrounds. Often (but not always), their partings
from their original worldviews demanded deep reflection
and emotional struggle.
Tom Flynn is the editor of Free Inquiry

Why I Am Not a Born-again Christian
Duke Mertz

I

had a fairly normal childhood. Most weeks I attended
Sunday school, sorting through crayon nubs to color pictures of farm animals, children, and disciples all clustered
around Jesus with looks of adoration. During the week, I went
to school and waited for recess to play the sport of the season. Like many others my age, I developed a love of dinosaurs.
One of my prized possessions was a natural history book
packed with beautiful illustrations of extinct animals from the
Paleozoic to the Cenozoic.
Imagine my surprise when one of my Sunday-school
classmates smugly announced that scientists were perpetuating a great fraud by promoting evolution. Those who truly
understood Christian teachings knew that the dinosaurs and
the other creatures portrayed in my book were all part of the
original creation. Found wanting, they’d been drowned in
Noah’s flood.
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I was young, and though something didn’t sound right
about this argument, I figured that it was another of those
things I would revisit after I was older and had seen more
of the world. This wait-and-see attitude would be sorely
tested when I was twelve. My parents told me that I was old
enough to start coming to grips with the ways of the world.
To help me do so, they enrolled me in special classes instead
of Sunday school. It was time to prepare for my baptism by
immersion.
Fortunately, most of my friends were also taking the
classes. Our instructor was an older church member, a New
Deal Democrat who relished telling us about a Jesus who
helped the poor and ministered to the sick. He loved to quote
Matthew 25:40: “Whatever you do for the least of my brothers, you do for me.”
We spent Sunday meetings reading Bible verses about

saved. But I felt no joy. I felt lost. Jesus had lived two thousand
the Sermon on the Mount, with Jesus blessing the meek and
years ago; how could I love someone I never knew? Wasn’t
warning that we cannot serve both man and mammon. I was
everyone saved who tried to do as he commanded? I was
as indignant as the rest of my classmates when we read that
willing to help the poor and destitute, but I knew it would be
Jesus was tried by the authorities for such “radical” teachings
hard work and not necessarily something to relish.
and crucified. I felt proud knowing that I was going to join an
At some point, I recognized that I was one of the last few
organization that had upheld these ideas through two thoustill in the pews. So I jumped to my feet and joined the short
sand years and had spread them across the world.
line in front of the brazier. When it was my turn to light my
When I arrived for the final class, I was ready to make my
candle, I mumbled something about loving Jesus and hurried
commitment. I could tell that many of my classmates felt the
from the room, avoiding eye contact. I dodged the groups
same way. Our instructor went around the table and assured
of friends clustered outside and wandered aimlessly across
us we were ready for the next step. Then he left, and an
the grounds until I reached the swing sets. As I sat down on
associate pastor entered the room. The excitement was palone of the seats, my cousin joined me. He was only a couple
pable. “Are you ready to accept Jesus Christ as your savior?”
of months older than I was, but we had attended differhe asked.
ent schools. We were no longer particularly close. “What’s
“Yes,” we answered in unison. Even as I joined the chorus
wrong?” he asked.
of affirmative answers, my mind whirled. What did I just agree
I couldn’t answer him. When I tried, I burst into tears.
to? I had just said I wanted Jesus to save me. In class we had
“Witnessing can be emotional,” he said. I nodded, still mute.
learned that Jesus tried to save the poor and unfortunate.
He questioned me from several starting points in search of
Was I supposed to admit that I was “poor and unfortunate”?
the source of my emotional distress. I knew he was trying to
How could that be, when I was well fed and had plenty to
help me, but I also knew I could not tell him the truth. I was a
wear? What about the destitute in Appalachia? The starving
masses in Africa and Asia?
Or were we somehow talking about
life after death? Why would I have to
accept Jesus to enter heaven? By agreeing to help save the poor and unfortunate as he had taught, wasn’t I already
“My parents told me that I was old enough to start coming to
assuring myself entrance through the
grips with the ways of the world. . . . It was time to prepare
pearly gates? What was going on?
Maybe I wasn’t ready to understand
for my baptism by immersion.”
these things. Maybe I still needed to
grow up a little more. I felt shame that
my parents thought I was ready when,
clearly, I was not. I dared not let them
know; I did not want them to realize I
fake! I hadn’t truly accepted Christ. I didn’t even know what
had let them down.
it meant to accept him. I was a hypocrite who was just going
So I went ahead with the baptismal ceremony. I accepted
through the motions.
the congratulations of the other members of the church. But
For the next year and a half, I lived with the shame of that
all the time, I felt like a fraud. Just wait until you’re older, I kept
moment. A hollow man, I strove to absorb everything I was
telling myself. All will become clear.
taught but secretly despaired that I would never find out the
I remained in that state of limbo for several years. I
most basic truths about Christianity. How could I carry on
attended church most Sundays and a weeklong church camp
without understanding the driving force behind two thouevery August. My brave mask remained secure until just
sand years of progress? The United States was founded on
before my senior year of high school. One evening, as we filed
Christian principles, was it not? Was I doomed to live in the
into the chapel, each of us was handed a thin wax candle. The
country of my birth as an outsider?
head minister stood near a brazier at the front of the darkI was aimless during my first semester at the municipal
ened space. He lit his taper and told us how he’d accepted
college. I didn’t know what I wanted to study. I hung around
Christ as his savior and had devoted his life to serving him. He
with some of my classmates from church and tried to act like
then asked each of us to come forward and witness our own
I was still one of them, but it was a strain. Between classes,
testimony.
we would gather around a cafeteria table and discuss the
I sat in the pew with downcast eyes. I sensed the room
subjects we were studying. One afternoon, only three of us
emptying. I could hear my friends and classmates reciting
ringed the table. Two were complaining about one of their
their love of Jesus. I could hear their joy at being among the
secularhumanism.org
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philosophy professors. Something the professor had said had
led them to conclude that she was an atheist. Of course, I
had heard that term used to describe Communists and other
“undesirables,” but I had never given it much thought. One
of my high-school classmates had announced that he was
an atheist, but we figured he was going for shock value and
mostly ignored him. But for a professor to take such a stance
was something else entirely.
I listened with great interest as they described her caustic
comments about religion. One of my friends demanded:
“How can anyone imagine a world without God? How can
anyone ever conceive that this is all there is?”
Silently, inwardly, I took him up on that challenge. I tried
to imagine that the life we know, the life of everyday experience, was indeed the sum total of existence. To my amazement, I succeeded! I suddenly realized that there was nothing
else—just the moment were living in, each moment bound to
the one before and the one that follows.
For a short time I felt lost, alone in an endless ocean of
time. Only me, isolated, on my own! But I also felt exhilarated.
I was the product of billions of years of evolution. My predecessors had struggled to stay afloat on this sea and had

passed on to me the methods they had inherited to do so!
One of the greatest of these bequests was the irrepressible
desire to remain alive in any circumstance. I realized that this
was what prompted so many people to want so desperately
to believe they were immortal. This accounted for the spiritual somersault they made from helping others to helping
themselves live forever—a feat of mental gymnastics that I
suddenly realized I could never bring myself to undertake.
At that moment, I was truly born again—reborn outside of
born-again religion. I knew I still had many things to learn.
But other things I would never learn, because they could not
be learned. I could not accept Jesus Christ as my savior
because there was nothing to be saved from. Furthermore,
helping others is not something we should do because it
grants us eternal life or because it’s what true Christians do.
We should do it just because it is the right thing to do.
Duke Mertz took early retirement from a career in finance to work with
nonprofit organizations and to write. He is currently vice president of the
Valley Unitarian Universalist Congregation Board of Trustees in Chandler,
Arizona.

Why I Am Not an Observant Jew
Arturo Schwarz

I

was fifteen years old (I am now eighty-nine) when I discarded the myth that there exists somewhere an entity that
created the universe and, by the way, also the human species. I had just discovered Darwin’s On the Origin of Species
(1859). Whether old Charles was atheist or not mattered to
me not at all. The conclusion was clear, whether Charles liked
it or not: humanity is not the fruit of a creative act but the
outcome of an evolutionary process that is full of failures and
will continue as long as humanity does. The process is painful;
many species of archaic humans disappeared in the course
of the two hundred thousand years before Homo sapiens
appeared, perhaps fifty thousand years ago. What is to be
noted, however, is that the species that survived was not the
more ethical one but rather the fittest—the one best adapted
to its environment.
Soon after that, I was greatly moved by Spinoza’s Ethics.
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If it were even needed, Spinoza delivered the final blow to
my traditional beliefs. His grandiose, holistic view of a single nature that is at one and the same time “productive”
(naturans)—that is to say, “creative” as well as “produced”
(naturata) or “created”—did away, once and for all, with any
dualistic view of a divorce between creator and creature. In a
long letter to L. Meyer dated April 20, 1663, Spinoza further
clarified, “substance is not multiple, there exists only one and
of the same nature.” He could then calmly affirm “deus sive
natura” (“god that is to say nature”). The unity of the whole is
also reaffirmed in vedantic Hinduism, where the word Advaita
expresses the concept of the “non-duality of duality.” The two
poles of a polarity are thus in a complementary, not a conflicting, relationship.
It follows that the mind is only the highest expression of
the body and not a separate entity. In other words (Spinoza’s

The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1
relativity; Planck’s quantum mechanics; and Heisenberg’s
again), “thinking substance and extended substance are one
principle of indetermination.
and the same thing which is now comprehended through
I was born a Jew and will die a Jew. I believe in a humanthis and now through that attribute.” Later he emphasized
ism that is not only Jewish. The humanistic revolution was
again, “mind and body are one and the same thing which
sparked by Spinoza (1632–1677), John Locke (1632–1704),
now under the attribute of thought now under the attribute
Pierre Bayle (1647–1706), and Voltaire (1694–1778). It develof Extension is conceived.” Thus, Spinoza never used the
oped with the French Encyclopedists, mainly Diderot (1713–
word anima (soul), which might evoke a reality independent
1784), d’Alembert (1713–1784), and Helvetius (1715–1771).
of the body, but only the word mens (spirit). In a letter to
On the other hand, I also recognize myself in what is—rightly
Oldenburg dated November 20, 1665, Spinoza insisted that
“the human mind, being finite, comprises
only the human body.”
This brings us to another so-called duality, that concerning love. André Breton
definitively clarified my thinking on this
matter: “That word love to which ill-natured
“Spinoza never used the word anima (soul),
persons went out of their way to submit to
which might evoke a reality independent of the body,
all kind of generalizations, to all possible
corruptions (filial love, divine love, patriotic
but only the word mens (spirit).”
love, etc.) it is useless to say that we return it
to its strict and menacing meaning—that of
the total affection to a human being, based
on the imperious recognition of the truth,
or not—a characteristic attributed to my people: that of
of our truth ‘in a soul and in a body’ that are the soul and the
delighting in an endless pilpul (“pepper” in Hebrew, connotbody of this being.” Spinoza’s view was not very different:
ing sharp analysis)—that is to say, to dwell in interminable
“Love is nothing else than pleasure accompanied by the idea
questioning, in taking nothing for granted.
of an external cause.”
I also believe in a basic tenet of Jewish thinking concerning
The age-old and universally disseminated myth of an
the holistic dimension of love. This was expressed both by
androgynous creator god is only an esoteric metaphor for the
Spinoza when he affirmed that “desire is the very essence of
most deeply ingrained psychological urge: to reconstitute the
man” and by Judah Abravanel, who stressed not only that love
unity of one’s split personality—a process that Jung termed
is “supremely necessary . . . being the source of all wisdom”
individuation, the word being taken here in its etymological
but also pointed out that corporal and spiritual love are two
meaning of in-dividuus, “undivided.” The belief in a divinity
aspects of the same phenomenon: “Love and desire and are
alien to us gave rise to an artificial duality that denied the
not separated . . . love has its prior and essential being in the
profound unity of being. Delegating creative, intellectual, and
intellectual world and thence is extended to the corporal.”
decisional power to a divinity extraneous to oneself meant
After all that is to be said is said, I delight in the answer
giving up autonomous thinking. In the long run, this might
that Pierre Simon Laplace gave to Emperor Napoleon when—
have caused the end of civilization. How close we came to it
presented with Laplace’s ponderous work Traité de mécanique
may be gauged by the planetary genocide Christianity actually
celeste (Treatise of Celestial Mechanics)—Napoleon remarked:
attempted with its Crusades and the Inquisition and by Islam’s
“Monsieur Laplace, they tell me you have written this large
more recent efforts under its concept of holy war (jihad).
book on the system of the universe, and have never even
Happily for my own ethical standards, the Hebrew religion
mentioned its Creator.’’ Laplace’s blunt answer: “Sir, I have
shuns proselytism. As a matter of fact, it is very difficult for a
never been in need of this hypothesis.”
non-Jew to convert: the novice needs to spend at least two
years studying Hebrew and the Tanakh (the so-called Old
Testament that is neither old nor a testament) before becoming eligible.
Popular wisdom reminds us that “facts are stubborn
things.” Let us recall just a few of the incontrovertible facts
Arturo Schwarz is an art historian, an essayist, and a poet. He has
that nullify the concept of a creative god. Among the recent
lectured at leading universities and art academies and museums worldconquests of the human mind that, each in their own way,
wide. He has curated major art exhibitions and authored monographs on
have done away with the very notion of the necessity for a
André Breton, Marcel Duchamp, and Man Ray in addition to his more
deus ex machina are the discovery of the Big Bang, accountthan fifty books.
ing for the existence of the universe; Einstein’s theory of
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Why I Am Not an Agnostic
Barbara Smoker

“S

ome forms of atheism,” Karl Popper declared in 1969,
“are arrogant and ignorant and should be rejected,
but agnosticism—to admit that we don’t know and
to search—is all right.” Two decades earlier, having finally
abandoned the Catholic faith in which I was raised and with it
all religion, I would have agreed with him. Indeed, at the time

managing to rid myself of my childhood theistic indoctrination
involved sufficient search, through thinking, reading, listening,
and debating to last me for life. We are not expected to keep
a lifelong open mind on such hypotheses as the existence of
Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy, so why should we make an
exception in the case of God? That hypothesis, like those other
children’s stories, is simply adduced, without
due evidence, by dissembling (or deluded)
authorities.
I do not deny that it is impossible to be 100
percent
certain that there was no conscious,
“My years of mental turmoil before managing
supernatural
omnipotence behind the creto rid myself of my childhood theistic indoctrination
ation of the material universe and of life—that
involved sufficient search, through thinking, reading,
is, the Deists’ idea of God—but we can be 100
percent certain that He (to use the traditional
listening, and debating to last me for life.”
pronoun for God!) could not possibly be simultaneously omnipotent and beneficent, as supposed in the Abrahamic theology. (Is God willing to prevent evil but not able? Then he is not
I tended to describe my emerging philosophical position as
omnipotent. Is he able but not willing? Then he is malevolent.)
agnostic. After all, since, by derivation, atheism means “without
The label “agnostic,” however, is generally taken to mean
God” and agnosticism “without knowledge (of God),” there is
agnostic about the existence of just such an impossible god—a
really no difference in meaning between the two terms—so
god that, contrary to all human experience, cares about our
why not choose the one that has the less dogmatic tone?
welfare and that of other sentient creatures. I felt unable to
As time went on, however, I realized that “agnostic” was
continue sitting on the fence about the existence of this imposgenerally taken to mean sitting on the fence, an uncomfortsible sort of putative creator. I simply had to come down on the
able position to maintain. I felt I had to come down on one
atheistic side.
side or the other. And, since it is the tone of synonyms rather
than the derivation of each that determines the general comBarbara Smoker is a British freethought and humanist activist. For twenprehension of one’s meaning, and I am “arrogant” enough to
ty-five years, she was the president of the UK’s National Secular Society,
want to make my position clear, I soon jettisoned the more
formerly chaired the British Voluntary Euthanasia Society (now Dignity in
nebulous label.
Dying), and is current honorary vice president of the Gay and Lesbian
With regard to Popper’s insistence on continuing to “search,”
Humanist Association (GALHA).
surely enough is enough. My years of mental turmoil before
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1

Why I Am Not a Catholic
Lynn Little

I

am no longer a Catholic because it defies reason. And while
I feel so very lucky to have escaped, I’m angry that it took me
several decades.
My “religious education” began at the “age of reason.”
What irony, when reason is the first thing the religious set out
to destroy. On the outside, I had a “normal” childhood. On the
inside, I was a terrified mess. I learned that I was bad and that
I must keep track of all my sins so I could confess them to a
priest in a dark box. It was scary and later
humiliating: me, a girl, confessing “impure
thoughts” to a celibate male! (Was that
not sexual child abuse, if nowhere near as
horrific as the many incidents that others
experienced that also included physical
violation?) But it was learning about hell
that hurt the worst: if you died with an
unconfessed mortal sin on your soul, you
a priest
would go there forever.
Years later, when I’d try to articulate the
pain of being Catholic, people would say,
“You believed all that?” or “You were so
gullible!”—usually accompanied by incredulous laughter. A more serious response would be, “Your faith
is immature.”
Okay, mea culpa. I did believe all that.
Once, as a young child, I kept my eye on my dear mother
for a whole year to see if she’d “make her Easter duty” (that is,
fulfill the obligation to attend Mass on Easter Sunday). When
she failed (then regarded as a mortal sin), I “knew” she was
going to go to hell after she died. This was beyond appalling
on so many levels: how dared I spy on, then judge, the one
person who loved and cared for me the most in the world? The
only person who came to try to comfort me on those nights I

sobbed in fear because I “knew” I was going to hell because I
had “doubted”? Yet, I couldn’t trust her words; only my teachers knew the truth about such things!
Of course, the real truth is that my mother had more wisdom about love and life in her little finger than that whole
arrogant, ignorant institution ever did—or will.
Fortunately, like many others, I had a brief respite from
terror when I went off to college. There were so many distrac-

“I learned that I was bad and that I must keep
track of all my sins so I could confess them to
in a dark box. It was scary and later humiliating.”

tions: new things to do, see, and learn; meeting new people;
falling in love. Then I met my future husband, and we decided
to marry. The priest in his home parish refused to marry us
because we didn’t want a full Mass. (More accurately, I didn’t
want one; I didn’t want to be a hypocrite and pretend to
be a “good Catholic” when I wasn’t.) Fortunately, we found
another priest, married in a church without the Mass, had
children, and then what did we do? We baptized them, and,
when it was time, sent them to Sunday school! (I’ve since
apologized, and they’ve forgiven me.) At the time, the people
in our parish were so nice, the priest so nice—I resolved to try
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to be a good Catholic again, too.
As I prepared to return to the fold, I asked the dear woman
trying to help me, “So . . . the Eucharist . . . it’s like a metaphor,
right?”
“Oh no!” she said, alarm in her voice and eyes. But a
moment later, she asked, “Do you believe Jesus comes to us
in a special way during Communion?”
I twisted my battle-scarred brain every which way until I
could answer, truthfully, “Y-y-y-yes.”
Whew! I was Catholic again—or I was after confession
and Communion. And I was so happy!—until I wasn’t, again,
because I couldn’t believe, again, and had something akin to
posttraumatic stress disorder, again. Shaking with fear, I knew
all over again that I was going to hell forever after I died.

“Shaking with fear, I knew all over again
that I was going to hell forever after I died.”

Finally, I had a mini-breakdown. I told my husband, “I
can’t do this!” and stopped going to church again. This time
it stuck, though it would be another decade or more before
I was completely free from random episodes of shaking terror. Those episodes only occurred when my energy-draining
efforts to suppress them failed. Compared to being consciously aware all the time that I was going to hell, I considered this a great improvement.
Some might balk when I call religious education “torture.”
But what else would you call making someone betray her
own perception of reality by using fear and threats of severe,
everlasting pain? How else could a person be made to believe
that a priest, just by saying some words, turns a host into the
literal body of a man who lived millennia before? Or that
missing Mass, eating meat on Friday (now only a sin during
Lent), not making your “Easter Duty,” or using birth control
are all on par with committing murder? (Unless those sins
have changed, too?)
I want to blame the Catholic Church for all unnecessary pain
in my life, but that would be wrong. Maybe my bouts with
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depression and terror were organic. Maybe they had nothing to
do with my being taught that I was bad, worthless, constantly
sinning—and let’s not forget that hell thing. But what if, just
hypothetically, those “teachings” not only contributed to but
directly caused my misery? Convince me, if you can, that there’s
no connection between soaking innocent minds in the most
pornographically violent concept ever devised and later acts of
monstrous violence that bring in their wake pain and suffering
suspiciously reminiscent of hell.
Which damages a young mind more, I wonder: the horrors
of hell themselves or the excruciating mind-twisting needed to
believe that an “all-loving,” “all-powerful” deity would allow
them?
I often joke, “Amnesty International, where were you when
I needed you?” But I am deadly serious when I ask, now:
“Mental health professionals, where are you in all this?”
Why do you follow society’s dictate to “respect” all religions, only calling something “abuse” when it’s sexual
in nature or causes visible scars? When you strive to
diagnose and cure a person’s mental illness, why can’t
(or won’t) you start with the set of delusional beliefs a
person had the misfortune to be born into? Could you
at least speak out against society’s ludicrous requirement that anyone wanting to hold public office must
belong to a religion—who cares which?
Oh, right. Sorry. You’d be out of work fast.
I am not a Catholic because it defies reason and
because I’m lucky. First, though the man I married was
also raised Catholic, he not only supported me but
eventually accompanied me on my long, painful journey. Second, I was born in a time when atheists, though still
reviled, have more support than ever. Happily—at least, as of
this writing—they can no longer be burned at the stake.
I also know this. If I were an all-powerful, all-loving deity,
I wouldn’t let a single creature suffer for a second, let alone
eternity. And I certainly wouldn’t let thousands of religions
spring up, each filled with members feeling superior to all
others and gloating that only they know the truth. Sure, most
modern religions have stopped slaughtering each other, but
every one of them must, often with great kindness and the
best of intentions, continue to maim minds, over and over,
just to keep themselves alive.
Truthful churches should display this sign: “All reason
abandon, ye who enter here.” But you don’t have to stay.
Reason can get you out.

Lynn Little is a writer by avocation who is currently working as a
registered nurse.

The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1

Why I Am Not a Muslim
Reef al-Khalil

W

hat changed my mind about Islam? I’d like to think
that my mind changed me.
My earliest memory—or at least my most emotionally pungent—was watching human blood trickling into
an open sewer in Karbala, Iraq. The country was then a year
away from Saddam Hussein’s attempt to annex a neighboring
country and thirteen years away from his statue being pulled
to the ground by American tanks. It was Ashura, commemorated by Shia Muslims as the day that Muhammad’s grandson Hussain Ibn Ali martyred himself, his troops, and their
families on the swords of the armies of the Syrian King Yazid,
who had attempted to change the Sunnah (the teachings of
Muhammad) in the seventh century. On Ashura in some parts
of the Islamic world, men walk through the streets atoning
for the death of Hussain by flagellating their own bodies with
chains that are sometimes attached to blades. I remember
watching this in Karbala and even then thinking about the
pointlessness of the whole spectacle.
When I grew older, I attributed the similarities between
Shia self-mutilation and the self-crucifixion of Filipino
Catholics at Easter time to coincidence, and not—as I would
yet later learn—that literal and servile interpretations of IronAge fictions tend to mimic one another.
The day the Twin Towers fell, I was living in Canada.
Morning classes at my university were cancelled. I ran back
to my dorm room and watched the footage of the collapse
over and over again. Shattering despair almost overwhelmed
me. That night, in the prayer room of the Muslim Students’
Association, the young imam paranoiacally warned his panicked congregation (of which I felt like a sham member) that
the white man’s gaze would result in a calculated witch-hunt
of all the Muslim students on campus. The imam’s predicted
witch-hunt never came, but growing concern about the politically correct way to deal with Islamic reactionaries began to
threaten any honest discourse about religion in my classes.
I remember being in a political science class and losing my
temper because a fellow student had (correctly) claimed that
Muhammad had the “sketchy” habit of marrying young girls.
At the time I still considered myself a Muslim. I angrily told the
presenter that his use of the word sketchy was offensive—in
that idiotic way that people say, “to me as a Muslim”—even
though he’d used it accurately. That moment and that
diatribe are things I feel remorse for, because my sense of

outrage cannot be measured purely by the force with which
I feel it.
I remember watching Christopher Hitchens and Stephen
Fry debate religion with Archbishop John Onaiyekan and
Ann Widdecombe and finding myself moved by Hitchens’s
sincerity in defending Fry against the barbaric ideas that
would condemn his friend for his sexuality. “Hitch” would
later describe the fatwa against his friend Salman Rushdie
as the moment when the fog between everything he loved
and hated would lift. In Hitch-22, he wrote that the role of
the public intellectual was to argue for complexity, yet when
the time came, to argue for simplicity to avoid obfuscating
things. The divide between the literal and the ironic was for
me the divide between my friends and my enemies; of barbarism, despair, and the toxic union of self-pity, self-hatred, and
self-righteousness going against fatherhood, friendship, comedy, intellectual curiosity, movies, rock ’n’ roll, even the all-important mini-skirt: all the things that collectively gave—and
still give—me the fleeting feeling that life does have a point.
I consider myself an atheist, an a-Deist, and an anti-theist.
I consider all religions to be part of the same unnecessary fiction about a prime mover in the creation of the universe. And
I find the bleating proselytisms of the Abrahamic religions, in
particular, poisonous and insulting to our relationships with
one another and the natural world.
Outside my window, the city recovers from a snowstorm.
The gray, wet sidewalks that once saw solitary walkers and
people waiting for the bus after the late-night shift now
stand witness to salt stains and scraped knees. The sun peeks
through the clouds today; there is small talk around the office
about spring. Louis Pasteur once observed that chance only
occurs to the prepared mind. I’d like to take issue with that,
because one might think that it involves a conscious will to
get somewhere in particular. I left religion because I never
thought I had a choice—everything I love versus everything I
hated: where’s the choice in that?
My memories have the curious ability to contort themselves
into narratives, and so, mutato nomine et de te fabula narrator—
change only the names and this story is about you.
Reef al-Khalil lives in the gray port city of Saint John, New Brunswick,
Canada. He divides his time between being a father, watching movies,
reading fat books, and grumbling all through the Christmas season.
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Why I Am Not a
Seventh-day Adventist
Ray Garton

I

t’s often said that the fastest way to become an atheist is
to read the Bible. While there’s truth to that statement, it’s
an oversimplification. Becoming an atheist doesn’t happen
overnight. For me, it’s been a lifelong process.
I was raised in a family of Seventh-day Adventists, members of an apocalyptic cult that has a nightmare scenario laid
out for the “last days” in which the cult will be the target of
persecution, first in the United States, then globally.

“Becoming an atheist doesn’t happen overnight.
For me, it’s been a lifelong process.”

Ellen G. White (1827–1915), the founder and “prophet”
of Adventism—or, as I prefer to call it, being a stickler for
accuracy, “Sadventism”—wrote stacks of books about the
“visions” God gave her. Among those visions was the “prophecy” of the “Sunday law,” which is the focal point of the
last-days scenario. It goes like this: all mainstream Christianity
follows the “beast” of Revelation—the Catholic Church—by
worshipping on Sunday. Sadventists (confused about the
difference between Christians and Jews—no pork or shellfish
for either, by the way) worship on Saturday according to the
fourth commandment. One day, or perhaps later this afternoon, the Sunday-keepers will take over the U.S. government
and legislate Sunday as a day of worship for all. Devious
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back-room deals are being made in secret even now! The
Sadventists will then become the scapegoats for everything
bad that happens because they refuse to worship on Sunday.
They’ll be hunted down, imprisoned, tortured, and executed.
(No mention of Jews or Muslims or just plain nonbelievers in
this scenario—America wasn’t quite so diverse back then.)
As far back as I can remember in my life, I was terrified of
this happening. Whenever a television show was interrupted
for a “special news bulletin,” I had a panic attack
as I waited to see if Walter Cronkite was about to
announce the “Sunday law.” My parents thought that
I was afraid because I enjoyed watching horror movies
on television (no movie theaters for Sadventists) and
reading scary comic books and novels. That wasn’t
it. I used to lie awake at night—as a small child,
remember—trying to think of quick, painless ways
to kill myself when the “time of trouble” started so
that I wouldn’t have to go through it. When I slept, I
dreamed of being hunted down by Sunday-keepers.
The horror movies and books were a fun vacation
from my normal state of abject terror. Oddly, my parents
allowed them, even though fiction was forbidden by White
(God showed her that reading it causes insanity and physical
paralysis). But my parents constantly reminded me that I was
making Jesus cry and Satan had me by the nose—that I was
bad.
I attended Sadventist schools from first grade into college.
Sadventism was all I knew, and its teachings were reinforced
by everyone around me, young and old. It wasn’t a matter of
being convinced; it was a matter of not knowing anything
else. My interest in the wrong movies, books, and television
shows made me an ongoing “project” among friends, teachers, pastors, and especially my parents. I was constantly told
how hard the devil was working on me, that he was in me,

The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1

threats. It was a horror novel—worse, an erotic horror novel—
that there was something very wrong with me.
called Seductions. Sadventism teaches that fiction in general
I was a child, so I believed it. I learned very early to hate
is wicked, so you can imagine its attitude toward horror ficmyself. I’m almost fifty as I write this, and I’ve discovered
tion. I became depressed and began drinking heavily. I spent
that if something like that is part of your worldview from the
beginning, it’s difficult to turn off even after
you know better. The cult’s teachings and the
behavior of its members—especially my parents—damaged me in ways that will be with
me in one form or another until I die.
At the same time, even while I was swal“I used to lie awake at night . . . trying to think of quick,
lowing all this—and being traumatized by
it—it didn’t make sense to me. I had so many
painless ways to kill myself when the ‘time of trouble’ started
questions, but they didn’t go over well. My
so that I wouldn’t have to go through it.”
questions were many, but they’re best exemplified by my reaction to the story of Abraham
and Isaac from the book of Genesis.
God tells Abraham to take his son Isaac to a
mountain, bind him, and sacrifice him to God
like an animal. I was told by teachers and pasyears in a fog. But I came out of it. Then I decided to learn for
tors that Abraham was “saddened” by this, but the Bible does
myself what I did and did not believe.
not agree. Abraham doesn’t question God or even hesitate.
I didn’t set out to find reasons not to believe. If anything, I
He takes his trusting, unwitting boy to the mountain, binds
sought to find any shred of truth I could in the things I’d been
him, and raises the knife. In the instant before Abraham comtaught. The conclusion I reached was that I could not believe
mits murder, God stops him and says he just wanted to see if
things that didn’t make sense, that contradicted themselves,
Abraham really loved him.
and that always, always made me the bad guy.
I was horrified by this story because I immediately put
I had not been given a choice in this as a child. No one
myself in Isaac’s position. My father was physically abusive,
asked me if I wanted to be a Seventh-day Adventist, and
so it wasn’t a great stretch. The Bible story doesn’t give a
the only other option I was ever given was damnation.
thought to Isaac’s experience or reaction. But when I read it,
Sadventism or a lake of fire—that’s free will? My long search
I was Isaac, which led me to question the “love” of a god who
revealed why no one ever asked: because even a child, if given
would ask someone to do such a thing, to say nothing of the
the choice, would say no.
“love” of a father who would unhesitatingly do it.
The reason so many people look forward to a place called
I was told this was a beautiful example of God’s love. That
“heaven”—which they have no reason to believe exists except
made no sense to me. It awakened me to the possibility that
that an old collection of barbaric books and their clergymen
God might one day ask me to kill someone I cared about to
tell them it does—is that their religious beliefs have made
show my love for him. Or that he might tell someone else to
them so miserable. There is no love, peace, or happiness in
prove their love for him by killing me. This would be perfectly
believing you’re such a horrible person that you made God
in keeping with what everyone around me believed. This
kill himself.
would not be shocking or horrifying. It would simply be God
But as scams go, it’s pretty spectacular.
being God.
When I expressed my feelings about this story, the
responses all suggested something I’d already heard a lot—
Ray Garton is the best-selling author of Live Girls and Crucifax (1987 and
that there was something very wrong with me because I
1988 respectively, both available from E-Reads Books), as well as dozcouldn’t see all the shiny love inherent in this nightmarish
ens of other novels of horror and suspense. He has received the Grand
tale. I still don’t see it.
Master Award from the World Horror Convention. This essay is adapted
There was so much cognitive dissonance in my life that
from one that appeared under the title “I Was a Child, So I Believed” in
thinking became difficult. The publication of my first novel
The American Rationalist.
resulted in the loss of friends, harassment, vandalism, and
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
and Why I Am a Humanist
Todd Stiefel

A

t age eighteen, I attended an all-boys Catholic high
school wearing a gold cross attached to a necklace. Of
course, in the homophobic halls of religious instruction,
this jewelry would never be called a necklace. We labeled
such an adornment with the more macho-sounding “chain.”
At the time, the irony of “chaining” myself with a cross was
lost on me.
Those were the days of feeling the spirit while attending
school-sponsored religious retreats. One was an amazing
emotional roller-coaster called “The Encounter.” While there,
we were peer-pressured to confess our most painful thoughts

gry, because little food was provided. We were exhausted as
well, because they kept us up late and woke us early. Yet, for
a few days, it was worth it to experience spiritual exultation.
I most certainly did not see the parallels to the tools of brainwashing . . . yet.
I found myself believing and praying while my skeptical
nature rested in hibernation—not dead but not alert either.
I knew that I doubted what I was taught more than most of
my friends, and I definitely seemed to ask more questions.
I found the answers good enough to put off probing too
deeply but poor enough to sustain a lingering sense of uncertainty. My inquiries dodged the big picture and
instead focused on pieces of the puzzle. I was
up for tackling bizarre, obvious myths of the Old
Testament, but I simply was not prepared to dig
into the examination of the existence of God.
“I found myself believing and praying while my skeptical
Perhaps this was because my identity included
nature rested in hibernation—not dead but not alert either.”
sporting Jesus around my neck.
In hindsight, it appears that my subconscious
was already tackling the big question. I clearly
recall creating a stir as a result of my salutatorian graduation speech. A part of me spoke the
publicly, bonding with each other as we shared the darkest
unspoken to a theater full of proud Roman Catholic parents:
parts of our minds. Imagine teen boys dropping their alpha“Regardless of whether or not you believe in God, someone
male facades and crying as we took turns revealing emotional
or something gave us everything we have, made us who we
horrors and feelings of inadequacy. The most memorable
are.” This tribute of gratitude to my parents fascinates me in
story was that of a friend revealing his father’s descent into
retrospect. At a time when I still believed in the divine, I used
madness.
my farewell to Marist Brothers education as an opportunity
It was okay, though; the leaders helped rebuild us with
to project my theistic doubts on the audience. While I was
Jesus as our support. Plus, we had games and music to lighten
not ready to address the question of whether I believed in
the mood. It was a fantastic feeling of brotherhood, being
God, I was ready to tip the hand of my religious incredulity by
recognizing theistic doubt—not in myself, but in the crowd.
together for something so powerful. Sure, we were all hun-
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The Faith I Left Behind, Part 1

It was not long before I began to answer the questions,
to them. I finally recognized that my religion was no different.
this time with the benefit of neutral educational resources.
Catholicism is no more true or false than any other religion.
As a Duke University undergrad, I chose to take an elective in
After my Old Testament course, I embraced the term agnostic.
Old Testament history. I was amazed to hear many things that
I looked on the world with fresh eyes, free from the bias of reliwere never presented in my four years of required religious
gious presumption. I was enlightened. But I was also disgusted.
study during high school. It seemed more than coincidence
Free from my rose-colored faith goggles, I was better able to see
that I had not been taught about the ancient pagan origins
the tragedies created by religious extremism. I was horrified by
of many of the Bible stories, let alone how some of the exact
the offenses of the Vatican. I seriously considered founding a
religion without dogma, supernaturalism, or authority.
phrases in the Old Testament are taken from previously existA decade after I became an agnostic, I was turned on to
ing myths. I found out that there is absolutely no extra-biblical
the writings of the “new atheists” by a customer of my famevidence for the Jewish enslavement in Egypt or the Exodus.
ily’s business. I realized that the word atheist applied to me
My Catholic education certainly did not teach me about
as well. I had not known if there was a god or not, but I had
how the Ugarit gods were inherited by the early Israelites. I
had not been taught how the Jewish Yahweh
was closely associated with El, the king of the
Ugarit pantheon. It was at Duke that I first
learned that El ruled over a court of less powerful deities in just the way Psalm 82 speaks of
Yahweh ruling over an assembly of lesser gods.
“. . . I simply was not prepared to dig into the examination
I was shocked to learn that my Yahweh was
of the existence of God. Perhaps this was because my
simply one of many competing local MiddleEastern war gods, different primarily in that his
identity included sporting Jesus around my neck.”
adherents switched from polytheism to monotheism. I learned that this process started in
order to promote the idea that Yahweh was
superior to the many other gods mentioned
in the Bible. Eventually, it led to a denial of
also not believed that there was. I continued my reading and
the existence of other gods altogether. These monotheistic
found that the religion I had considered founding already
religious memes were violently intolerant of other gods and
existed. It was not a religion at all; it was an alternative:
beliefs, which made them far superior in demanding replicahumanism. I had been a humanist for over ten years without
tion of themselves and the destruction of opposing memes.
even knowing that there was a word for my belief system.
I asked myself how I came to believe in Yahweh. I realized
Humanism exchanges fear for a free mind. It rejects
it was simply an accident of history. The Israeli god’s followreligion’s hunger for power and instead empowers the
ers slaughtered their enemies and spread their religion by
individual. It condemns theocracy and embraces secularism.
forceful intolerance of other faiths. Which god the Israelites
Humanists are accountable to humanity, not to a deity. We
believed in did not matter; he was just one of thousands. If a
give our lives meaning through how we live them. We reject
different tribe had been more successful, their invisible lord
violence as a means to spread beliefs. Humanism respects
would have been the one that survived to be adopted by the
people, not ideas. We accept science, not supernaturalism.
early Christians. In turn, if Constantine had chosen a different
Humanism flourishes with free inquiry at the expense of
deity to inspire his soldiers to conquest, Christianity would not
dogma. We thrive on love, equality, and compassion.
have flourished in the Roman Empire.
Ultimately, I am not a Catholic because I am a humanist.
I came to understand that my god was simply the one
that had been passed down to me by my ancestors. I was the
descendant of people who had been subjugated by followers
of El/Yahweh/Jesus. My god was not even the original one;
he was just the modern form of gods that had merged and
Todd Stiefel is the founder and president of the Stiefel Freethought
evolved over millennia. He was a god that was predated by
Foundation, the primary sponsor of the 2012 Reason Rally. He is the
the gods of hundreds of cultures. My god was younger than
cohost of the Humanist Hour podcast and the winner of several humanist
the pyramids. I had always accepted that all other religions
awards.
simply believed in false deities that had been handed down
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Why I Am Not a Magical Thinker
Jessica Friday

T

he Man Behind the Curtain barely ever existed in my
world.
For a blink in time in middle school I was a Christian,
having caught the holy spirit of Jesus at a Presbyterian church
retreat in the woods in Kansas. Hands in the air, a song on my
lips—hallelujah, I was saved! Like most exits from energy-filled
revivals, the feeling of grace left me before I got home.
It took me a much longer time to fully divest myself of
the idea of Christianity and longer yet to disentangle myself
from the idea of a single, supernatural unifying presence in

Or so I initially assumed. “Thoughts, both negative and
positive, become things”: I don’t know how I didn’t recognize this as a dead ringer for the Christian “Pray about it.”
“Bad things happen to you because you thought them into
being”: I don’t know how I didn’t recognize this as self-flagellation on the scale of the Catholics. “Let it go, send it out
into the Universe!”: I don’t know how I didn’t recognize this
as the same Christian false comfort, “Don’t worry, it’s in God’s
hands.”
It was magical thinking, and I felt magical. Surely, I could
make anything happen just by willing it into existence. Except that it didn’t work that way. Saying you
won an iPad, even telling everyone you know that you
did, doesn’t win you an iPad. But maybe I just needed
to keep reading to unlock the secrets of the universe.
Again, I don’t know how I didn’t recognize this as an
“On my way out of Christianity, I discovered the
equivalent to the Christian “God is speaking, you’re
philosophies of Deepak Chopra and the many-armed
just not listening.” But there I was, believing it all.
monster of New Thought.”
iPad-less and confused, I opened up The God
Delusion by Richard Dawkins and found a philosophy
so simple and relieving that I knew that I had finally
come home. There is no evidence for God or magic,
and pseudoscience is just that: fake science. I could
think thoughts and have them be my own? I could
think even a negative thought, and the universe
the universe. On my way out of Christianity, I discovered the
wouldn’t shoot out a lightning bolt in my direction? Science
philosophies of Deepak Chopra and the many-armed monster
can replace religion? I was free. That statement isn’t strong
of New Thought. Inspiring and practical ideas such as “Words
enough: I had never in my life felt so liberated. My transcenchange the shape of water crystals!” and “Energies sent forth
dental arm-waving in the woods of Kansas did not touch the
from your body change the world!” would be my new relifeeling I’d just gained with my newly found atheism. Never
gion. What a break from Christianity! New Thought was all
had I noticed the trees around me in such detail. I delved into
about the self and the power of the mind. It was guilt-free,
mathematics and physics, determined to learn the languages
positive, and uplifting, and there was no pesky God watching
of the universe: the real universe of actual particles and eleover you and making you feel guilty.
ments and matter.
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to go ten per day through Thanksgiving to cover all of them.
I tentatively shared my ideas with people around me,
Nine hundred and fifty children were left with one parent.
and the one question that stumped me was this: What’s so
And these numbers are just from a single firm. They do not
wrong with religion if it makes people feel better? It was a
account for the 2,338 other immediate deaths on that day.
good question. Imagine someone who goes to church on
These people, these men and women, these wives and
Sundays merely because it gives hope. He or she does not
husbands and sons and daughters and parents were not by
believe in the hand-waving or tongues-speaking, maybe not
any measure done with what they were “meant to accomeven in what the Bible says. He or she is there merely because
it gives comfort. Or say someone with a spiritual
philosophy has found great benefit from thinking
in a more positive way—why should anyone stop
doing that?
A conversation between an astrophysicist and a
cartoonist gave me my answer. I listened intently
as Seth MacFarlane, creator of Family Guy, talked
“. . . I opened up The God Delusion by
about the events of September 11, 2001, with Neil
deGrasse Tyson. MacFarlane, an affirmed atheist,
Richard Dawkins and found a philosophy so simple
narrowly missed boarding the plane that ended up
and relieving that I knew that I had finally come home.”
crashing into the North Tower of the World Trade
Center. Tyson pointed out that most people would
have taken missing the flight as proof of God’s existence, of his benevolent, saving grace. MacFarlane
explained that he’d missed flights before, and he’d
miss them again; this was just one of those rare
times where one got a chance to see the alternaplish.” Though I cannot begin to lay claim to the emotions
tive path life could have taken. I brought this story up to my
and feelings of the victims’ families, I think that such an idea
family, complete with MacFarlane’s explanation of why he
would cut deeply. “It’s okay that your relatives are dead; they
did not take it as a sign that he had been purposely spared.
had already completed what they were meant to accomplish.
This was the response I received: “Or he survived because he
Go on raising your motherless and fatherless children in the
must not have accomplished yet everything he was meant to
knowledge that the Universe and God have it under control.”
accomplish.”
With that realization, I finally understood what Primo Levi
I took a moment to run the words through my head. Then I
meant. If God existed, he would spit at such an idea.
felt like I had been slapped. This was exactly the kind of thing
Thoughts become things? Indeed. The thought that some
that I used to think, something that used to bring me great
grand meaning could be divined from the murders of nearly
comfort. Don’t worry, there is a reason. I took a breath, and
three thousand people does become a thing: it becomes
then stated the corollary to the statement. “Surely you don’t
absolution for the devoutly religious men who carried out
mean that the people who did die had completed what they
the murders. If we comfort ourselves with the idea that those
were ‘meant’ to accomplish?”
three thousand people had completed all that they were
Then came the stunning reply: “Maybe they had.”
meant to contribute to this world, then the devastating crime
Two weeks after this conversation, I found myself reading
itself becomes less cutting. We settle for injustice, fall prey to
the story of Cantor Fitzgerald, the firm that lost 658 employrelativism, and lay down our swords in the fight against evil.
ees on September 11, 2001. Anyone who was in the office
Magical thinking poisons everything. Magical thinking
by 8:50 am that day died. These people accounted for 75
protects and insulates. It absolves and exculpates. It wounds
percent of the firm’s employees. That means three out of
and destroys. That is why I am not a magical thinker.
every four workers never came home. Most Cantor employees
were under forty years old, young men and women with new
families. Thirty-eight of the women were pregnant, fourteen
Jessica Friday is bravely enjoying her newly found atheism in the state
for the first time. An estimated quarter of a million people
of Texas, where she works daily at defeating magical thinking. In her
attended the memorials of those 658 victims in a procession
spare time, she makes handwoven goods for her business, Jack Friday.
of funerals that started the Sunday after the attacks and had

secularhumanism.org

February/March 2014

Free Inquiry

29

Why I Am Not a Christian
or a Theist
Steven C. Lowe

I

was raised by parents who attended the United Methodist
Church. I was baptized and joined the church in my own
right as an early teen, but I seldom went to church as an
adult or even thought much about it while I was busy going
to school, being a Peace Corps volunteer, and building a
twenty-year career with telephone companies. But when
an early retirement opened lots of “free”-thinking time for
me—and with the Internet streamlining the gratification of
any intellectual curiosity—I started to explore. I was intrigued
and excited to discover the wealth of serious challenges to
mainstream opinions about revealed religion. I was drawn
in by the writings of George Smith, Corliss Lamont, and Paul

“Having thus freed my mind and empowered myself
think things I was always warned not to think,
I was able to look at theism . . . with new eyes,
unencumbered by social constraints and taboo.”

Kurtz, and then later, wow!, Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, and
Daniel C. Dennett appeared with unabashed criticism and viable alternative options to (and explanations for) thousands of
years of mistaken religious thinking.
After about three years, I had a breakthrough. I liberated
myself from theistic paradigms and found myself immune to
emotional appeals to believe in what, I was sure, was never
true. I became an evangelical atheist and humanist. Having
had an epiphany about my sexual orientation at age twenty-five, this “revelation”—this coming-out—felt very much
like that one. I was similarly afraid to tell my family and close
friends. I again felt like an outsider, a despised minority in
my own society. I had to find new friends, which I did, thanks
to the Center for Inquiry, the Washington Area Secular
Humanists, and the American Humanist Association. But
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this time, I felt more confident and empowered to advocate,
rather than just look for a comfortable community in which to
lead a secret life. Experience and maturity produces courage
and confidence. With the aid of a handheld blow-dryer, I was
officially de-baptized by Margaret Downey in a ritual declaration of my independence from supernatural control agents,
paternalistic postmortem justice, and social compliance with
ancient and obsolete sacred texts and churches.
Free at last, free at last. Thank reason almighty, I was free
at last!
Having thus freed my mind and empowered myself to
think things I was always warned not to think, I was able
to look at theism and particularly Christian theism
in a new light—with new eyes, unencumbered by
social constraints and taboos. Eventually, I noticed
many parallels between the relationship a believer
to
has with God and that of a child with his or her
parents. A child experiences and perceives his or her
parents as all-powerful, all-loving, and all-knowing;
the source of all things; a savior from fear and want;
the ultimate judge, arbiter, teacher, and rule giver;
in other words, in much the same way a Christian
would describe his or her God!
Both God and parents are perceived by the
believer or a child as:
• all-knowing—omniscient—the ultimate explainer of all
mysteries;
• all-powerful—omnipotent—the ultimate cause of all events;
• present everywhere—omnipresent and always available;
• calming—removing discomfort and stress;
• immutable, constant and unchanging; something to be
relied upon and trusted;
• all-giving;
• all-loving;
• always right;
• the beginning and cause of everything;
• a merged subjective (emotional) and objective (physical)
experience;
• the creator of oneself and the world (a literal truth for a child!);

• immanent, inside, a part of oneself, inseparable (true for
children, prior to individuation which occurs between age
one and two years); and
• the ultimate judge, providing rules, laws, awards, and punishments.
The nearly parallel perception of God by a Christian and
of the parent by an infant are so striking as to tempt one to
posit a hypothesis that one is the precursor or model for the
other. The Christian relationship with God is modeled on, and
mimics, the early-childhood relationship with parents. Every
infant experiences his or her parents as gods, and
this experience, being satisfying, pleasurable, and
indeed essential, is, later in life, longed for by some.
It can be re-experienced again and again by adults
through prayer, faith, and attending church rituals,
which create an environment that provokes this
satisfying and temporary regression into an infantile
paradigm or view of the world.
Religious practices promote a kind of virtual or
psychological return to the universal initial human
experience: that of a dependent infant. Religion tries to recreate the feelings of the infantile paradigm—a dependent
child and an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving, alwaysright, perfect parent. It is a return to an experience that every
human has as an infant and child—that of being completely
dependent, loved, and provided for in a happy, contented,
wonderful world that is innocent, naïve, safe, and secure
and where every need is supplied, even anticipated, by a
caregiver. (See M. D. Faber’s book, The Psychological Roots of
Religious Behavior: Searching for Angels and the Parent-God,
Prometheus Books, 2004.)
This state needs a name. I call it “Dependicitis” or “Dependi
philia”: the attraction to, or a preference for, being dependent as opposed to independent.
Unlike other imaginary friends of childhood who fade with
maturity, the imaginary Christian God, perceived as a loving
parent, is promoted, maintained, taught, and encouraged by
adult Christian parents in front of their children. God becomes
a substitute parent, replacing the caregiver of infancy and
early childhood: protecting, rescuing, loving, feeding, answering all questions, providing justice and rules of behavior. God
and parents are always right and always available. I call this
emotional attraction to, the need for and dependence on a
parent “Parentiphilia” or conversely “Solophobia”: the fear of
being alone, independent, or being parentless.
Theism itself is a kind of psychological neoteny: the retention of juvenile psychological traits—dependency and powerlessness, the need for constant guidance and security from
a powerful provider—into adulthood. The Christian religion
promotes an exaggerated sense of guilt (from the commis-

sion of sin) so as to sell or create demand for its main product:
forgiveness. It creates a need for a product that, it claims, only
it can provide. Guilt is the antecedent and prerequisite for
forgiveness. Without sin and guilt, there would be little need
for Christian forgiveness. More guilt means more forgiveness
is needed.
God-belief is like a drug—an addictive, psychotropic, paradigm-shifting drug—that produces feelings of well-being and
completeness. One gets “high” on God. Like alcoholics and
drug addicts, Christian theists seem to have an undeniable
and nearly insatiable appetite, a need for something that I

“Religious practices promote a kind of virtual or
psychological return to the universal initial human
experience: that of a dependent infant.”

do not need. This is why I find them so hard to understand.
Christian theists are encouraged to become addicted to
dependency, thus giving rise to “dependicism.”
When I see other adults, Christians, being constantly
thankful to an imaginary agent instead of to nature or to
each other, assuming causality where there is only circumstance, begging for assistance or forgiveness, asking for
salvation when they are not lost, reverting to the infantile
dependent state, I feel shame.
A church service seems to be a kind of group folk therapy for adults who share emotional needs and appetites
that I do not. God becomes a portable, personal therapist.
Participating in group affirmation rituals (therapy sessions),
such as church or prayer, sustains this paradigm. Surrounded
by other addicts practicing the same therapy makes the
addiction and the drug not only permissible and credible but
downright socially acceptable! Watching or being in a church
worship service makes me feel servile, childish, dependent,
wrong, angry, demeaned, like a beggar, weak, unempowered, immature, diminished, small, and insulted. I do not like
feeling like this.
In short, the reason I am not a Christian theist is . . . it
embarrasses me!
After a stint in Zaire as a math teacher with the Peace Corps, Steven
C. Lowe worked for nineteen years in telecommunications for AT&T,
Lucent, and Ayaya. He has been an activist in the humanist and freethought movement since 2001 and currently serves on the board of
directors of the Washington (D.C.) Area Secular Humanists.
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What Does The New Testament
Really Say?
Norman M. Lambert

S

ome amazing things about the New Testament often
escape notice. It has clues written in it telling us that
Jesus was not born in a miraculous way and did not work
miracles, raise the dead, or feed multitudes with a few loaves
and fishes. Furthermore, he was not resurrected. The most
amazing thing is that those who copied and recopied the
texts over the centuries could have revised them to reconcile
any contradictions, but the scribes were generally so reverent
of the sacred documents they were working with that they
duplicated them and sent them on their way, warts and all.

“. . . The New Testament can tell us much about
the growth of the Christ myth (for it is a myth).”

In truth, the New Testament can tell us much about the
growth of the Christ myth (for it is a myth). It is a myth about
an itinerant Jewish Galilean peasant preacher who, after
being crucified for some crime against the state, was felt to
be present even after his death by some groups who knew
him in life and would, more than a half century later, make
him into a god, while other groups who also knew him in life
simply kept on thinking of him as a wisdom teacher of a high
order but nothing more.
The Jesus-as-god groups, a very diverse lot, over a long
period of time were finally divorced from their parent group,
Judaism, and many years later their beliefs became the
civil religion of the Roman Empire. Along the way, disparate groups wrote their own faith stories, what we now
call “Gospels,” and four of these were brought together to
become the core of the emerging Christian faith.
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To a rational-minded person, it would seem that carefully
reading the New Testament would give rise to enough red
flags to alert anyone to the fact that the Christian myths
that run rampant in American churches today are, without
exception, totally irrational. The assertion that the four
Gospels were written by eyewitnesses to Jesus’s life alone is
unbelievable. But believers accept the Christian Scriptures as
true before they are even read. That’s the only way the many
outright contradictions can be overlooked or denied.
This article takes a different approach to studying the
Christian Scriptures. First, I will consider them in the
order in which they were written. Second, I will attempt
to acquaint readers with what the writers (and the
general population of the Mediterranean world of the
first and second centuries) would have held as common knowledge, observed, and experienced—which
would have had a tremendous impact on what they
wrote.

S

ometime in the fourth century CE, the New
Testament was culled from a variety of documents,
including letters, approximately thirty-four Gospels, and
other short works. After much infighting and deliberation,
it was canonized in the form that we find it in today. Some
of the books not included were proclaimed heretical and
condemned.
Mark’s Gospel, actually the oldest, was put second, after
Matthew, then followed by Luke and John. After that came
Acts of the Apostles, an early church history that was actually the second part of Luke’s Gospel; Luke and Acts were
originally meant to be a two-book set. The remainder comprises letters, a large number attributed to Paul and others attributed to various apostles, and finally the Book of
Revelation, an account of Jesus’s death rendered in apocalyptic style that Christians have misunderstood and misused
for centuries.

spiritual Gospel that does not reflect who Jesus was when he
John’s Gospel is less a story of Jesus and his life and times
was alive but represents the advancing Christology of one
than it is a picture of what the church’s practices and belief
group of followers that was written down around the year
system looked like in the early second century.
100 CE.
Each book and letter was written by a different perBut back to the synoptic Gospels: Almost 90 percent of
son or group, except for Luke/Acts, which had the same
Mark’s Gospel appears in Matthew, and almost 70 percent of
author(s), and Paul’s seven authentic letters—1 Thessalonians,
Mark appears in Luke. About two hundred verses not found
Galatians, Phillipians, Philemon, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians,
in Mark appear in both Matthew and Luke. Then there is
and Romans—all written by Paul in the 50s and 60s.
unique material that is found only in each of the two later
Letters attributed to Paul but written by others in order
Gospels. The overlapping material is the key to understanding
to alter some radical notions in Paul’s original letters are 1
the origin of the synoptic Gospels. The authors of Matthew
Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus, all written around 100 CE.
and Luke evidently had a copy of Mark in front of them when
Three other letters written by followers of Paul in the 70s—
they wrote their Gospels, making Mark the oldest Gospel. For
Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians—are more conserthe two hundred verses they share that Mark does not have,
vative than the authentic Paul but do not try to overturn his
egalitarian notions, such as women being church
leaders and preaching in church.
The canonical order of the books of the New
Testament itself gives rise to misconceptions. If
one were to read the books and letters in the
order in which they were written, one would
see a very definite sequence of development in
“The canonical order of the books of the
church doctrine. Who Jesus is and who he becomes
New Testament itself gives rise to misconceptions.
changes as time goes by and as document after
If one were to read the books and letters in the order in
document is created. For example, some of the
earliest writings are Paul’s letters from the 50s and
which they were written, one would see a very definite
60s, only some twenty to thirty years after Jesus’s
sequence of development in church doctrine.”
death. Paul joined a group of followers of Jesus
after having initially been their persecutor. These
were followers of Jesus who continued meeting in
synagogues after Jesus’s death and claimed that
Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah, the Christ, the
anointed one of God. Paul initially felt that his misthe assumption is that there was another source document.
sion was to drive them out of the synagogues, but after some
Over one hundred and fifty years ago, German biblical
time and reflection he came to accept their basic premise and
scholars came to the conclusion that there was a written docjoined them. In Paul’s letters, it is clear that this group saw
ument that was utilized by the authors of both Matthew and
nothing exceptional about Jesus’s birth. They did not refer to
Luke and was later lost, never to be seen again. They named
Jesus’s teachings or to his performing miracles and healings
the document Quelle, or source, and it is known today as the
or bringing dead people back to life. Paul refers to Jesus’s resSayings Gospel Q. In 1945, an ancient copy of the Gospel of
urrection as a nonphysical event: there was no body involved.
Thomas was found in the desert in Egypt that strengthened
In the 70s, forty-plus years after Jesus’s death, Mark’s
the case for the existence of the Q document. Almost oneGospel was written. It was the first of the four Gospels to
third of the sayings in the Gospel of Thomas were nearly
be written down, and it was used by Matthew and Luke as
identical to the overlapping verses in Matthew and Luke—
an outline of Jesus’s life upon which they based their own
just what the Q document was supposed to have contained.
Gospels.
The majority of those nearly identical sayings were from the
Matthew, Mark, and Luke are called the “synoptic Gospels”
Q1 layer, the very earliest strand of Q material. The Q2 and
because their basic outlines are very similar. John’s Gospel is
Q3 layers were generally felt to date from the destruction of
very different. Both the structure and the way Jesus speaks
the Temple in 70 CE and afterward. It was known that folare very different. Jesus proclaims himself to have extraorlowers of Thomas were members of a group that was part of
dinary status in John’s Gospel. In the synoptics, with a few
Jesus’s followers before and after his crucifixion. The similarity
exceptions, Jesus does not refer to himself as having an
between the sayings of the two documents meant that both
exalted position. Mainline scholars have therefore had to
groups must have been descended from actual followers of
choose between the Jesus of the synoptics and the Jesus of
Jesus and had heard and seen him in action. There is no doubt
John, because the differences between the two cannot be
that some of both Q and Thomas are the result of additions
harmonized into one figure. They have generally chosen the
made by followers after Jesus’s death. But there are certainly
Jesus found in the synoptic Gospels. The Gospel of John is a
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some actual words of Jesus contained in both documents.
The most striking thing about the Sayings Gospel Q is
that there is no attention paid to Jesus’s birth. It is obviously
not believed to be miraculous. There is no mention of him
performing miracles during his ministry. He does not raise
people after their deaths or feed multitudes. Finally, there is
no mention of Jesus being raised after his own death, either
with or without a physical body.
Thus we have a record even older than Paul’s, traceable to
people who walked and talked with Jesus and who transmitted accounts of those events as oral history until they began
putting them into writing in the 50s.
A second way of viewing Mark as the first of the three
synoptic Gospels is to look at the length of the Gospel itself. It
is the shortest Gospel, and in almost all cases each story that
is taken from Mark and retold by Matthew and/or Luke gets
longer and longer with more and more details added in the
retelling. This practice occurs in almost all ancient literature,
religious or otherwise: the original, simple story is embel-

“Mainline scholars . . . had to choose between the
Jesus of the synoptics and the Jesus of John,
because the differences between the two cannot
be harmonized into one figure.”

lished to make sure that readers understood what the later
writers wanted them to know.
An important point to keep in mind is that the average life
span of a peasant in Galilee in the first century was thirty-five
years; thus, the number of people who would have been eyewitnesses to events described in the New Testament would
have been limited. If Jesus was thirty-three or thirty-four years
old when he was crucified, he was, by the standards of his
time and place, an older man. When Mark’s Gospel was written in the 70s, that was a good forty years after Jesus’s death.
Thus, at that time there were probably no eyewitnesses to his
birth or youth and very possibly few who had been around at
the time of his death. A young adult (age eighteen to twenty-five at that time) who was a follower of Jesus would have
probably died ten to twenty years after Jesus’s death.
Mark’s Gospel begins with Jesus’s baptism by John the
Baptist and God proclaiming Jesus to be his son at that time.
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No miracle birth in this, the oldest Gospel! Mark then goes on
to relate stories of Jesus curing sick people, raising the dead,
feeding multitudes, and doing things that would take him
out of the simple peasant preacher class and elevate him to
the “great man” class.
So the oldest information we have about Jesus tells us that
he was a wise teacher, neither a god nor a son of a god but
a teacher of wisdom who inspired many of his followers to
remember him and to expand on his work after his death.
Thus the miracle-working Jesus who appears in Mark’s Gospel
and reappears in Matthew, Luke, and John is a new figure
who came into view for the first time in the 70s, forty years
after his death.
The followers for whom the synoptics were written were
immersed in a culture in which many great men were considered to be gods—sometimes while they were alive but mostly
after their deaths. The claim that a great man had been born
of a woman who was fertilized by a god was not without precedent. Claims of dying and rising to heaven after death also
were not without precedent. Caesar Augustus
was worshipped as a god; after his death it was
claimed that he was taken up into heaven to be
with the gods. Alexander the Great’s mother was
said to be impregnated by a god who had taken
the form of a serpent, so Alexander was a god
from birth. That explained why he was such a
successful warrior. These were common cultural
beliefs throughout the Mediterranean world in
the first century CE.
What was different in Jesus’s case was that he
was a nobody. He was a peasant preacher who
had achieved no great accomplishments in his
lifetime. Is that why the writer/writers of Mark’s
Gospel, the first of the four Gospels, added
miracles to his story? Now Jesus did accomplish
great things in Galilee. Maybe he didn’t conquer foreign countries like Alexander or Augustus, but he
conquered death and disease and overcame hunger when
he fed thousands with nothing more than a few loaves and
fishes. Remember that death, disease, and hunger were the
everyday backdrop to the lives of the peasants in the first- and
second-century Roman Empire.
A careful reading of Mark’s Gospel indicates that neither
Mark nor his intended readers believed that Jesus experienced a physical resurrection. The original Gospel ends at
16:8, with the three women fleeing the empty sepulcher.
A second ending (verses 9–20, in which a resurrected Jesus
appears to Mary Magdalene and the eleven disciples) was
obviously tacked on later to make it coincide with Matthew
and Luke. Most Bibles contain a notation to that effect. Even
if they don’t, the ending, which begins at 16:9, is so jarring
that it is obvious that another writer added it at another time.
Several other things merit notice in Mark’s Gospel. It is

very anti-Jewish and very critical of the disciples. Mark makes
the Jews responsible for Jesus’s death; the Romans carry out
the sentence of death, but the Jews are responsible for the
death sentence. In Paul’s authentic letters he mentions the
Jews killing Jesus just once (1 Thess. 2:14). Because Paul was
a practicing Jew working in synagogues, he would not be
in a position to call his hosts, his own people, killers of the
Christ. Because it only appears once in his seven original letters, some scholars feel that Paul’s claim of Jewish guilt is an
interpolation. Paul’s main concern is that Jesus was obedient
to God the Father and was raised from death; who killed him
was not important. Only for Mark did it become so: it was the
Jews who killed one of their own, the Messiah whom they did
not and would not recognize. Thus the downward spiral of
anti-Semitism became part and parcel of the foundation of
Christianity.
Mark’s Gospel was written after the fall of the Temple in
70 CE, at a time when the Jews were not allowed
in Jerusalem and most likely had thrown the
followers of Jesus out of their synagogues in the
aftermath of their troubles. Mark’s Gospel is very
harsh toward the disciples of Jesus, saying that
even though they had been with him all the time,
they still didn’t understand him or his program.
The original disciples were Jews, as was Jesus, and
“.
they fought with Paul over allowing Gentiles into
the movement without first converting to Judaism.
While the original disciples were no doubt all
dead, their followers would still be Jewish and
would want to remain within the Jewish fold,
while Mark’s people were most likely Gentiles and
were the ones who were kicked out of the synagogues after the fall of the Temple.
By the time Matthew was written (by an individual or group in the 90s), the bad feelings toward
the Jews and the disciples had abated somewhat. The Jews
were still blamed for Jesus’s death. But Matthew added a miracle birth sequence that was very much Hebrew scripture-oriented. It has Joseph taking Mary and the baby to Egypt
so that Jesus can be seen as the “new Moses.” Comparing
Matthew’s account with Luke’s shows that both are pure
fiction, devised to fit their groups’ own needs at the time and
certainly not written for people two thousand years later.
Matthew’s Gospel is regarded as more of a “Jewish Gospel”
than the three others.
Luke’s Gospel adds a completely different miracle birth
account, while still utilizing Mark’s basic plot outline, as
Matthew did. Luke’s Gospel is more Gentile-oriented and
stresses charity more than the others. Luke’s Gospel is actually a two-book series that concludes with the Acts of the
Apostles, a highly fictionalized history of the early church
written in the 120s to show how firmly the church was built
upon the apostles and their actions after Jesus’s death and

ascension into heaven. The late dating of Luke/Acts makes
its historical usefulness very questionable. It has been used
traditionally as the history of the early church, even when
in some cases it disagreed with Paul’s own original letters.
The fact that the author of Luke/Acts used some material by
Flavius Josephus (who wrote in the 90s) in Acts makes any
claim that Luke participated with Paul in the activities of the
early church completely out of the question.
John’s Gospel is a theological treatise describing the
church’s position in the early second century rather than a
life story of Jesus. John has no miracle-birth narrative; instead
he has Jesus being a part of prehistory—a part of God and
God’s plan from the beginning of time. The words put into
Jesus’s mouth by the author/authors are not those of a simple Jewish peasant preacher in Galilee but rather a highly
polished, Greek-thinking orator speaking in otherworldly,
spiritual terms.

. . Each story that is taken from Mark and retold by
Matthew and/or Luke gets longer and longer with
more and more details added in the retelling.”

T

hus, what we need to take away from a literal reading of the
Christian Scriptures—if read along with the noncanonical
gospels in the actual order of the date that they were written—and if we force ourselves to put on the mantle of first- and
second-century common knowledge (not a twenty-first century,
scientific level of knowledge)—is that each Gospel was written
by a different group of followers of Jesus and each of those
groups had a different concept of who Jesus was and what was
required to be a member of their group. Additionally, the groups
that created the records that are read today may have been long
extinct before their writings were taken over by a more powerful group of Jesus’s followers, who simply absorbed them
and adapted them to their own use.
When the order of the canon was produced, it was done
with an intent to produce a certain result, which it did. Paul,
whose original letters were the oldest, was put after the four
Gospels. Mark, the oldest Gospel, was put after Matthew.
All of this creates a clear picture. Jesus’s birth is a miraculous
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occurrence, his death and resurrection are miraculous, and
his body is raised from the dead. That is not what the oldest
documents of Christian Scripture actually say, but that is the
impression given by the placement of the books and letters
in the canon.
Claims of a miracle birth in which a woman bore a son
who was the spawn of a god were not all that unusual in the
first- and second-century Mediterranean world. The idea that
some great men of the time became gods upon their deaths
and were taken up into heaven to be with their fellow gods
was relatively common. Physical resurrection claims, too, were
certainly not unheard of, although that idea was abhorrent
to the Greeks, who thought the body inferior to the spiritual
part of the human person—for them, getting rid of the body
was a good thing.
The words that second- and third-century Christians
applied to Jesus Christ, such as: savior, son of god, god incarnate, divine, god from god, lord, liberator, redeemer, and
savior of the world were words that first- and second-century
people were accustomed to seeing attached to the names of
the leaders of the Roman Empire, from Julius Caesar to Caesar
Augustus and others. They were inscribed on every monument in every major city in the Roman Empire.
The Western world was being led by a church that refused
to leave the first and second centuries behind. The church

viewed everything through the lens of the first century, and
because the literacy rate was so low, few people were able to
read the newly canonized Christian Scriptures for themselves
and think differently. Thus, the church could spoon-feed the
Scriptures to the faithful for centuries and keep alive that
first-century viewpoint that is still shackling a good many of
the faithful inside and outside of Catholicism today. When
Protestants rid themselves of obedience to the pope and
replaced that with blind obedience to the Bible, they shackled
themselves to the past as well; many are still unable to shake
free of those restraints today.
Further Reading
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Exploring the Limits of
Christian Rationality
Ian Hayward Robinson

T

he Christian apologist Tertullian, in the year 208, was
able to write: “the Son of God died; just because it is
absurd, it is to be believed: and he was buried and rose
again; it is certain, because it is impossible.”
In the age of science and reason, however, such claims
are not acceptable. Today, adherents of even the wackiest
beliefs try to conjure at least a veneer of rational justification
and evidential support. We can’t believe in just anything that
takes our fancy if we are to demand intellectual
respectability.
This is confirmed by psychological research. In
her seminal 1990 paper “The Case for Motivated
Reasoning,” Ziva Kunda established that “People
do not seem to be at liberty to conclude whatever
they want to conclude merely because they want
to. Rather . . . people motivated to arrive at a particular conclusion attempt to be rational and to
construct a justification of their desired conclusion
that would persuade a dispassionate observer.
They draw the desired conclusion only if they can
muster up the evidence necessary to support it. In other
words, they maintain an ‘illusion of objectivity.’”
The main thesis of Kunda’s paper is that there are two distinct orientations toward examining and exploring evidence,
depending on your motivation. If your motivation is to be
accurate, then you are more likely to utilize those strategies
that are most appropriate in the context, regardless of the
possible outcome. Research on “accuracy-driven reasoning
suggests that when people are motivated to be accurate,
they expend more cognitive effort on issue-related reasoning,
attend to relevant information more carefully, and process
it more deeply, often using more complex rules.” This is the
orientation of science.
On the other hand, if your motivation is to arrive at a particular conclusion, you are prone to take into account only
those beliefs and investigative strategies that are considered
most likely to yield that conclusion. You may mold your route
to your desired conclusion in a number of ways: in how you
frame the question for investigation; in the type of evidence
you take into account; and in the amount of evidence you
take into account.

Christians, especially Christian apologists and theologians,
are by definition engaged in a process of arriving at a particular set of conclusions: that God exists, that Jesus is the son of
God, and so on. They do not start investigating and reasoning
about religion to see if religion is true or not but to demonstrate that it is. By and large, they do not seek to convince
nonbelievers of this, only to prove to themselves that their
beliefs are intellectually acceptable. Even Thomas Aquinas,

“Today, adherents of even the wackiest
beliefs try to conjure at least a veneer of
rational justification and evidential support.”

in his famous “Five Ways” to establish the existence of God,
did not set out to prove to his medieval followers that God
existed—they already believed this—but to reassure them
that their belief was not irrational and could be justified by
the intellect.
Kunda’s analysis predicts that a committed Christian will
likely frame the question for investigation as something like
“How do we demonstrate the veracity of this?” or “How can
we show this is true?” This in turn will lead the Christian to
use limited reasoning strategies: searching for confirmatory
evidence, interpreting ambivalent evidence in his or her
favor, seeking out authorities who support the desired point
of view, and following the evidence only so far as needed in
order to establish the desired conclusion, then subjecting it to
no further scrutiny.
To see how this works, let us take as an example an
investigation into the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus
conducted by William Lane Craig, research professor of philosophy at Talbot School of Theology in La Mirada, California,
who runs a website called “Reasonable Faith”—which, by the
way, is intended as a tautology, not an oxymoron.
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Craig starts off by claiming to be on the side of accuracy
and truth: “Suppose, then,” he writes, “that we approach the
New Testament writings, not as inspired Scripture, but merely
as a collection of Greek documents coming down to us out
of the first century, without any assumption as to their reliability other than the way we normally regard other sources
of ancient history,” because “it’s crucial that we be able to
present objective evidence in support of our beliefs.”
However, he soon reveals that his underlying goal is less
open-ended: “We may be surprised to learn that the majority of New Testament critics investigating the gospels in this
way accept the central facts undergirding the resurrection
of Jesus.” There is little doubt that this claim is true, simply
because the overwhelming majority of scholars who are at all
interested in studying the New Testament closely are committed Christians, mostly in theological colleges, and, like Craig,
they will be doing so with the aim of confirming their beliefs
rather than finding the truth. With one exception, which we
will discuss below, of the “experts” Craig relies on and quotes
concerning the substantive issues surrounding Jesus’s resurrection, two are Anglican bishops and the other three are
professors of theology.

No one supposed they had risen from the dead. Predictably,
Craig omits to mention that in his 2004 study, The Resurrection
Of Christ, Lüdemann actually presented compelling evidence
that the resurrection was not an historical event and further
argued that this left little, if any, basis for Christian faith.
But rather than asking the objective question “Are the
Gospel accounts demonstrably factual?” Craig sets out to
confirm his beliefs by establishing as true what he calls four
“central facts undergirding the resurrection of Jesus.” The
purported facts are:
• After his crucifixion, Jesus was buried in a tomb by Joseph
of Arimathea.
• On the Sunday following the crucifixion, Jesus’s tomb was
found empty by a group of his women followers.
• On multiple occasions and under various circumstances,
different individuals and groups of people experienced
appearances of Jesus “alive from the dead” (sic).
• The original disciples believed that Jesus was risen from
the dead, despite their having every predisposition to the
contrary.

Now the only accounts of these events are in
Christianity’s collection of sacred texts, the New
Testament, and these texts are problematic as
evidence because they were written many years
after the events they describe, are based on hear“. . . Christian apologists and theologians . . . do not start
say stories by people with a religious message to
push, and are rife with contradictions. In Ehrman’s
investigating and reasoning about religion to see if religion
words: “They’re not contemporary, they’re not
is true or not but to demonstrate that it is.”
disinterested, and they’re not consistent.”
Despite this, the Christian apologists are content to take the New Testament accounts as
historical. Craig declares that we have “four biographies of Jesus” that are “sources of ancient history” and leaves it at that.
But if we consult those few Christian biblical scholars who
But what happens if we are motivated by seeking the
do have the courage to seek the truth and follow the evitruth, hence not ready to leave it at that? Further investidence wherever it leads, such as Bart D. Ehrman in America
gation would show that the story of Jesus is by no means
and Gerd Lüdemann in Germany, we find that they conclude
unique. There are many similar stories from many cultures
that there is no compelling evidence for the resurrection and
around the world, which folklorists classify as “hero myths”
that this casts doubt on the divinity of Jesus.
or “hero legends.” Some of them have their origins lost in
Craig does in fact quote Lüdemann, though very misleadantiquity, whereas others, such as the legends of Moses or
ingly: “Even Gerd Lüdemann, the leading German critic of the
King Arthur, may have been tenuously based on historical
resurrection, himself admits, ‘It may be taken as historically
figures. The English folklorist Lord Raglan in his book The
certain that Peter and the disciples had experiences after
Hero studied the narrative patterns of a large number of such
Jesus’s death in which Jesus appeared to them as the risen
myths and legends and made a list of twenty-two incidents
Christ.’” But someone having an experience of a dead person
common to most of the stories. Not all incidents are in every
is not the same as, and does not entail, that person actually
heroic myth or legend, but generally there are enough of
being there. One of my best friends lost both his daughter
them that a common pattern may be discerned. For example,
and his father in separate tragic incidents; both of them subthe story of Oedipus has twenty-one of the twenty-two cited
sequently appeared to him on a neighbor’s lawn and talked
incidents: Theseus twenty, Dionysus nineteen, Moses twenty,
to him reassuringly. This is not an uncommon phenomenon.
King Arthur nineteen, and so on. (While many scholars have
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taken issue with the “myth-ritualist” conclusions that Raglan
hand, we retell it as something that happened to us or to a
draws from his data, no one has questioned the accuracy of
close relative or friend who was there at the time. In cultural
his initial description of the myths.)
storytelling, everyone is an “eyewitness.” We find many such
In 1976, the American scholar Alan Dundes took Raglan’s
eyewitness claims in the New Testament, especially in the
hero-pattern analysis and applied it to the life of Jesus. He
Epistles. Such “testimony” claims, valued so highly by believfound that Jesus “scored” eighteen, which makes him coners, are in fact of dubious value in the context of the way the
form to the mythical hero pattern as much as Perseus and
oral transmission of stories occurs.
more closely than Heracles (seventeen), Jason (fifteen), Apollo
It should be noted that the inventions, distortions, and
(fifteen), Zeus (fifteen), Robin Hood (thirteen) and Siegfried
omissions that permeate the oral transmission of stories are
(eleven).
not deliberate attempts to deceive but the result of largely
Raglan’s twenty-two incidents, with those applying to
unconscious processes that characterize all good storytellJesus in italics, are as follows: (1) The hero’s mother is a royal
ing. Most of the time we are not aware that we are doing it,
virgin; (2) his father is a king and (3) often a near relative of
and we may firmly believe that we are passing on a factual
his mother, but (4) the circumstances of his conception are
account.
unusual, and (5) he is also reputed to be the son of a god. (6)
It is generally accepted that what happened in the case of
At birth an attempt is made to kill him (by Herod), but (7) he
the Jesus story closely mirrors this mythopoeic process: the
is spirited away (to Egypt) and (8) reared by foster parents
stories persisted solely by word of mouth for many decades,
(Joseph) in a far country. (9) We are told nothing
of his childhood, but (10) on reaching manhood he
returns or goes to his future kingdom. (11) After a
victory over the king and/or a giant, dragon or wild
“. . . Christian apologists are content to take the New
beast, (12) he marries a princess (often daughter of
predecessor), and (13) becomes king (cf. mock title
Testament accounts as historical. Craig declares that
of “King of the Jews”). (14) For a time he reigns
we have ‘four biographies of Jesus’ that are ‘sources of
uneventfully and (15) prescribes laws, but (16) later
ancient history’ and leaves it at that.”
he loses favor with the gods and/or his subjects
(Judas) and (17) is driven from throne and city, after
which (18) he meets with a mysterious death, (19)
often at the top of a hill. (20) His children, if any, do
not succeed him. (21) His body is not buried, but
and when some of them were finally committed to hard
nevertheless (22) he has one or more holy sepulchres.
copy, we ended up with a large number of different versions
Although some may want to quibble with the applicabilthat bear the unmistakable signs of this narrative transmisity of one or other individual incidents, the general outline
sion process in their many replications, inconsistencies, and
seems valid, and one can see that the life of Jesus conforms
contradictions. Bart Ehrman explains: “Before the Gospels
fairly well to the heroic myth/legend pattern.
came to be written, and before the sources that lie behind
If a story has the form of a heroic legend, this does not in
the Gospels were themselves produced, oral traditions about
and of itself prove that it has no basis in reality, but it makes
Jesus circulated, and as the stories about Jesus were told and
the hypothesis that the Gospels are examples of mythopoesis,
retold, they changed their form and some stories came to be
the cultural creation of a myth, the most plausible explamade up.”
nation. Myths and legends are not the product of a single
Craig, of course, cannot accept this conclusion and searches
person but come out of a process of cultural interchange.
for ways of interpreting the texts to make their historicity
Stories spread from person to person and are told and retold
more plausible. In the first place, he treats the Gospels as four
in many different versions by many different people. The
independent, and therefore mutually reinforcing, accounts:
dissemination of information by oral transmission is subject
“Jesus’s burial is multiply attested in early independent
to a number of well-documented practices that change the
sources. We have four biographies of Jesus by Matthew,
original message. People seldom retell a story exactly as they
Mark, Luke and John, . . . not to mention the extra-biblical
heard it. They recast it in their own words to make it a “good
Gospel of Peter. Thus, we have the remarkable number of
story.” They leave out material they feel is irrelevant and give
at least five independent sources for Jesus’s burial.” But the
added emphasis to material they see as crucial.
three synoptic Gospels are not three “independent sources”;
Another common practice in oral storytelling is to make
they are but three retellings of the same source. John was
the events more relevant to the listener by increasing their
written too long after Jesus’s death to be considered a “hisimmediacy. We have all been guilty of this. Instead of
acknowledging something as being say third- or fourthtorical source”; the Gospel of Peter was not considered relisecularhumanism.org
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able enough by the early church to be included in the canon.
Second, Craig seeks to elevate the many stories about
Jesus circulating in the middle of the first century to the status
of “traditions,” creating the impression they are more significant than they really are. He refers to “the very old tradition
quoted by Paul,” “an old tradition,” “the old tradition cited
by Paul,” and “the appearance traditions in the Gospels.” The
implicit claim is that the biblical stories must be authentic
because they are not merely collations of mid–first-century
gossip but both “old” and “traditions.”
The attempt to pass the New Testament sources off as
traditions is at odds with the notion that they are eyewitness
accounts. My dictionary defines a tradition as “the passing
down of beliefs and customs from generation to generation.”
In other words, traditions are at the very least second- or
third-person accounts, not accounts of people who were
actually there.

“Craig . . . searches for ways of interpreting the
texts to make their historicity more plausible.”

In his haste to claim traditional status for the many Jesus
stories in circulation, Craig uncovers what must be the world’s
fastest development of a tradition: “This tradition probably
goes back at least to Paul’s fact-finding visit to Jerusalem
around A.D. 36, when he spent two weeks with Cephas and
James (Gal. 1.18). It thus dates to within five years after Jesus’s
death.” I wonder how many generations this “tradition” was
passed down through in just five years!
Describing Paul’s journey to Jerusalem as “fact-finding” is to
beg the question. Indeed, as George A. Wells has made clear in
two recent Free Inquiry essays, there are hardly any facts at all
about the details of Jesus’s life and death in Paul’s writings. If
Paul did visit Jerusalem at that time, he learned next to nothing
about the circumstances of the Passion story, which is odd—
unless, of course, the story wasn’t in circulation yet.
Craig next claims that the Passion story has “earmarks of
historicity” because “when we come to the passion story we
do have one, smooth, continuously-running narrative. . . .
comparison of the narratives of the four gospels shows that
their accounts do not diverge from one another until after
the burial.” This is simply not true. To quote Ehrman, from
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his debate with Craig transcribed on the Reasonable Faith
website:
Just take the death of Jesus. What day did Jesus die on and
what time of day? Did he die on the day before the Passover
meal was eaten, as John explicitly says, or did he die after it
was eaten, as Mark explicitly says? Did he die at noon, as in
John, or at 9 A.M., as in Mark? Did Jesus carry his cross the
entire way himself or did Simon of Cyrene carry his cross? It
depends which Gospel you read. Did both robbers mock Jesus
on the cross or did only one of them mock him and the other
come to his defense? It depends which Gospel you read. Did
the curtain in the temple rip in half before Jesus died or after
he died? It depends which Gospel you read.

There are many more inconsistencies after the burial, as Craig
cannot help conceding, but this concession does not make
the inconsistencies before the burial disappear. That there
are many conflicting versions of what happened seems to
indicate that, by the time the Gospels were written—between
thirty and sixty years after the event—no one really
knew which, if any, of the competing accounts was
the “true” one.
Another “earmark of historicity” advanced by
Craig is the curious claim that the resurrection
account must be factual because “The [Passion] story
is simple and lacks signs of legendary embellishment.” Leaving aside whether a dead body disappearing from a sealed tomb, a series of subsequent
“live” appearances by the dead person, and that
person’s physically rising up into the sky might conceivably count as “legendary embellishments,” the
trouble for Craig with this argument is that if valid,
it implies its corollary: that those parts of the Bible
that are not simple and/or do have signs of “legendary embellishment,” such as virgin birth, walking on water, or raising the
dead, are therefore not factual.
As well as these general points aimed at shoring up the
credibility of the Gospel stories, Craig argues that certain story
elements in the Gospels could not have been invented by early
Christian storytellers because they went against their beliefs,
and therefore these elements at least must be true.
In the first of these, Craig argues: “As a member of the
Jewish court that condemned Jesus, Joseph of Arimathea
is unlikely to be a Christian invention. There was strong
resentment against the Jewish leadership for their role in the
condemnation of Jesus (1 Thess. 2:15). It is therefore highly
improbable that Christians would invent a member of the
court that condemned Jesus who honors Jesus. . . .” Craig
seems ignorant here of one of the main devices of good storytelling, narrative irony. A good storyteller will introduce ironies,
such as “a member of the court that condemned Jesus” being
the same person who “honors Jesus by giving him a proper
burial” in order to heighten the impact.
The power of narrative irony was illustrated once again in
1992 when rumors began circulating that Bobby McFerrin, the
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writer of the 1988 hit “Don’t Worry, Be Happy,” had committed
suicide. Because this story appealed to our sense of irony, it
spread quickly. However, it wasn’t true. At the time of writing,
McFerrin was still alive and at sixty-two years old, still performing and conducting.
If you can show that someone who might be expected to
be against you is now for you, this seems to strengthen your
case. Craig himself uses this strategy later when he invokes a
Jewish expert to his cause: “one of the world’s leading Jewish
theologians, the late Pinchas Lapide, who taught at Hebrew
University in Israel, declared himself convinced on the basis of
the evidence that the God of Israel raised Jesus of Nazareth
from the dead!” (Craig’s italics and exclamation mark).
The second story element claimed to be unacceptable to the
early Christians is the story of the women at the tomb. Craig
argues: “The fact that women’s testimony was discounted
in first century Palestine stands in favor of the women’s role
in discovering the empty tomb. . . . Any later legendary story
would certainly have made male disciples discover the empty
tomb.” But, as Ehrman points out, this ignores the fact that the
story appears first in Mark’s Gospel, and the central theme of
Mark’s version is that it was the outsiders, not the establishment, who recognized Jesus for what he was. It is perfectly
consistent with Mark’s intentions in writing his account that
women (second-class citizens) find the empty tomb.
Finally Craig argues that if “the original disciples believed
in and were willing to go to their deaths for the fact of Jesus’s
resurrection,” then the event must have actually occurred. But
this conclusion goes beyond the evidence. It is only necessary
for the disciples to have believed that Jesus’s resurrection
occurred; it is not necessary for it to have actually occurred.
If we assume that every time someone is willing to die for a
belief, that belief is ipso facto true, and then we will also have
to believe that Allah dictated the Qur’an to Muhammad and
mandated jihad; that Jonestown, Guyana, was a socialist paradise; and that if you were transported to the alien spacecraft
trailing behind Comet Hale-Bopp, you could reach a new level
of existence.
Moreover, Craig overstates the danger to the disciples. To
believe in Jesus’s resurrection was not an immediate death
warrant. We know comparatively little about the eleven disciples left after Judas allegedly committed suicide. Basically,
all we have is a number of dubious legends (or traditions,
if you prefer). Such legends indicate that most of the disciples lived for quite some time after the crucifixion and had
eventful lives, preaching the risen Christ and often traveling
extensively, even to India. It was certainly not the case that
immediate execution was hanging over their heads the
minute they took the pledge. True, according to these same
legends, all of them except John eventually met grisly ends as
martyrs, but this is more a function of storytelling convention
than historical inevitability. If you were to be depicted as a

saint in the early Church, a martyr’s death was de rigueur.
You can read about literally hundreds of such deaths in the
incredible medieval collection, The Golden Legend, attributed
to Jacobus de Voragine, archbishop of Genoa, in 1275, which
as well as martyrdoms contains copious miracles and plentiful
resurrections. Most of the stories are so far-fetched that even
the church no longer recognizes their alleged protagonists as
real historical saints. But back in the first and second centuries, the genre was flourishing.
To sum up, in his attempt to establish the historicity of the
resurrection, William Lane Craig is selective about the authorities he consults, does not subject the evidence to rigorous
enough analysis, mischaracterizes the texts and the facts they
relate, and problematically interprets ambiguous information
in a manner that would support his cause.
Christians such as Craig do not, despite his claim to the
contrary, come to an examination of the New Testament texts
with the intention of discovering whether they are true or not
but with the intention of establishing that they are true, and
this distorts their investigative program.
Scientists start off not knowing the answer and go wherever the evidence takes them until they have uncovered the
truth, whatever it may be. Christians start off believing that
they already know the answer and that their investigation is
just a means to an end; they stop as soon as they have
reached their desired destination. The quintessential Christian
intellectual activity is not reasoning but rationalization.

References
Caxton, William, trans. The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints. 1483.
Available on Fordham University’s Internet History Sourcebooks
Project. http://www.fordham.edu/Halsall/basis/goldenlegend/.
Dundes, Alan. “The Hero Pattern and the Life of Jesus,” in In Quest
of the Hero, edited by Robert A. Segal. New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1990.
Ehrman, Bart D. Did Jesus Exist? The Historical Argument for Jesus of
Nazareth. New York, HarperCollins, 2012.
Gilovich, Thomas. How We Know What Isn’t So: The Fallibility of
Human Reason in Everyday Life. New York: The Free Press, 1991.
Kunda, Ziva. “The Case for Motivated Reasoning.” Psychological
Bulletin 108, No. 3 (November 1990): 480–98.
Lüdemann, Gerd. The Resurrection of Christ: A Historical Inquiry.
Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004.
Raglan, Lord. The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth and Drama. New
York: Vintage, 1956.
Segal, Robert A., ed. In Quest of the Hero. New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1990.
Wells, George A. “Jesus: What’s the Evidence?” Free Inquiry, August/
September 2011.
Wells, George A. “The Basis of Paul’s Ideas of Christ. ” Free Inquiry,
April/May 2012.

Ian H. Robinson is president emeritus of the Rationalist Society of
Australia and a former editor of the Australian Rationalist. He has
taught Story Structure and Myths and Symbols at the Chisholm
Institute of Technical and Further Education in Melbourne, Australia.

secularhumanism.org

February/March 2014

Free Inquiry

41

Invasive Religion: Effects on Society
Reynold Spector

I

n my view, the three principal threats to American society
are nuclear weapons and annihilation, dysfunctional government, and invasive religion. Religion becomes invasive when
its institutions seek in a premeditated but camouflaged way to
infiltrate a society and alter its structure and leadership. As many
have noted, such schemes resemble the action of viruses that
infiltrate cells and convert the cells’ machinery to manufacture
and release more viruses. In some cases, they have been highly
effective.
This article describes two well-documented historical examples in which the danger of invasive religion was properly
perceived and understood, and efforts to stop the invasion
were instituted. The first case occurred in the fourth century

subsequent Tokugawa shoguns) understood the threat and
stymied the invasion.
These two examples are cautionary tales for contemporary
America.

Julian the Apostate

Julian was the nephew of the second Christian emperor,
Constantius. When he became emperor, Constantius fabricated a document that accused his half-brother (Julian’s
father) of being part of a conspiracy that poisoned their father,
the Emperor Constantine. In the subsequent egregious purge,
Julian’s father was executed, but Julian, aged five, and his
brother Gallus, aged eight, were spared. For his first twenty
years, Julian was closely observed by Constantius’s agents
de res (spies) and was brought up a Christian.
Passively, Julian watched the Christian clerics
dismantle pagan temples; Constantius favored
the clerics and gave vast sums of money to the
Christian churches.
“Julian’s first act as emperor was to declare freedom of
However, Julian was a voracious reader and
religion, disavowing Christianity as the state religion.
had increasing reservations about Christianity,
which he gradually concluded was corrupt and
Thomas Jefferson would have applauded.”
untrue. In his early twenties, when his brother
Gallus temporarily became Caesar (assistant to
the Emperor Constantius), Julian was able to
pursue his education (paideia) in Ephesus and
Athens. In his heart, he was a pagan, but he pretended to be a Christian for his well-being.
CE when the Arian Christian Roman Emperor Constantine and
In 353 CE, Constantius executed Gallus for his erratic
his son Constantius began a “Christianization” of the empire.
behavior. In 355, at age twenty-five, Constantius made Julian
(Arian Christians believed that God created Jesus out of a
Caesar, then a title equivalent to “associate emperor.” In 361,
different substance than himself, in contrast to later Catholic
Constantius died and Julian became emperor. From the start,
teaching that God and Jesus are of the same substance.)
Julian wrote copiously; many of his essays and letters are
The subsequent Emperor Julian (known as the “Apostate”)
extant today. Julian’s first act as emperor was to declare freegrasped the danger of the Christian invasion and attempted
dom of religion, disavowing Christianity as the state religion.
to reverse it but unfortunately was killed (perhaps assassiThomas Jefferson would have applauded.
nated) after only two years as emperor.
To understand Julian’s religious views and his subsequent
The second example is the attempt by Portuguese Jesuits
actions, we must understand his intellectual beliefs about
to infiltrate Japan in the late sixteenth century. This attempt
Christianity and why he thought that it was destroying the
state. Only then can we understand what he did before he
failed because the unifiers of Japan (Hideyoshi and the
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was killed in 363 CE. In his essay Against the Galileans, Julian
schools to teach their dogma in the Christian churches. In consummarizes his views: “I discovered beyond any doubt that
sequence, many Christian teachers lost their sinecure jobs. By
the stories of the Galileans are the inventions of deceivers
these measures, Julian hoped to eliminate Christian religious
and tricksters. For these men seduce people into thinking
teaching in the public schools and prevent the Christian virus
their gruesome story is the truth by appealing to the part
from infecting Roman youth.
of the soul that loves what is simple and childish.” Some
On a separate note, Julian decided to rebuild paganism to
of Julian’s specific beliefs were clear: he thought the virgin
compete more effectively with Christianity. Julian noted that
birth was ludicrous and the story of Christ’s resurrection an
the Christian clerical organization was powerful and effective
abomination. More important for my argument are Julian’s
and decided to copy it with himself as Pontifex Maximus and
beliefs that Christianity undercut the proper functioning of
a hierarchical system of pagan bishops, priests, and deacons
the state. First, Julian thought that offering unconditional for(who would preside over the pagan ceremonies) beneath
giveness for wrongdoing (confession and absolution) without
him. They would also give succor to the sick and poor.
emphasizing moral responsibility and punishment was folly
Essentially, this was an affirmative-action program for paganand undermined discipline in society. Second, Julian chafed
ism, which had been suppressed for decades.
at Bishop Athanasius’s position that the emperor’s authority
Of course, the Christian clergy despised Julian—especially
was subsumed under that of the Christian bishops. Third,
because he instituted his reforms without violence or perseJulian was disgusted by the constant fighting between the
cution; he had a policy of no martyrs. He did, of course, punish
various branches of Christendom, which involved
rival bishops and churches in the same locale. This
“war” was sustained because Constantius was an
Arian and Pope Liberius a Catholic. The bitterness
grew so great that Constantius exiled Liberius to
“. . . Julian thought that offering unconditional forgiveness
Greece in 355 CE and appointed a more malleafor wrongdoing (confession and absolution)
ble pope, who became the notorious anti–Pope
without emphasizing moral responsibility and punishment
Felix. On purely practical grounds, Julian later
recognized that “the Christian clergy advocated
was folly and undermined discipline in society.”
rebellion against us because we have taken away
their privileges . . . they are leading the community
into chaos.”
Once he became emperor in 361, Julian acted
decisively. First, as noted above, he proclaimed
lawbreakers, as when he determined that Christians burned
freedom of religion. Next, he stopped the state’s huge condown the magnificent temple of Apollo at Daphne outside
tributions (literally tons of gold yearly) to the Christian clergy
Antioch. Because Julian could not find the specific Christian
for church construction, clerical salaries, charities, and other
miscreants and he eschewed torture, he simply closed the
uses. He no longer allowed the Christian clergy to evade civic
huge hexagonal Christian church in Antioch and confiscated
responsibilities. Moreover, he prohibited the clergy from
its wealth, including its famous gold vessels.
using the imperial transport or mail systems. In accord with
Unfortunately, while leading a huge Roman army against
his policy of freedom of religion, he allowed both Arian and
the Persians, Julian was killed under murky circumstances
Catholic bishops, some of whom were in exile, to return to
outside the Persian capital in June 363 CE. In the skirmish in
their home cities—an action that in some cases exacerbated
which Julian was fatally wounded, it was never determined
intra-Christian friction. He forced those Christians who had
who had killed him. If he did die by treachery, possible culprits
carried off pagan temple stone and marble to build their own
included the Christian hierarchy, Roman military officers, laidchurches to return it or pay restitution. To the horror of the
off palace eunuchs, humbled Persians, disaffected Jews, and
Christian clergy, he decided to help the Jews rebuild their
unemployed Christian educators. (See Who Killed Apollo and
temple in Jerusalem—anathema to the Christians because,
Julian Augustus for my take on this.)
in the New Testament, Jesus said that could never happen.
In any event, Julian was succeeded by a series of weak
Furthermore, Julian decreed that teachers in state-supported
Christian emperors who resumed kowtowing to the bishops.
schools must be certified by local city councils. Teachers were
Finally, the pusillanimous Theodosius outlawed paganism in
forbidden to disparage or undercut the great classics of the
391 CE, closing the pagan temples and prohibiting sacrifice to
trivium—grammar, rhetoric, and logic—and writers including
the Roman gods. His successor closed the Jewish Patriarchate,
Homer, Virgil, and Cicero. If Christian teachers didn’t believe
ending state tolerance of Jews.
they could teach the material objectively, they must leave the
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Forty years after Julian was killed, the barbarians sacked
Rome. In 529 CE, the illiterate but devout Roman Emperor
Justinian closed the thousand-year-old universities in Athens,
including Plato’s Academy. It was the end of free inquiry in the
West and the beginning of the Dark Ages, as Julian had foreseen,
marked by constant schisms, wars, and disharmony caused in
large part by religion. If Julian had lived for thirty more years, who
knows how history might have been different?
Julian the Apostate exemplifies a leader who saw the dangers of invasive religion and initiated reasonable measures to
foil it, but failed—with devastating consequences that persist
to this day. Similarly, in sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century Japan, the unifiers of that nation saw a similar threat.
How they handled it is instructive.

“Julian the Apostate exemplifies a leader
who saw the dangers of invasive religion and
initiated reasonable measures to foil it, but failed. . .

The Portuguese Invasion of Japan
In Deus Destroyed (1988), George Ellison gives a balanced
account of the unsuccessful attempt of Portuguese Jesuit
missionaries to infiltrate Japan in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries. (The title echoes that of a seventeenth-century anti-Christian tract authored by the Japanese
Christian apostate Fabian Fucan.) The Portuguese arrived
just as Japan was moving out of three centuries of disorder
and civil war. The shoguns Oda Nobunaga (assassinated
1582), Toyotomi Hideyoshi (died 1598), and finally Tokugawa
Ieyasu, the first Tokugawa Shogun (died 1614), would unify
Japan, bringing peace and stability to the great relief of the
peasant and merchant classes. But first they would have to
deal with the Portuguese—and their church.
The first Portuguese Jesuit missionaries arrived in 1543
with a clear objective: to convert the Japanese to Catholicism
as they (or the Spaniards) had done in Central and South
America, the Philippines, India (Goa), and Macao (China).
They used trade as a powerful incentive. Initially, Nobunaga
was receptive to the Jesuits because they brought trade,
Western knowledge, and weapons. In addition, they helped
him complete the conquest of Kyushu, the large Southern
island of Japan proper. However, Nobunaga had had trouble
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with the Pure Land Buddhists—as had Tokugawa Ieyasu when
he was a young governor. Overwhelming force was required
to bring these Buddhists under control. The shogunate was
thus sensitized to be cautious about religious infiltration
into politics. During Hideyoshi’s shogunate, the numbers of
Christian converts swelled to well over one hundred thousand; Hideyoshi and then Tokugawa Ieyasu recognized this as
a serious problem, in part because the Jesuits taught that the
“absolute allegiance” to the sovereign was cancelled out by
one’s higher allegiance to the Deus (God). Christians believed
they enjoyed the right to revolt over religious concerns.
Outrageously, in 1580 Governor Ōmura Sumitada, a Christian
convert, tried to “donate” the coastal city of Nagasaki in perpetuity to the Jesuit padres.
Hideyoshi had seen enough. In 1587, he decided to
banish the Portuguese Jesuit padres but did not ruthlessly enforce this decree. Consequently, Jesuits in many
parts of Japan went underground, often abandoning
their flowing robes (habits) and dressing like Japanese
peasants. Because Hideyoshi remained interested in
Portuguese trade, he did not focus on the Jesuit problem
at that time. Moreover, beginning in 1592, Hideyoshi
became preoccupied with his unsuccessful invasion of
.” Korea (1592–1598), further leading him to ignore the
Christian problem. The year 1592 saw a final complication when unruly Spanish friars (who despised the
Portuguese Jesuits) arrived and dangled still more trade
in front of Hideyoshi and Japanese merchants. For two
decades, the Christian problem smoldered. When Ieyasu
became shogun in 1600, he also discouraged Christian missionary activity but allowed trade.
Finally, in 1613, after having made firm trade arrangements with the more businesslike Dutch and Chinese, Ieyasu
lost all patience with the Portuguese and Spanish. He recognized that they not only wanted to convert the Japanese
to Christianity but in effect to take over Japan and expropriate the fabled Japanese gold and silver mines, as they had
done in Mexico and other countries. From the Chinese and
Dutch traders, Ieyasu had learned what had unfolded in the
Philippines and Mexico, Central and South America, Goa, and
Macao. He learned that in 1594, Pope Alexander, in the Treaty
of Todesillas, had divided the world into the East for Catholic
Portugal and the West for Catholic Spain. Clearly, colonization and hegemony were the Europeans’ real objectives, with
Christianity the proverbial foot in the door. Moreover, the
Catholic religion had reached into Ieyasu’s own household in
the person of his favorite consort, the Lady Ōta. She secretly
worshipped a crucifix. An angry Ieyasu decided to clamp
down on all Christian missionary activity in Japan once and
for all. Ordering that trade might flourish but without religion, he deported every Caucasian missionary he could find.
By then, however, several hundred thousand Japanese had
already been baptized. Moreover, quite a few padres escaped

the dragnet and went deep underground. In 1614, Ieyasu
ordered the destruction of Christian churches and schools
and ordered that converted Japanese Christians should be
reconverted wherever possible.
Christianity in Japan was not completely destroyed by
these measures. The Japanese initially killed a few captured
Caucasian padres who refused to apostatize. But they fairly
quickly realized that killing padres was not a sound policy.
The Jesuits had taught that martyrdom was a key to heaven,
and it was an unbelievably effective message. “Brainwashed”
by this teaching, the padres generally would not apostatize
even when tortured. So Inoue Chikugo, the very shrewd
Japanese aristocrat in charge of the Jesuit problem, decided
on a plan of imprisonment and persuasion; only if necessary
would Inoue resort to increasingly harsh measures, including
torture, to compel padres to apostatize. If possible, there
would be no martyrs. In time, some padres apostatized, even
signaling their surrender by stomping on crucifixes.
Perhaps Inoue’s greatest triumph was the capture in 1633
of the Mission Superior of Japan (Ferreira), whom Inoue
convinced to apostatize. Ferreira from then on cooperated
with Inoue in helping others do the same. Ferreira also wrote
a powerful anti-Christian tract in Japanese, titled Deceit
Disclosed. One of its more colorful statements was “One (big)
dog barks a lie, ten thousand take it as truth.”
Jesuits in Portugal and Macao were outraged by Ferreira’s
apostasy. They smuggled multiple secret “ambassadors” into
Japan to confront Ferreira in hopes of reconverting him, but
all attempts failed. The Second Rubino Group consisted of
ten “stealth” padres; all ten were captured and “helped” to
apostatize by Ferreira himself, the man they had entered the
country hoping to save.
During the Shimabara uprising in 1537, residual Japanese
Christians took up arms against the shogunate. One hundred twenty-five thousand troops were required to suppress
them. Even so, Portugal and Spain continued smuggling
padres into Japan to foment unrest. Disgusted, in 1639 the
third Tokugawa Shogun, Iemitsu, suspended all trade with
Portugal and Spain. Fearing the end of their influence in
Macao, the Portuguese sent an embassy to Japan to protest,
defying Iemitsu’s warning not to make the attempt. Iemitsu
executed most of the emissaries and returned the survivors to
Macao. The Christian invasion of Japan had been defeated.
In the following centuries, the invasion would become
a distant memory, recalled only on old folding silk screens
depicting big-nosed, often red-haired padres with the dark
skirts of their habits trailing behind them and a picture of a
Portuguese black ship entering Nagasaki harbor in the background.
To minimize bloodshed, revolt, conspiracy, and unrest,
subsequent shoguns banned citizens from possessing any
weapons except swords, launching a period of peace and stability that lasted for more than two centuries. All that ended

in 1853, when Perry’s American “Black Ship” arrived in Japan.
Today, less than 2 percent of Japan’s population is Christian,
mainly Protestant.

General Lessons
What lessons can we learn from Julian’s unsuccessful campaign—and Japan’s eventually successful campaigns—to
eradicate the virus of invasive religion? As shown in table 1,
there are ten lessons, reflected to a greater or lesser extent in
both historical situations. First, Julian himself (in Against the
Galileans) and the Japanese published effective arguments
against the religious invasions. Second, the Japanese used
apostates such as Ferreira to help in the process of reconverting captured missionaries. Third, both Julian and, tardily,
the Japanese attempted to regain control of youth education. Julian cut off state funding to the Christians for church
construction, clergy maintenance, transportation, schools,
charity, and the like. Belatedly, the Japanese did the same.
Fourth, Julian decided to support Christianity’s competitors,
rebuilding the Jewish temple and reinstituting traditional
paganism. In a parallel way, the Japanese re-emphasized the
role of Confucianism. Fifth, Julian demanded that religious
personnel (clergy) no longer be exempt from state service.
Sixth, both Julian and the Japanese developed a “no-martyrs”
policy, insofar as possible, in order to encourage apostasy
among Christians. The Japanese used the apostates to help in
reconversion. Finally, since Julian failed, he could not prevent
the terrible collapse of Hellenist/Roman paideia (culture and
education). Perhaps the worst day in Western civilization was
when the devoutly Christian Emperor Justinian closed the

Table 1. Measures by Julian and the Japanese
to combat invasive religion
1. Publish rebuttals.
2. Close or defund state-supported religious
(propaganda) schools.
3. Cut off state funding for religious purposes.
4. Support less invasive groups.
5. Demand that religious personnel serve the state.
6. Foster open debate.
7. No martyrs.
8. Encourage apostasy.
9. Use apostates to encourage apostasy.
10. Do not let religious invasion inhibit science
and medicine.
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millennium-old universities of Athens in 529 CE. The Dark Ages
began. In Japan, the overreaction to the Jesuit/Spanish invasion led to the policy of Sakoku: the closure of Japan. Science
and medicine were stymied, although there was leakage
into Japan of Western knowledge through Dutch contacts—
the so-called “Dutch learning.” Of course, once Japan was
“opened” after 1853, the Japanese made the most incredible
transformation to a modern society.

Lessons for America
Invasive religious influences continue in America today, even
though many of the “truths” of religion have been thoroughly
debunked and a constitutional and legal “wall” separates
religion from the state. Hence, there is need for continual vigilance; in my view, many of the measures taken by Julian and
the Japanese are needed now. The signs of invasive religion in
American life included the following:
• unnecessary, unwanted, legally mandated fetal ultrasounds
in physicians’ offices, meant to discourage abortion;
• widespread rioting and carnage over cartoons satirizing
religious claims;
• attempts by some religious extremists not to work and
participate in society—some only wish to study and pray,
supported by the state and others plot to destroy the state;
• religious elements want to wear costumes not consistent
with regulations and public safely;
• religious institutions demand and receive public money for
their own charities;
• religious zealots demand teaching of “nonscience” in science
textbooks and classes (creationism/intelligent design);
• a near eight-year period (2002–2008) in which certain types
of biological research (embryonic stem cell) were inhibited;
and
• physical attacks fostered and encouraged by invasive reli-

gion (such as the events of September 11, 2001)—the most
worrisome of all.
These are just a few examples of invasive religion in our
“secular” society. Julian’s failure—and the shoguns’ eventual
success—demonstrate what measures may prove necessary
here in order to turn back the invasion.
In summary, as noted above, we must, as a society, solve the
resolvable problems of nuclear weapons and war and dysfunctional government, and, finally, continuously combat the pernicious influence of invasive religion. There is no vaccine available for this purpose.
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ADVERTISEMENT

Robert Green Ingersoll (1833-1899)
Ingersoll approved the good, and ridiculed the absurdities; exposed the contradictions and reviled
the cruelties in Christianity. In doing so He got beneath the sugar and spice and exposed the
doctrine's basic evil which was proved by the Bible and the tenets of the faith.
It is extraordinary that so much unanswerable criticism of Jesus as a God of love and compassion
is presented here so briefly and poignantly, appealing to heart and mind. And because every
Christian proclaims the premise, they must accept the conclusions! This is a perfect model
of the kinds of messages secular humanists should be driving home to Christians on the weak
end of the faith curve.

Indictment and Exoneration of Jesus Christ
(The title is mine.)

If Christ was in fact God, he knew all the future. Before Him
like a panorama moved the history yet to be. He knew how
his words would be interpreted.
He knew what crimes, what horrors, what infamies, would be
committed in his name. He knew that the hungry flames of
persecution would climb around the limbs of countless martyrs. He knew that thousands and thousands of brave men
and women would languish in dungeons in darkness, filled
with pain.
He knew that his church would invent and use instruments of
torture; that his followers would appeal to whip and fagot, to
chain and rack. He saw the horizon of the future lurid with
the flames of the auto da fe. He knew what creeds would
spring like poisonous fungi from every text. He saw the ignorant sects waging war against each other.
He saw thousands of men, under the orders of priests, building prisons for their fellow-men. He saw thousands of scaffolds dripping with the best and bravest blood. He saw his
followers using the instruments of pain. He heard the
groans—saw the faces white with agony.
He heard the shrieks and sobs and cries of all the moaning,
martyred multitudes. He knew that commentaries would be
written on his words with swords, to be read by the light of
fagots. He knew that the Inquisition would be born of the
teachings attributed to him.
He saw the interpolations and falsehoods that hypocrisy
would write and tell. He saw all wars that would be waged,
and-he knew that above these fields of death, these dungeons, these rackings, these burnings, these executions, for a
thousand years would float the dripping banner of the cross.

He knew that hypocrisy would be robed and crowned—that
cruelty and credulity would rule the world; knew that liberty
would perish from the earth; knew that popes and kings in
his name would enslave the souls and bodies of men; knew
that they would persecute and destroy the discoverers,
thinkers and inventors; knew that his church would extinguish
reason’s holy light and leave the world without a star. He
saw his disciples extinguishing the eyes of men, flaying them
alive, cutting out their tongues, searching for all the nerves
of pain.He knew that in his name his followers would
trade in human flesh; that cradles would be robbed and
women’s breasts unbabed for gold.
And yet he died with voiceless lips.
Why did he fail to speak? Why did he not tell his disciples,
and through them the world: “You shall not burn, imprison
and torture in my name. You shall not persecute your fellowmen.” Why did he not plainly say: “I am the Son of God,” or,
“I am God”? Why did he not explain the Trinity? Why did he
not tell the mode of baptism that was pleasing to him? Why
did he not write a creed? Why did he not break the chains of
slaves? Why did he not say that the Old Testament was or
was not the inspired word of God? Why did he not write the
New Testament himself?
Why did he leave his words to ignorance, hypocrisy and
chance? Why did he not say something positive, definite and
satisfactory about another world? Why did he not turn the
tear-stained hope of heaven into the glad knowledge of another life? Why did he not tell us something of the rights of
man, of the liberty of hand and brain?
Why did he go dumbly to his death, leaving the world to
misery and to doubt? I will tell you why.
He was a man, and did not know.

This space was paid for by an Ingersoll admirer; treat yourself to the brilliant language and common sense that mesmerized 19th C
audiences all over the country by visiting www.theingersolltimes.com
You will find all of his work, short and long biographies and much more in a highly readable newspaper format. Please look. If you
like it, tell your friends; if you don’t, please tell me how to improve it: fellowfeather@gmail.com

Nat Hentoff

Mounting Suspensions of Students Can Lead to Prison for Many

sure to have a brief individual conversation with the student, letting
her know that you are glad to see
her back in class. If this isn’t possible, you might choose to leave a
positive message on the student’s
desk.
A colleague recently told me
about a student who returned to
his classroom after an expulsion
period of three months. When
the student was gone, the teacher
kept his assignments and handouts in a box. When he returned,
the teacher presented the box to
him, explaining that these were his
materials and she wanted to make
sure that he had an opportunity to
decide what he wanted to keep.

And dig this, as a true consequence
of being truly welcomed back: “The
student was quite appreciative of the
gesture, which signaled that he had
been remembered and was welcomed
back to the classroom community. . . .
The student then struggled with having positive relationships with peers
and other teachers, so the gesture
went a long way to giving him a good

James A. Haught

Theology and Honesty

Hence, God is dead.
This peculiar theology caused a
storm in the 1960s. Fundamentalists
raged. Time magazine published cover
stories. Dr. Altizer received hate mail
and death threats from Christians.
Today, he’s retired in Pennsylvania,
occasionally giving theology lectures.
His theology is interesting—like that of
the Aztecs and their invisible feathered
serpent. But I figure they both have
little to do with reality.
Thomas Jefferson refused to let theology be taught at his new University
of Virginia. He considered theological
assertions to be “unintelligible abstractions . . . absolutely beyond the comprehension of the human mind.” He
ridiculed the Trinity concept “that three
are one, and one is three; and yet that
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tified student suspensions are taking
start back at school.”
place? They should be held accountable
Equally important: “If the student
for the high recidivism among suswas suspended because of an incipended students for whom no meandent that occurred in your classroom,
ingful efforts are made to assure them
it is important to make time to reset
they were truly missed.
expectations and reestablish a positive relationship. . . . This can happen
References
before or after school, or perhaps over
Kamm, Carrie. “School Suspensions: Sup
lunch. Since time has passed since the
porting Students During a Challenging
incident, be sure to focus on moving
Time.” Available at teaching channel.org/
blog/2013/11/01.
forward rather than rehashing what
Lieberman, Donna. From a October 29, 2013,
happened.”
New York Civil Liberties Union press conI would add that concerned and obserference to release the report A, B, C, D,
STTP: How School Discipline Feeds the
vant principals in schools where such
School-to-Prison Pipeline.
suspensions take place should focus on
having teachers who will reach out and
teach colleagues in similar situations how
to bring such absent
students back into
Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a senior
the learning comfellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among other books,
munity.
Living the Bill of Rights (University of California Press, 1999) and The
And what of the
War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering Resistance (Seven Stories
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cipals of schools
working on his next book, Is This Still America?
where cruel, unjus-

continued from p. 12

soever of reconciling science and theolthe one is not three, and the three are
ogy, at least in Christendom. Either Jesus
not one.”
rose from the dead or he didn’t. If he
Edgar Allan Poe wrote: “After readdid, then Christianity becomes plausible;
ing all that has been written, and after
if he did not, then it is sheer nonsense.”
thinking all that can be thought, on the
Of course, like every human phetopics of God and the soul, the man who
nomenon, religion should be studied
has a right to say that he thinks at all will
by sociologists and psychologists. But
find himself face to face with the contheology itself consists of assertions
clusion that, on these topics, the most
about spirits. I can’t imagine why uniprofound thought is that which can be
versities consider it a worthy field of
the least easily distinguished from the
scholarship.
most superficial sentiment.”
Ambrose Bierce wrote: “Theology is
a thing of unreason altogether, an
edifice of assumption and dreams, a
superstructure without a substructure.”
Legendary newspaperman H. L. Menc
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ken wrote: “There is
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Greta Christina

Why Social Justice Is Essential for Atheism

continued from p. 9

our meetings or conferences because
we don’t have sign-language interpreters, we have failed at our mission.
When people with mental illness come
to our meetings or conferences and don’t
come back because speakers or members
were using the words crazy, cuckoo, or
insane in mocking and derogatory ways,
we have failed at our mission.
When African Americans talk to organizers of overwhelmingly white local
groups about possible racism and are
told, “We don’t exclude anybody”—as if
not barring the door to black people was
all anyone needed to do to make a group
inclusive—we have failed at our mission.
When women come to online forums
and don’t come back because they were
called “bitches” and “whores” and “cunts”
and when they complained were told to
lighten up and grow a thicker skin, we
have failed at our mission.
When marginalized people of all varieties don’t participate in our meetings,
conferences, blogs, videos, podcasts,
forums, chat rooms, and more because
these were all about issues that primarily concern white, middle-class, middle-aged, college-educated, cisgendered
men, we have failed at our mission. When
marginalized people of all varieties point
this out, ask us to pay more attention to
atheist-related issues that are more relevant to them, and are told that organized
atheism can’t do this because it would

is more than ample research pointing to
be “mission drift,” we have failed at our
this conclusion: do a Google search on
mission.
the terms microaggressions and unconAnd when marginalized people of all
scious bias if you want to see it for yourvarieties point out any or all of this and
self. If, like most atheists, you care about
get gaslighted or dismissed or told to
science and evidence, there is no excuse
stop talking about it, we have failed at
for you to ignore this or pretend that it
our mission. When marginalized people
isn’t true. That doesn’t make us bad peopoint out ways that they felt excluded by
ple: it means we’ve unconsciously picked
our meetings and conferences and blogs
up on the biases of our culture, and that’s
and videos and podcasts and forums and
entirely understandable. It would be
chat rooms and are told, “No, you didn’t”
hugely surprising if it weren’t true.
or “You’re being divisive” or “You’re
But it does mean that we have to
blowing things out of proportion’” or
accept this reality, take responsibility
“We didn’t mean to exclude you, therefor it, and work to be better. And it
fore you didn’t feel excluded, therefore
means that, because we have a hunyou should stop asking us to change,” we
dred zillion forms of unintentional bias,
have failed at our mission. When people’s
we have to make a conscious effort to
basic right to be treated with dignity
overcome them. There’s no other way
and humanity and equality is called the
that it’s going to happen. There’s no
“5 percent we disagree on” and we are
other way for organized atheism to
asked to shut up about it so we can work
become genuinely inclusive, genuinely
on the issues that really matter, we have
diverse, and genuinely representative
failed at our mission.
of all atheists as opposed to a very small
All of this, by the way, is stuff that has
sliver of us.
really happened. I’m not making up any
And if we don’t do it, then we will
of it. I have heard of, or have personally
fail.
seen or experienced, every single one of
these incidents in organized atheism. In
some cases, I’ve seen them happen again
and again and again and
again and again.
Greta Christina is a prominent atheist speaker and writer who
There are a hundred
blogs at Greta Christina’s Blog. She is the author of Why Are
zillion ways that we show
You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things That Piss Off the Godless
unintentional bias toward
(Pitchstone Publishing, 2012).
marginalized people. There

Arthur L. Caplan
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Where the Slope Slips

change operation.
The slippery slope is much in evidence
in the Belgian cases that involve disability,
not terminal illness. It is also present both
in Belgium and among supporters of
Humphry’s proposals to expand assisted
suicide to the mentally ill.
The key ethical shift in all of these is
moving away from self-determination.
In arguing for opening the door to legalizing assisted suicide for children, the
disabled, or the mentally ill, the moral
standard is shifting from autonomy to

The former provides a way to terrace
the “best-interest” of the patient.
the slippery slope. The latter does not.
Certainly individuals endure huge
Ethically, it is not possible to slide from
amounts of suffering as a result of many
respecting self-determination to making
diseases, injuries, and even life probjudgments about the degree of suffering
lems. But no one, including doctors, is in
that merits death without making the
a position to determine whether helpslope to euthanasia awfully slippery.
ing someone die is the only response to
suffering. Honoring self-determination
by a competent adult who is
terminally ill is a bright line.
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly
Honoring claims of suffering
Mitty Professor and head of the Division of Bioethics at New
advanced on behalf of the
York University Langone Medical Center in New York City.
mentally ill or a child is not.
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Russell Blackford

Upstream, Downstream: Liberalism, Direct Harm, and Hate Speech

of the state and the more subtle tyranny of public opinion and feeling. The
latter kind of tyranny merits a separate
discussion, but Mill was clear that governments should not prohibit conduct—
including speech and expression—unless
it directly causes significant, wrongful,
harm to others. This is the essence of his
famous harm principle.
A reading of Mill’s On Liberty (1859)
makes clear that its author wishes to
ban only those actions and communications that cause rather direct harm.
Once the state bans actions that are
not directly harmful but might have
somewhat remote harmful consequences, there is too much scope for
micromanagement of our lives. Mill
fears that the harm principle could be
overextended into a “monstrous principle” under which anyone can demand
that nobody act in any way falling short
of one’s own standards of perfection.
In discussing freedom of speech, Mill
famously uses the example of an angry
mob gathered in front of a corn dealer’s
house. According to Mill, it is permissible to condemn words that might incite
the mob to immediate violence, such as
a demagogue’s claim that corn dealers
are starvers of the poor. However, Mill
thinks that we should be free to express
such sentiments in newspapers, where
there is little risk of readers being provoked to immediate violence.
Of course, there might be an indirect chain of causation from a vitriolic
article in a newspaper to an act of violence against, say, a corn dealer. Perhaps
Albert, a zealous journalist, writes the
article. Then Belinda reads it and forms a
hostile attitude toward corn dealers that
she then expresses to Caroline. Caroline,
in turn, chats with David and perhaps
directs him to Albert’s article, and David
later encourages Edgar to demonstrate
outside a corn dealers’ convention. This
inspires Frank to incite the hotheaded
Glenda to commit an act of outright
violence. As a result, Helen, a prominent
corn dealer, now lies in the hospital, her
life hanging in the balance from the
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speech and the likely effectiveness of
effect of a gunshot wound.
noncoercive responses. Downstreamers
At what point should the law have
and upstreamers may place different
interfered with this process? Mill would
weight on the value of individual liberty,
argue that any legal action should be well
as opposed to that of reducing risks of
downstream from Albert’s original article
harms.
and much closer to Glenda’s final act of
I am a natural-born downstreamviolence. Other theorists might advocate
er—I’m inclined by intuition and temlaws that operate further upstream, perperament to prohibit speech (and other
haps even banning—or at least heavily
conduct) only if the risk of harm is quite
censoring—the original article.
urgent and immediate. My writings
Perhaps we could prevent more acts
on hate-speech issues have advocated
of violence, dishonesty, and so on if we
relatively little in the way of regulation,
enacted “upstream” laws. However, the
and I argue that the more speech we
further upstream we go—beyond, say,
chill, the more compelling our reasons
a prohibition on violent acts and any
must be. There are good reasons to
immediate incitement to them—the
favor narrow legal drafting and avoid
greater the impact on the liberty of citoverbroad restrictions on speech.
izens. Upstream prohibitions on speech
We should, I think, look with suspiare more likely to chill speech of genucion
on proposals for upstream laws.
ine public interest, and there are many
Given
their impact on liberty and their
less coercive ways to deal with the indiother
disadvantages, all such proposrect dangers posed by speech that is
als
merit
careful, skeptical scrutiny.
remote from the feared harm. After all,
Nonetheless,
there’s an important issue
we can still have “downstream” laws
here.
In
any
particular public debate
to ban violence and immediate inciteabout
freedom
of speech, the respective
ment to it, and governments can influstrengths
of
upstreamers’
and downence the overall ethos of the society
streamers’
positions
might
depend on
through relatively noncoercive means
the
social
situation
at
the
time
and on
such as educational campaigns.
exactly
what
speech
they
are
wrangling
In a vast range of situations, the
about. Many upstreamers place at least
obvious response to pernicious kinds of
some value on individual liberty, and
speech is better, calmer, wiser speech.
they may share with downstreamers all
At the same time, we can take many
the same basic assumptions about the
steps to promote an environment of
secular role of government.
nonviolence, basic honesty and respect,
There is no magical knockdown
and mutual toleration. Some very good
argument
that rules out all possible
reasons should be given before we conupstream
laws
once and for all. While
clude that this approach is futile.
their
proponents
should bear a heavy
Still, the controversy over hate
burden
of
proof,
ultimately the issues
speech is one area of debate where
must
be
determined
through reasoned
many participants on both (or all) sides
arguments
and
the
best
available evimight favor secular government and
dence.
at least claim to value individual liberty
and freedom of speech.
Rigorous downstreamers,
Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the School of Human
who might wish to proities and Social Science, University of Newcastle, Australia.
hibit only very immediate
His latest books are Freedom of Religion and the Secular
incitements to unlawfulState (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 50 Great Myths About Atheism
ness, perhaps make differ(coauthored with Udo Schüklenk; Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), and
ent judgments from the
Humanity Enhanced: Genetic Choice and the Challenge for
upstreamers about the
Liberal Democracies (MIT Press, 2014).
likely consequences of hate
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Church-State Update

Of Apes and Embryos Edd Doerr

O

n December 3, 2013, The New York
Times, The Washington Post, and
other newspapers reported on two
interesting lawsuits. The American Civil
Liberties Union has filed suit against the
U.S. Catholic bishops in federal court in
Michigan, arguing that “their anti-abortion directives to Catholic hospitals hamper proper care of pregnant women in
medical distress, leading to medical negligence” (The New York Times). The case
involves a woman whose life was at risk
from premature (eighteen weeks) labor
at her Catholic hospital, where doctors
did not tell her that the fetus could not
survive, did not admit her for observation, did not tell her that continuing the
pregnancy was a risk to her health/life,
and did not mention abortion as a treatment option. In severe medical distress,
she soon miscarried, and the fetus died.
(Earliest fetal viability is twenty-three to
twenty-four weeks of gestation.)
The second suit is a habeas corpus
action filed by the Nonhuman Rights
Project in a New York State court seeking “legal personhood” for a twentysix-year-old chimpanzee. If corporations can have legal personhood, then
why not a primate who can recognize
himself in a mirror, learn standard sign
language, invent and use tools, has
self-awareness, and has other attributes
we consider as those of human persons?
I have personally been involved
with both of these issues for well over
forty years. In 1974, I published a short
novel, Eden II, on the theme of legal
personhood for chimps. In the novel,
attorneys for a chimp win a court ruling, following Roe v. Wade, that “the
legal term ‘person’ was applicable
to all beings functioning in the same
general manner as the class of beings

the notion that human personhood
already recognized by common and
begins at “conception” or fertilization.
statutory law.” Related to the other
However, if persons are “created in
issue, I served for a while on the board
the image of God” (imago Dei), this
of NARAL (then called the National
really makes little sense. As the deity
Abortion Rights Action League) and for
of Christian tradition is not composed
over thirty years on the board of the
of flesh and blood, the “image of God”
Religious Coalition for Reproductive
idea must refer to something like conChoice.
sciousness and will, which modern sciIn May of 1987, Americans for Reli
ence, as the amici in the Webster case
gious Liberty sponsored a conference
pointed put, is not possible in a human
in Washington, D.C., on abortion rights
fetus until sometime after twenty-eight
and fetal personhood, with presenweeks of gestation. Note that about
tations by Catholic and Protestant
90 percent of abortions are performed
theologians, attorneys, and scienduring the first trimester and over 99
tists. The papers were published in a
percent by twenty weeks, with the
book edited by Dr. James W. Prescott
remainder either before viability (at
and me (Abortion Rights and Fetal
twenty-three or twenty-four weeks at
‘Personhood,’ Centerline Press, 1989).
the earliest) or, if after, only for serious
This led in turn to an amicus curiae
medical reasons regarding the wombrief to the Supreme Court in Webster
en’s life or health. Incidentally, when
v. Reproductive Health Services signed
politicians of both parties in 2011 supby twelve Nobel laureates, including
ported a “personhood at conception”
DNA codiscoverer Francis Crick, and
amendment to the constitution of
155 other distinguished scientists. The
Mississippi, probably our most conserbrief concluded: “The neurobiological
vative and “Christian” state, the voters
data indicate that the fetus lacks the
defeated it by 58 percent to 42 percent.
physical capacity for the neurological
What is important to keep in mind is
activities we associate with human
that the Republican and conservative
thought until sometime after 28 weeks
assaults on women’s reproductive
of gestation. In other words, the capacrights of conscience and religious freeity for the human thought process as
dom in Congress, state legislatures, the
we know it cannot exist before that
courts, and the media are in full swing
time. Amici believe that these neurobiand have enjoyed many successes in
ological facts support the chronology
recent years. People of all religious and
of development this Court recognized
philosophical positions who value
in Roe v. Wade.” In other words, being
women’s rights, religious liberty and
a human person is dependent on the
church-state separation cannot lower
capability for thought and conscioustheir guard for a moment.
ness. The amicus brief is included in
John M. Swomley’s 1999 book,
Compulsory Pregnancy: The War
Against American Women.
Edd Doerr is president of Americans for Religious Liberty
Opposition to abortion rights
and a pro-choice activist for over fifty years.
by some Christians is based on
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Applied Ethics

The End of Atonement: Law Without Free Will

T

here are three things that we
humans seem to really want to
believe in: the existence of God, the
soul, and free will. The first two constructs are being steadily eroded, and it
is conceivable that we shall soon see the
day when soul-mongering theists are
a minority. But the notion that we are
meaningfully masters of our own actions
is far more tenacious, and at least for
now it is the rare atheist who is willing

“Whereas belief in God or the
soul doesn’t materially impact
the structure of governance
(the Electoral College is an awful
idea whether or not God exists),
the entire basis for human
justice and law is at stake
once the notion of free will
starts to totter.”

to proclaim without reservation that free
will is dead. There is an entirely practical
reason for this. Whereas belief in God or
the soul doesn’t materially impact the
structure of governance (the Electoral
College is an awful idea whether or not
God exists), the entire basis for human
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justice and law is at stake once the notion
of free will starts to totter. For those
of us who do not believe in free will, it
is therefore of paramount importance
to put forth an image of justice that is
compatible with lack of agency in order
to smooth the way toward the removal
of this last pillar of humankind’s willful
self-deception.
Before building a post–free will notion
of justice, it is reasonable to ask if we’re
really so sure that free will is doomed to
fall. Let’s start with the facts that everybody can agree on. Our genetic code is
not a matter of our choice. Though there
is a considerable amount of variety in
which sections of the code activate and
for how long during our initial development, none of that is a matter of our
conscious volition. This set of genetic and
epigenetic factors forms the basis of the
instincts and survival reactions with which
we come into the world, and there’s
nothing we can do about any of it.
Once born, we have a set of experiences foisted upon us in the form of
native language, local community and
cultural practices, and parental strategies. I was raised an English speaker in a
Reagan-era small town by parents concerned with education above all else,
and in none of this did I have a vote.
That isn’t to say that I absorbed the set of
ideas around me precisely as they were
given. Rather, my un-chosen external
experiences interacted with my un-cho-
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sen neurochemical and genetic makeup
to form a set of synaptic associations that
are the basis of my personality.
That far just about anybody is willing to go. It’s in the use of that basic
personality that controversy arises. We
have a choice of which actions we take
and which we don’t, says the free-will
camp. But do we really? Let’s take an
example. Suppose that you are walking
down a street at night when you look
to your left and see a stranger leaning
against a wall. Whether or not you feel
fear in that moment is not up to you;
it is a decision made without your consent when incoming sense data is processed by your sensory thalamus and
cortex and shipped to your amygdala. If
the incoming signals stimulate enough
AMPA receptors in the neurons of the
amygdala, the fear response fires and
you feel the physical and mental symptoms of being afraid. If not, it doesn’t.
“Well, maybe,” you might say. “But
whatever chemical state my body puts me
in, I have a range of options for how to act
and can choose one of those freely.” Let’s
think about that—are you free in considering which options are consciously available to you? For instance, presented with
a stranger, I might be aware of “Walk
Tall and Look Tough,” “Run,” and “Jump
Him Before He Jumps You” as actionable possibilities, but “Challenge Him to
a Wizard Duel” doesn’t come up (though
perhaps it will from now on). I am not

free to choose from the infinitude of possible reactions that my brain is capable of
imagining—only a few crystallize in my
conscious mind. My option palette is chosen for me, as if my brain were being run
by Henry Ford as he produced the early
Model Ts. I can choose anything I want,
as long as it’s one of the choices that has
been presented to me.
Up to this point, the environment
has forced a situation upon me, and my
brain, a product of genetics, chemistry,
and past experience, has given me an
emotional response (fear or the lack
thereof) and a set of action options,
none of which I had a real conscious
hand in. I might think: “I still have a
real choice between the few action
options I’ve been handed, though. I
can freely choose to run, walk taller, or
jump him.”
Here I must admit there is still a
good deal to be figured out, and philosophers such as Catherine Malabou
have used the gaps in our knowledge to revive a postmodern notion
of identity and agency based on the
concept of neural plasticity. But every
year those gaps get smaller. Studies
by Wolfram Schultz have shown how
expected reward value is coded by
dopamine neurons that then have a
hand in our behavioral learning, while
Read Montague’s work continues to
demonstrate how unconscious neural
efficiency pushes and determines even
the most seemingly trivial of decisions.
A constantly whirring chemical abacus
lies within us, weighing and predicting
and measuring, and in that deep calculus lies the mechanism of choice.
There is still work to be done, but—
as with evolution a century ago—the
data is piling up steadily on one side,
reducing the possible domain of free
will’s activity. In previous centuries, we
spoke of a self acting within a set of
external and internal confines. Now,
we are coming to realize that the self is
those confines. I am a grand chemical

reaction tossed about on the back of
the statistics of molecular combination
to the day of my neuronal destruction,
and that’s fine.
You might ask, “But if we accept
that we cannot act other than we do,
how can any system of justice be possible? How can we throw a man in
jail for something he had no control
over, for being the unfortunate ‘bag of
chemical reactions’ that was compelled
to do something that we as a society
don’t like?” It’s a big question, and
one so unsettling that it has driven at
least one famous atheist into the arms
of theism, buying back justice at the
cost of accepting God. I would argue,
though, that the disavowal of agency
will remove from the discussion some
of the most problematic and contradictory concepts in our legal system
while still allowing everyday justice to
effectively proceed as before.
Consider this scenario: you have
committed a crime. You fell on hard
times, tried to rob a convenience store,
and got caught. Bad luck. You did not
choose to be born in an area where
crime is perhaps more prevalent than
elsewhere, did not choose the schools
you attended and the influences there,
and did not choose the neurochemical
makeup that found the theft option
compelling enough to be turned into
action. And yet, here you are, on trial.
Our current conception of justice
says, “You could have chosen otherwise, and you didn’t. So, we shall isolate
you from society so that you might be
rehabilitated and serve as an example
to others.” A post–free will conception
of justice, while differing on the wording in many parts, would be entirely the
same in effect. Our post-agency judge
would say, “As you are now constituted, the extremity you found yourself
in caused you to act in a way that is
undesirable for the cohesion of society.
You lacked an experiential basis strong
enough to compel a desirable reaction,
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and so for the next year you will be
placed in a new environment that will
add new experiences to your neuronal
arsenal of sufficient weight to push
you toward better choices in future
scenarios.”
What this judge recognizes is that
the criminal’s internal abacus wasn’t
weighted in a way advantageous to
society—that either from a chemical or experiential perspective, there
simply wasn’t enough there to push
a constructive solution forward into
action. Choice, retribution, atonement,

“For those of us who do
not believe in free will,
it is therefore of paramount
importance to put forth an
image of justice that is
compatible with lack
of agency. . . .”

revenge, accountability—these terms,
within this context, are without meaning and shouldn’t inform our approach
toward you, the criminal. That you
acted in a certain way in a certain situation tells us everything we need to
know and tells us also what we need to
do to prevent a recurrence.
Let me emphasize that this is not the
“Please forgive him, judge, he’s just a
poor child of circumstance” line of legal
thinking that says that certain actions
are forgivable when one takes into
consideration the background of the
perpetrator. That conception is both
too narrow and too broad. It is too
narrow because it assumes that only
certain classes of actions from certain
strata of society are forced, when in
fact all action is forced. It presumes
that everybody else has free choice
in what they do, and we have seen
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Poem

Communion
for Jim
Paul Genega

that they manifestly don’t. It is too
broad because it brings immense and
ungainly concepts such as forgiveness
to bear on a problem that is much
simpler than that. Strictly speaking,
no action is forgivable. I can’t forgive
you for mugging me any more than I
can forgive a rain shower for getting
me wet or flowers for engaging in
photosynthesis.

Later on the ground, one man lost it
believing the baggage had burned—
wailed his grief in glass shattering
crescendos,
flailing against the inert empty carousel,
a Rumpelstiltskin czardas of impotence
and rage—
but when the cabin first filled with smoke
everyone on board, as if narcotized
by their imminent demise,
eased into an odd collective calm.
If not now, when? I remember thinking
as the smoke thickened forty miles from
New York.
Does He exist for you or not? This is it.
Decide . . .
Then turned and asked if you’d care to
share
a stick of spearmint, knowing at that
moment—
with the heaviest of certitudes—the only
one
I wished to talk to was you, my love in the
live vile air.
Paul Genega’s fifth collection of poetry, All I Can
Recall, appeared in 2013 from Salmon Poetry,
Ireland. He teaches creative writing at Bloomfield
College, New Jersey, where he chairs the Division of
Humanities.
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“We have a choice of which
actions we take and which
we don’t, says the free-will
camp. But do we really?”

bottle (because, apparently, we all
keep bottles of arsenic around that
look just like our bottles of salt) or did
we maliciously place it there? How
can a judge parse the gap between
accident and intention if agency is
removed from humans?
The answer is: much as a judge
does now. Given an action, one must
reflect on what the deep calculus
involved most likely was. With the aid
of evidence and testimony, the experiential background of the defendant
can be built up. From that, a judge or
jury member can use his or her own
understanding of societal practice to
assess whether the accused’s background and the given action are of a
piece. “Can the set of chemicals, predispositions, and past experience that
forms the basis of this human’s action
palette be sensibly shown to lead to a
malicious interpretation of the given
action?” isn’t too far from the question that jury members ask themselves
now. So again, I don’t see a radical
departure from current legal practice
in stripping humans of their claim to
free will. It’s a difference of descriptive
vocabulary, but that vocabulary set, in
as far as it is prescriptive, is largely isomorphic to the one in current use, and
so the deep structure of the system
isn’t in any particular danger.
It’s time and past time to rise up
and throw off the chimera of free will.
We lose nothing by it except for words
that we only ever used to inflict pain
as a means of societal revenge, and
we gain the ability to look on with
honest wonder at the operating of
ourselves in the world and to observe
our actions of the day and say, along
with that fine old Fiona Apple song,
“Be kind to me, or treat me mean. I’ll
make the most of it—I’m an extraord
inary machine.”

When we talk about forgiveness
or redemption, what we are really
talking about is a willingness to
attempt to reprogram ourselves favorably toward a given object. “You hurt
me, but I can promise to try to trust
your ability to become someone who
won’t hurt me in the future” is about
all we can offer, and then only if we
have the experiential background to
select that statement in the face of
our own grief. But forgiveness on
the order of “It’s okay, that action
doesn’t really count” makes no sense
on the model of humanity I’ve been
proposing. Everything counts.
You may respond, “Okay, but if we
leave choice out of it, how are we to tell
an intentional act from an accident?
What does intent even mean because
you’re saying that nobody can ever
really choose to do anything?” True,
we usually apportion judgment based
on whether a subject
intended harm or not.
Dale Debakcsy is an author and artist. He is a regular conDid that saltshaker
tributor to England’s The Freethinker and Philosophy Now, as
get filled with arsenic
well as to American Atheist magazine. His blog, Twilight of
because we honestly
the Nearly Everything, can be found at skepticfreethought.org.
made a mistake and
filled it from the wrong
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Religion & Culture

The Jesusification of Popular Culture

I

n the late 1960s, revolution was in the
air. More than a mere political objective, it was a generation’s expression
of thorough alienation from the values
of the mainstream culture, including
religion. Alternative values were being
developed and manifested. A new culture was being born—some called it
the “Age of Aquarius.” Yet in a few
years, things had pretty much returned
to the previous norm, almost as if the
counterculture had never existed at all.
What happened?
The end of the draft and the winding down of the unpopular war in
Vietnam took away the major impetus
for discontent and rebellion. The economic boom of the sixties gave way to
the “stagflation” of the seventies, and
people no longer had as much economic leeway to experiment with unremunerative lifestyles. With jobs harder
to come by, there was more pressure to
conform to conservative norms to win
the approval of employers.
The preceding would be sufficient
to explain a grudging, hypocritical concession to conservative values. But the
return to these values was more than
superficial. It comprised a wholesale
abandonment of alternative modes of
thought. This requires a more—shall
we say—”fundamental” explanation.
As society started to change
during the 1960s, the most conser-

Stephen Van Eck

vative elements of society panicked.
The forces of political reaction were
unleashed. Prominent among these
forces was religious fundamentalism.
The change-phobic members of society were offended and disturbed by
increasing sexual openness, black militancy, and women rejecting their traditional roles, and they seized upon
religion as the best way to halt or
even reverse the tide of changes that
alarmed them.
As a result, religious proselytism
in
creased throughout society as a
whole, and special effort was made to
evangelize the counterculture. There,
would-be evangelists found sheep ripe
for shearing. The sixties counterculture was primarily nonintellectual and
at times even anti-intellectual. Lacking
the sophistication to understand the
fallacious case for Christianity being
presented to them, much less to resist
the psychological tactics being utilized,
naïve members of the counterculture
too easily fell prey to it—similar to coming down with a virus. Too many had a
naïve idealism that left them not only
susceptible to, but defenseless against,
evangelism.
It was easy to sell Jesus to them
as some kind of proto-hippie: he was
depicted as having long hair, a beard,
sandals, no job and being against the
authorities. But the “hippie for Christ”
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would all too often become a conservative redneck. A disingenuous countercultural appeal was the vehicle for
steering people to a conservative culture even worse than the one the counterculture had rejected. It was a fateful,
even stunning accomplishment.
Religious affiliations had bottomed

“. . . Change-phobic members of
society . . . seized upon religion
as the best way to halt or even
reverse the tide of changes that
alarmed them.”

out in the mid-sixties. But by the
mid-seventies, cultural observers were
noting the explosion not merely of
religion but of archconservative fundamentalist Christianity. Though mostly a
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matter of liberal Christians becoming
conservative ones, a significant percentage of the growth in fundamentalism involved former members of the
counterculture.

from Star Wars.
Other religiously themed pop songs
that got airplay*:
• Put Your Hand in the Hand (Anne
Murray). Can I put my foot in the
rump instead?
• Spirit in the Sky (Norman Greenbaum).
I don’t know about you, but I’ve got
a problem with someone named
Greenbaum doing a song that says,
“I’ve got a friend in Jesus.”

“Special effort was made to
evangelize the counterculture.
There, would-be evangelists
found sheep ripe for shearing.”

• Amazing Grace hit simultaneously
for both Judy Collins and the Royal
Scots Dragoon Band, who did a more
authentic bagpipe version. Judy
Collins can be blamed for elevating
Amazing Grace to a level of popularity that has regrettably never receded.
Sorry, I’m not a “wretch.”
• Presence of the Lord (Blind Faith).
Because Eric Clapton was never part
of American fundamentalism, and
because this didn’t actually chart, I
can forgive him.
• Are You Ready? (Pacific Gas & Electric).
No, I’m not, and I never will be.

It was the fieldwork by missionaries
that made their influence on popular culture possible. The way religion affected
popular culture can be traced through
the music of the period. Quite early on,
Andrew Lloyd Webber discerned the
growing interest in Jesus among the
counterculture and exploited it with his
hugely successful rock musical, Jesus Christ
Superstar. Though superficially hippie in
appeal, it gave a boost to Christianity
throughout society as a whole. Stephen
Sondheim chimed in with Godspell, an
updated Christian narrative featuring a
street-mime Jesus whose followers were
contemporary young ragamuffins. Both
shows contributed songs to the pop
charts; the title song of Superstar, done by
tinny-sounding marching bands, was for
years the bane of football fans’ existence
at halftime until the arrival of the theme
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• Operator (Manhattan Transfer). “Give
me Jesus on the line”? Why would he
need one?

• Speak to the Sky (Rick Springfield). If it
speaks back, you need meds.
• The Lord’s Prayer (Sister Janet Mead).
A nun singing the “Our Father” actually was a hit in 1974. Really.
• Jesus Is Just Alright (The Doobie
Brothers). Just alright? Not any better
than that? This song was originally
recorded by the Byrds. The Doobie
Brothers used it to open concerts at
locales deemed to be on the conservative side.
• I’ll Take You There (The Staple
Singers). No, you won’t.
• By the Rivers of Babylon (Boney M).
Psalm 137, minus the horrific last line,
set to reggae music that sounds like
“How Dry I Am.”
The religious Right scored a major
coup when Roger McGuinn persuaded
folk messiah Bob Dylan, a nominal Jew,
to take an intensive Bible study course
taught by fundamentalist Christians.
Dylan came out brainwashed, and everything he’d been told he repeated in his
hit 1979 album, Slow Train Coming. This
was so gratifying to the conservatives
and Gospel musicians in the Academy
that they gave him Grammys for it,
including—strangely enough—Best
Male Rock Vocal.
The brainwashing wore off before
long, and Dylan could only pretend the
entire episode had never occurred. So has
classic rock radio. But by that time, the
religious Right had taken over the
Republican Party and elected a president
with the participation of former hippies.
The counterculture had become a distant
memory most people never thought
about at all. Except for a slew of peculiar
songs, it was like it had never existed.

*“Turn, Turn, Turn” by the Byrds (1965) does
not qualify. The lyrics are from the book of
Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, a skeptical
book that tends to contrast with Judaism
and only made it into the canon out of the
mistaken belief that Solomon was its author.
Pete Seeger wrote it without any intent to
propagate Christianity. It was not a product of the Jesusification of the culture but
merely preceded it.
Another song left off the list is “My Sweet
Lord” by George Harrison, which subversively turns “Hallelujah” into “Hare Krishna.”
Although, its popularity probably does owe
a lot to the increased religious obsession
of the times. Harrison insisted its
melody was based on the chords
for the Gospel song “Oh Happy
Stephen Van Eck was rasied a Catholic but has been a
Day,” as was “He’s So Fine,” the
freethought writer and activist for thirty-eight years. He
crappy pop song Harrison was
lives in rural Susquehanna County, Pennsylvania.
found guilty of “unknowingly”
plagiarizing.

secularhumanism.org

Humanism at Large

Conjectures Concerning the Creation of God

I

n this article, we will explore some
hypotheses about the origin and attributes of an entity whose importance
to earthlings ranges from contemplation every waking hour to absolutely
zero impact. Let us assume that no
subjects are unthinkable, because only
by means of thought experiments and
theorizing can tests be designed to
attempt to learn more about the universe. We’ll explore the possibility that
there are one or more gods per universe, or even one or more per galaxy.

Origin of God
The simplest hypothesis is that the
likely origin of god was the Big Bang,
coincidental to when the universe
sprang into existence. Alternative origins are less logical; for example, if a
god or gods existed before the universe, where did it or they come from?
If the universe came first, how could
dust, gases, and stars create a superpowerful being?
We exist because it is our good fortune that our universe is stable. This
means that it possesses the correct
ratio of weak, strong, and electromagnetic forces; magnitudes of negative
and positive charges on electrons and
protons; and a proper gravitational
constant. This may not be coincidental.
A working hypothesis for this happy
happenstance is that a vast number of
universes all came into existence simultaneously. Those with the “wrong”
physical constants collapsed or burned
out prematurely. The number of universes that may have originated at that
time is unknown, but we can conclude
that only the “fit” survived.

Attributes of God
During the initial phases of the Big
Bang, the gods of the unfortunate,
failing universes must have attempted
to save them. Those universes with
“uncorrectable” physical constants may
have been impossible tasks for even
a god to save, who may then have
had to flee to another, viable universe.
Difficulty in detecting or navigating to
another universe might have led to a
situation that is somewhat analogous
to the Israelites wandering in the desert for forty years.

The Possible Need for More Than One
God in Our Universe
For purposes of this estimate, we shall
arbitrarily assume that the length of
the Earth day and year can be used
as measures throughout the universe,
because we must have a unit of time.
After the Big Bang, the first priority
for the resident god would have been
to survey its universe. If desired, any
needed additional solar systems might
have had to be created. The next priority would be to distribute suns into
galaxies and start them rotating. Many
suns would have to be fitted with at
least one habitable planet as well as
frozen and roasted dead planets and
various comets and asteroids. Finally,
the god would decide which planets
would be “seeded” with the complex
molecules that had the potential to
evolve into complex life, which planets
would be left to evolve life with no
help, and which would be ignored.
If the duration needed per solar
system is estimated to be less than
one 1/1000 of a second, the entire
secularhumanism.org

Joel Kirschbaum

universe could have been formed by a
single creator with superpowers during
its 13.82 billion-year age. A shortcut
would be to create several sample suns
and satellites and to use the equivalent
of a cosmic copying machine to create
replicates of complete solar systems.

“We’ll explore [in this article]
the possibility that there are one
or more gods per universe,
or even one or more per galaxy.”

However, an alternative time-line is
the mythical six days the Old Testament
has stated that creating the universe
required. To form two hundred to four
hundred billion suns per galaxy and
about two hundred billion galaxies, as
many as six hundred billion gods would
be needed. The equivalent of a stellar
assembly-line would have the especially
adroit and imaginative gods creating
planets such as Saturn with multiple,
interlocking rings. Assuming unequal
gods, the less able would merely orbit
asteroids and the dour would create
black holes that devour matter. It’s logical to assume that this gaggle of gods
toiling in our universe was augmented
by gods that fled failed universes.
Some confirmation that a god
requires a finite time-span to perform
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major transformations arises from
the visible differences between stars,
including ages, sizes, and luminosities.

“. . . The gods of the unfortunate, failing universes must have
attempted to save them.”

Hypotheses about the Lives of the Gods
We can only conjecture what the many
gods do with their time during their
infinite life-spans. Do they toy with
their animated creations? Are there
god games in which deities compete for
most beautiful scenery or most interesting or weirdest evolved life-forms?
Is there universal harmony, or are
there cosmic conflicts? Such conflicts

would exemplify the classic immovable
force vs. an irresistible object. Intergod clashes comprise Greek and Norse
mythology, as well as plots for comic
books and 3-D movies. The formation
of newborn stars in our galaxy may be
due to natural processes or the work of
a laggard god.

Search for Data

extrasolar suns with planets fall into
distinct classes: similar numbers or sizes
of planets, similar angles of axial tilts, or
similar atmospheres or distances from
their suns. The analogy here would be
connecting crime scenes with distinctive patterns.
Lack of evidence for the existence of
any god or one god means more
research is required, a task familiar to
humans who insatiably seek to satisfy
curiosities and find a single, confirmed
answer. The absence of evidence for
any godlike entity means we individuals merely continue with our existing
beliefs.

Now we must depend on physicists
to design experiments to attempt to
prove or disprove any of these conjectures. For example: do dying universes
emit any particles, waves, or fields
that could enter our universe and be
detected? In other words, was a “death
rattle” transmitted to us?
Experimental astrophysiJoel Kirschbaum is a retired chemist who has published
cists might find traces of the
more than one hundred publications in reviewed journals,
existence of multiple gods
including a strongly pro-evolution guest editorial in the
in our universe by seeing if
Journal of School Science and Mathematics.
some of the thousands of
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Reviews

On to Project X

Victor J. Stenger

I

n 1964, six physicists published three
independent papers in the same issue
of Physical Review Letters suggesting a
way by which certain elementary particles gain mass. The process was dubbed
the “Higgs mechanism” after just one
of the authors, an unassuming British
professor named Peter Higgs. The other
authors deserve mention. They are
Robert Brout (now deceased), François
Englert, Gerry Guralnik, Dick Hagen, and
Tom Kibble. In simplest terms, particles
such as the electron and those responsible for the weak nuclear force, which
provides the energy of the sun, are intrinsically massless but gain mass, that is,
inertia, by colliding with particles called
“Higgs bosons,” which fill the universe.
In 1993, Nobel laureate and Fermilab
director Leon Lederman, with Dick
Teresi, published a book titled The God
Particle: If the Universe Is the Answer,
What Is the Question? Lederman had
used the phrase “God particle” to
describe the Higgs boson in a lecture,
partly as a joke. He is a great stand-up
comedian with a mischievous smile
that never leaves his face. However,
Lederman was also partly serious in
emphasizing the fundamental role of
the Higgs particle, existing everywhere
in space, sort of like a god, and providing for the masses of particles. Most
physicists hated the name. Higgs winced
at it, calling it aggrandizing and offensive. Lederman said he offended two
groups of people: those who believe
in God and those who don’t. But his
publisher liked it (I am told that putting
God in the title of a book helps its sales)

Beyond the God Particle, by Leon Lederman and Christopher
Hill (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2013, ISBN hardcover,
978-1-61614-801-0; e-book, 978-1-61614-802-7) 325 pp.
Hardcover, $24.95; e-book, $12.99.

“[Leon] Lederman had used the
phrase ‘God particle’ to describe
the Higgs boson in a lecture,
partly as a joke.
He is a great stand-up
comedian with a mischievous
smile that never leaves his face.
However, Lederman was also
partly serious in emphasizing the
fundamental role of the Higgs
particle, existing everywhere in
space, sort of like a god,
and providing for the masses
of particles. Most physicists
hated the name.”

and the media loved it.* In any case,
the term never had anything to do with
theology.
The God Particle was written, in
part, to generate public support for the
Superconducting Supercollider (SSC) that
would seek to confirm, or deny, the existence of the Higgs boson. The Higgs had
become an intrinsic ingredient of the
highly successful standard model of elementary particles, which was developed
in the 1970s, and it was the only element
of the model that remained to be empirically tested. President Ronald Reagan
had given his approval for the SSC and
in 1991 construction had begun at the
selected site, Waxahachie, Texas. The collider was to be a ring 87.1 kilometers
around, and it would collide beams of
protons together, each with energy 20
TeV (trillion electron-volts). However, in
1993, after three billion dollars had been
spent and the tunnel for the ring was
almost 30 percent complete, Congress
balked at the twelve-billion-dollar esti*Ian Sample, Massive: the Missing Particle
That Sparked the Greatest Hunt in Science
(New York: Basic Books, 2012).
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mated cost. Furthermore, not all the scientific community was behind it, so the
project was cancelled. This event marked
the beginning of a sharp decline in support for elementary particle physics in the
United States that has continued to this
day. Physics graduate students looked
elsewhere for opportunities, and they
still do.
Although many particle physics
research facilities remain in operation all over the world, including the
United States, the international CERN
(European Organization for Nuclear

“ . . . According to Lederman
and Hill, Project X will not
just concern itself with
fundamental physics questions
but will explore solutions to the
problems of clean energy
and nuclear waste.”

Research) laboratory in Geneva has for
many years been the largest accelerator site in the world. There the greatest
scientific effort of all time was mounted
to build the Large Hadron Collider
(LHC). While the LHC is huge and still
cost billions, it is smaller and cheaper
than the SSC would have been, using
an already existing tunnel “only” 27
kilometers long compared to 87.1 kilometers and “only” 14 TeV total collision
energy compared to 40 TeV for the SSC.
On July 4, 2012, CERN announced that
two independent experiments involving thousands of scientists from seventy-nine countries had each detected
highly significant signals in the mass
range 125-126 GeV that were very
likely the long-sought Higgs boson. On
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October 8, 2013, it was announced that
Peter Higgs and François Englert had
been awarded the 2013 Nobel Prize
for Physics.

L

ederman’s Beyond the God Particle,
which looks at the next phase of
exploration, written with theoretical
physicist Christopher Hill, has something for everyone. A reader with no
formal education in physics but a lively
interest will be treated to the basics
of particle acceleration and the structure of matter. The physics student
will be brought up to date on the
standard model of elementary particles
and the role played by rare processes
and neutrinos. The authors make a
heroic but what I think is ultimately
not very successful attempt to explain
the Higgs mechanism by going deeper
than the typical, oversimplified popular
accounts. It’s really tough without the
math.
Of special interest to old-time particle physicists such as myself, who
worked at Fermilab, CERN, and other
particle accelerators during a forty-year
career in the field, the authors provide
details on Project X at Fermilab, which
is developing a wide range of new
techniques for going beyond the Higgs
boson to new physics (the authors drop
the use of “God particle” early in the
book, after explaining its origin). The
techniques being considered by Project
X do not just involve higher and higher
energies but higher intensities at lower
energies and other methods.
Especially gratifying to me personally is an emphasis on “long-baseline” neutrino experiments that send
beams of neutrinos from accelerators through Earth to distant underground detectors. Back in the 1980s,
I made a proposal presentation to a
Fermilab program committee for such
an experiment, but its time had not
yet come. It now has. Today there are
three operating long-baseline neutrino
experiments, including one that sends
neutrinos 450 miles from Fermilab to
a mine in Minnesota. Part of Project
X is LBNE, the Long-Baseline Neutrino
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Experiment, which will send a high-intensity beam of neutrinos eight hundred miles to the Homestake Mine in
South Dakota, where neutrinos from
the Sun were first observed by Ray
Davis in the 1960s. Davis saw half as
many as expected, and this finding
remained controversial for many years.
But it proved correct and was the first
evidence that neutrinos “oscillate” from
one type to another while in flight from
a source to detector. It’s as if a pitcher
tossed a baseball that changed into a
golf ball on the way to home plate.
I played a small role in the verification of neutrino oscillations in 1998 by
an experiment in a mine in Japan called
“Super-Kamiokande.” This showed
conclusively that neutrinos have very
small but nonzero masses. Davis and
the leader of Super-Kamiokande,
Masatoshi Koshiba, shared the 2002
Nobel Prize for Physics.
The long-baseline neutrino experiments are designed to use this quantum-mechanical phenomenon to probe
deeper into the forces of nature than
is possible with any feasible colliding
beam accelerator. One of the problems that is beginning to raise its head
at the LHC is that no new phenomenon beyond the anticipated Higgs has
yet been seen. It is hoped that that
will change when the energy is doubled, but decades ago some reputable
physicists were already predicting that
a “desert” extends well beyond the
LHC energy where no new physics will
be found once the standard model is
wrapped up. Surely some new physics
has to be out there somewhere, but it
may be beyond reach of any conceivable accelerators.
For example, one major question
that is not answered by the standard
model is why particles outnumber antiparticles by a factor of a billion in the
universe. Neutrino long-baseline experiments may be able to test the explanation proposed in 1967 by the famous
Russian physicist and political dissident,
Andrei Sakharov, in which the natural
symmetry between particles and antiparticles was spontaneously broken

when the universe was very young.
Also, according to Lederman and
Hill, Project X will not just concern itself
with fundamental physics questions but
will explore solutions to the problems
of clean energy and nuclear waste. One
new idea (to me) is “accelerator-driven
subcritical reactors” that generate
energy by the fission of lighter elements
such as thorium without requiring a
critical mass. (Although not mentioned
in the book being reviewed, I would
like to take this opportunity to promote
another technology involving thorium
that has been in our possession since
1945 and which holds the promise of
solving the world’s energy problems
for a thousand years. I won’t worry
about what happens after that. This
is the liquid fluoride thorium reactor
[LFTR].* Such reactors would never lead
to meltdowns such as Fukushima and
Chernobyl. The only reason this specific reactor technology was dropped
during the Nixon administration is that
it has no military applications. You can
really see why hawkish politicians, who
are also fossil-fuel funded, object.)
Finally, scientists and science supporters will greatly appreciate Lederman
and Hill’s impassioned case for the
importance of basic science to society.
They tell the probably apocryphal story
of a visit to Michael Faraday’s lab by the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, William
Gladstone. Gladstone wanted to see
where all this “wasteful” spending on
electricity was going. Faraday supposedly responded, “I don’t know what
good this will be, but one day you may
tax it.”
One of the readers of my regular Huffington Post blog once asked
me what use could the Higgs boson
possibly have. I answered: How could
Faraday have known to tell Gladstone
that electricity would someday make
it possible for teenagers to send writ*Richard Martin, Superfuel: Thorium, the
Green Energy Source for the Future (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); see also
Victor J. Stenger, God and the Atom: From
Democritus to the Higgs Boson (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 2013).

ten messages instantaneously to their
friends all over the world with a small,
hand-held device?
Lederman and Hill also remind us
that in 1989 a young computer scientist working at CERN named Tim
Berners-Lee proposed what he called
a “distributed information system” to
enable the lab’s scientists to handle the
great amounts of data that were then
coming in from its Proton Synchrotron

“ . . . Scientists and science
supporters will greatly
appreciate Lederman and
Hill’s impassioned case for
the importance of
basic science to society.”

“garners many trillions of dollars worth
of new gross domestic product per year
for all the people on planet Earth.
Lederman and Hill also mention
the inventions of a Polish CERN physicist (and World War II resistance hero)
Georges Charpac, in particular the
“multiwire proportional chamber,” that
is now widely used in biology, radiology, and nuclear medicine. Charpac
was awarded the 1992 Nobel Prize for
Physics.
No one can predict what practical
applications can come out of the basic
scientific research being done today,
but history shows that without basic
science we can expect little human
progress. The Internet and multiwire
proportional chamber did not result
from a direct application of particle
physics, but when you have very talented and dedicated people working
on uncovering the basic nature of the
universe, you can expect just this sort
of spin-off.
Lederman and Hill calculate, “If U.S.
particle physics received a mere 0.01
percent (a hundredth of a penny on
the dollar) of the tax revenue per year
on the cash flow it [that is, European
particle physics] has generated by
inventing the World Wide Web, the
Superconducting Supercollider would
have been built in Waxahachie, it would
have discovered the Higgs boson ten
years ago, and we’d be well on to the
next machines.”
Very seldom do I find a popular book
on physics written for a general audience
from which I learn anything. This was not
the case with Beyond the God Particle,
which contains much that is new to me.
Of course, the authors were not writing
for me, and their intended wider audience will find much more that is useful
and worthwhile.

accelerator. I don’t know who was the
author, but in the early 1980s I used an
early version of the program, involving
now familiar “hyper-links,” to organize
the data from a neutrino experiment
with the fifteen-foot bubble chamber at Fermilab. The collaboration
involved several universities with different computers and different analysis
programs. I wrote to CERN, and they
provided me with the program free of
charge, including the cost of shipping
a heavy magnetic tape from Geneva
to Honolulu. No one had ever heard of
software licensing in those days.
As is now legend, BernersLee’s program became the
Victor J. Stenger is emeritus professor of physics at the
World Wide Web, a vital part of
University of Hawaii and adjunct professor of philosophy
the Internet. Lederman and Hill
at the University of Colorado. His 2007 book, God: The
call it “the greatest information
Failed Hypothesis, was a New York Times best seller. His
next book, in press, is God and the Multiverse.
revolution humanity has ever
seen” and note that today it
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An Important Book

Robert M. Price

A

n Imperfect Book: What the Book
of Mormon Tells Us about Itself
may be the most important book
yet written about Latter-day Saint (LDS)
scripture. That is saying a lot, because
so many truly excellent works on the
Book of Mormon and LDS origins have
appeared from Signature Books. Author
Earl M. Wunderli’s focus is on the Book
of Mormon itself and the many internal
indicators that it is not what it presents
itself to be—namely, an ancient book
written by many different authors over
many centuries. This will not come as
news to anyone who is even superficially
familiar with some of the critical work
done in the last couple of decades. But
many previous books have examined the
Book of Mormon in the light of similarities to Masonic rites and other clues to

“Author Earl M. Wunderli’s focus
is on the Book of Mormon itself
and the many internal indicators that is not what it presents
itself to be—namley, an ancient
book written by many different
authors over many centuries.”

external influences on the Book. Others
have debunked Mormon scripture with
the tools of archaeology and genetics,
cutting every support from beneath this
uniquely American religion until LDS
defenders appear like the Black Knight in
Monty Python and the Holy Grail, shorn of
all four limbs but still pugnacious.
Wunderli is a philosopher and a
lawyer. He brings a finely honed sense
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An Imperfect Book: What the Book of Mormon Tells Us about Itself,
by Earl M. Wunderli (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2013, ISBN
978-1-56085-230-8). 389 pp. Softcover, $32.95.

both of logic and evidence to the case
few “quoted” passages from the blasphemous tome of the mad Arab Abdul
of Joseph Smith and his Golden Bible.
Alhazred. Then a number of Lovecraft’s
Wunderli subjects the text to exacting
colleagues joined in the game, pepperanalyses of vocabulary statistics, patterns
ing their own tales with snippets from
in the fabrication and the use of names,
the Necronomicon. What I did was to
and comparisons between, for example,
treat them as surviving fragments of an
the way Jesus speaks in Gospel excerpts
ancient text otherwise lost. I was easreproduced in the Book of Mormon and
ily able to give it a seemingly serious,
nonbiblical speeches ascribed to Jesus
straight-faced academic analysis. I was
in 3 Nephi. He easily demonstrates how
just kidding around, though, just as
Joseph Smith would borrow names from
Lovecraft and his pals were. As I read
the Old Testament, create new ones that
Wunderli’s amazing accounts of the
had only slight differences, and then try
gymnastics of Mormon apologists on
to mutate them further with no real
behalf of their Third Testament, I thought
sense of linguistic evolution and groof my Necronomicon commentary. The
tesque results such as the personal name
Mormon defenders are engaging in just
“Coriantumr.” As you read the Book of
the sort of silliness I did. They’re kidMormon, you can just see Smith’s imagding around, too, but they don’t know it.
ination running out of gas.
They’re kidding themselves.
As revealing as An Imperfect Book is
I was reminded of something else as I
regarding the Book of Mormon, it is just
read this book. I kept recognizing the
as revealing in what it shows about the
specific apologetical maneuvers, the
enterprise of apologetics. One pities the
same ingenious but futile sophistries,that
poor spin doctors who have made careers
form the stock-in-trade of evangelical
out of sophistical ax-grinding to defend
apologists for biblical inerrancy. One can
the scripture they have cherished since
only wish that Christian apologists would
an indoctrinated childhood. What an
read this great book, if only to recognize
exercise in bad faith! What a feat of utter
themselves in its mirror.
futility! What a colossal waste of time!
Many years ago, I undertook
to write a tongue-in-cheek
Robert M. Price is professor of theology and scriptural studies at
scholarly commentary on
Colemon Theological Seminary and research fellow at the Center
H. P. Lovecraft’s fictional
for Inquiry. His most recent book is Secret scrolls: Revelations
Necronomicon. Lovecraft
from the Lost Gospels (Wipf and Stock, 2010).
included in his stories a
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Letters continued from p. 13

ers are being manipulated into
opposing mandatory vaccination
of teenage girls against the HPV
virus—a virus reputed to cause
cervical cancer. They claim that
vaccination against HPV encourages promiscuity. This is biological warfare against women in
order to control sexuality. For
similar reasons, the same political
factions argue against teaching
contraception in public schools
and oppose public funding for
Planned Parenthood.
Women are kept in line by
a false presentation of history.
Because there can be no question that a true picture of women’s history would place organized religion in a very bad light, I
don’t think we can count on local
school boards to teach accurate
women’s history any time soon.
Our only recourse is to use electronic media and private educational resources as much as possible. Confrontation with antifeminist forces will be inevitable. But
that is what we need, especially
in public forums. As we confront
our opponents with intelligence,
we usually find them disarmed.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

Liberalism,
Libertarianism, and
Secular Humanism
This letter refers to three articles
in the special section “The Secular
Right and Its Discontents” (FI,
December 2013/January 2014):
“Why I Am Not a Liberal” by Robert
M. Price, “Progressive vs. Liberal”
by Glade Ross, and “Why Secular
Humanism and Libertarianism Are
Incompatible” by Dan Davis. Price
is a total nut case. He enthuses that
“Capitalism . . . demonstrates that
we can enlarge the pie of wealth,
not just . . . keep the whole pie for
a tiny elite” and that at a time of
massive inequality of income distribution. Ross should cite previous
literature regarding the distinction
between natural resources and
value created by man. Two authors
that come to my mind are Henry
George (“Progress and Poverty”)

and Garrett Hardin (“The Tragedy
of the Commons”). He does not
appreciate that our laws are too
often influenced by wealth and
function to accumulate more
wealth, natural and man-made, to
the already wealthy.
I do agree with Davis. He points
out what I did not realize before,
that private corporations can do
good and be beneficial to society
even in the presence of big government. So what is keeping them
back?

Ernst Kallenbach
Gainesville, Florida

As a left-leaning libertarian, I
read with great interest the special section. I noticed that all
three discussed only economic or
foreign policy. I would guess that
there are very few, if any, secular
humanists that are truly conservative socially, e.g., who support
a breakdown of church-state
separation, complete prohibition
of abortion or birth control, or
prohibition of homosexuality.
Therefore, I would classify Price
as a libertarian rather than a true
conservative.
Three authors made at least
some valid points. In particular,
Price is correct that most liberals believe that government can
solve any economic problem,
whereas Davis is right about the
other extreme, that most libertarians and conservatives believe
that the market can solve any
problem. The answer is somewhere in the middle: a government that supports a sane tax
structure (as suggested by Ross),
regulation as needed, and some
form of income redistribution.
Price is also right that people
tend to vote based on one issue,
but I believe that this is because
both major parties are actually so
much alike. Both George W. Bush
and Barack Obama have essentially been statist presidents,
being socially conservative, economically liberal, and hawkish on
foreign affairs. A utilitarian view
of the country would support a
somewhat more libertarian government, and this would be consistent with humanist values.

Mark Zacharias
Langhorne, Pennsylvania

Robert Price failed to fully disclose his philosophy in his article. Given that he is antichoice
(anti-abortion), it is easy to see
why he would vote Republican. I
could never vote for a party that
is: anti–women’s rights; pro-war;
full of religious fanatics; antiscience (evolution and science
that says that the earth is more
than ten thousand years old are
“lies from the pit of hell”); denies
the poor the right to health care
and even food; denies people
the right to contraception; tries
to suppress the vote; and thinks
that corporations are people.
Republicans support the National
Rifle Association, whose president calls the Civil War the “war
of Northern aggression” while
it uses its influence to keep reasonable gun laws from being
enacted in order to protect the
profits of the gun industry.
Price calls the Affordable Care
Act (ACA) an “Obama health-care
fiasco” when that is far from clear
at this point. Like Social Security,
Medicare, and Medicaid, the ACA
will become a success but must
eventually be a single-payer system.
Like many Republicans, Price
is a “global warming denier,”
believing it to be a false “scientific creationism.” Only someone
with their head in the sand could
deny the facts disclosed by climate scientists and documentaries. His opinion that “the middle
class thrives under capitalism” is
absurd to anyone who is paying attention. The income of the
middle class is constantly eroded
while billionaires see their wealth
increasing by leaps and bounds.
I hope that in the future you
will spare us the words of an
ideologue like Robert Price.

Jim Osborne
Jacksonville, Florida

As a card-carrying member of
the Libertarian Party, I have on
the rear bumper of my truck
secularhumanism.org

(yes, I drive a “good ol’ boy”
pickup truck) a sticker that says
“Libertarian—More Freedom,
Less Government.” It does not
say “No Government.” It seems
that the authors conflate today’s
libertarians with the anarchists
of the late nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries and with
the idea that under communism,
government would fade away to
create one happy international
family. In their excellent book
Why Nations Fail, authors Daron
Acemoglu and James Robinson
show that for free markets to
flourish and nations to create
wealth, a strong central government is necessary. It is needed to
provide basic services (infrastructure, police, etc.), recognize property rights, enforce contracts,
settle disputes, and ensure that
exchanges are not coerced by
one party. The concept of a free
market that libertarians promote
is that in voluntary transaction,
both parties gain.

Vic Arnold
Westerly, Rhode Island

Robert Price seems to have no
problem with our government’s
involvement in the overthrow
of duly elected governments in
Iran, Chile, Guatemala, Indonesia,
Haiti (et al.) and the efforts by
the United States to assassinate
the elected leaders of other
countries and to, without justification, attack any country in
the world (only small and weak
countries of course—Grenada,
Panama, Iraq) whose leaders we
disapprove of. He ignores the
fact that when George W. Bush
was elected in 2000, the GOP
controlled all three branches of
government and was left with a
balanced budget. This gave them
the opportunity to show what
a capable party could achieve
under ideal circumstances. Alas,
within seven years, they took us
into the worst economy of seventy years, two unpaid-for and
unjustified wars, unwarranted
tax breaks for the richest among
us, and the worst reputation the
United States has had worldwide
of all time. Do we need further
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Letters
proof that today’s greed-inspired
and power-hungry GOP is incapable of governing our country?

Gerry Long
Newport Beach, California

I have learned a lot about the
history of religion from Professor
Robert M. Price, but I’m afraid
he has little to teach about politics in America. In his diatribe
against liberalism, he sets up a
gang of straw men and, like Don
Quixote, flails away at phantoms.
To justify his distortions, he conflates liberals with radical leftists and anarchists. According to
him, liberals believe “All [political
orders], especially capitalism, are
no damn good; each is radically
evil because it cannot achieve
paradise for all.” In other words,
liberals, who seek to lessen inequities in our society by progressive politics, despise America
because it will never be paradise.
Really? That doesn’t sound like
me or any liberal I’ve ever known.
“Rightly
compassionate
toward the poor,” Price concedes, “liberals, however, want
to cut to the chase and act as if
everyone has had equal preparation.” The result, he says, is affirmative-action quota systems. This
is also a straw man, for no one
contends that students involved
in affirmative action are equally
prepared. On the contrary, the
policy is designed to give a boost
to those who otherwise would
not qualify for admission due to
a background of poverty or racial
injustice. Reasonable arguments
can be made against the policy,
but Price does not offer one.
Concern over global warming,
Price charges, “is only the latest
example of the hysterical apocalyptic fervor of liberalism.” What
does he offer as evidence of this
outlandish allegation? He ridicules the notion that “spraying
deodorant” can ruin the atmosphere. Duh.
Liberals are not truly skeptics, Price proclaims, because “if
I am right,” liberals are “believers in sacred dogmas of pacifism, martyrdom, and self-hating
asceticism.” With all due respect,
professor, you are wrong on all
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counts.
Price so despises liberalism
that he’d like to see it disappear
from the American scene. A far
more astute thinker on the politics of democracy, John Stuart
Mill, had a better idea. “A party of
order or stability,” he wrote, “and
a party of progress or reform,
are both necessary elements of a
healthy state of political life.”

Walter Balcerak
Brooklyn, New York

Many humanists try to evaluate human influence on global
warming using information
from the 2013 IPCC report,
The Weather Channel’s recent
docu-series Tipping Points, and
other sources.
But global warming is no
longer a “plausible hypothesis,”
according to Robert Price. No,
“it’s all pseudoscientific fraud,
like pyramidology.” Liberal
believers simply base their conclusions on “futile liberal dogmatic faith.” By dismissing the
issue as some sort of bogus conspiracy, he concludes that only
faith remains and conveniently
purges the need to challenge
contrary data.
What is Price’s evidence? The
“data-suppressing e-mails” sent
by certain global-warming scientists who were hell-bent on
“fudging evidence” to “reinforce
propaganda.” But look into the
issue, and you find that neither
the e-mail writers nor the IPCC
suppressed any findings (Nature).
You also learn that e-mail material was mined for words and
phrases used to distort the matters being discussed. Several
investigations cleared the scientists of wrongdoing, though
some e-mails showed poor judgment. But does Price question
the judgment or motives of the
accusers? Hardly! Like creationists who dismissed the entire field
of paleontology when Piltdown
Man was discovered to be a hoax,
he dismisses the entire study of
human-caused global warming;
yet he has no hoax.
Astute readers of the Skeptical
Inquirer will notice how well
Kendrick Frazier’s November/
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December 2013 article, “The
Fox News Effect: Media Use and
Global Warming Denial,” frames
Price’s assertions. Frazier lists
“five main ways ... that conservative media create distrust in scientists,” and Price is no stranger
to them. Still, everyone can agree
with Price when he derides the
idea that we will “ruin the atmosphere” by “spraying deodorant.”
Smelly armpit management will
not lead to disaster. Even the
IPCC report agrees that aerosol
droplets reflect light and promote cooling—not warming.

Dean Schramm
Key Largo, Florida

Robert M. Price’s editorial was a
disappointing screed of generalities, rants, and discourse that
alienates instead of enlightening
or educating. Unfortunately, this
is what I have come to expect
from conservatives of today.
Otherwise the issue included
many excellent articles, and I
thank you for a stimulating and
excellent publication.

Kate Blane
Athens, Georgia

Robert M. Price begins his rant
badly by titling it “Why I Am
Not a Liberal, and You Shouldn’t
Be Either” (emphasis added),
almost immediately contradicting that with “I am not trying
to change your mind”(emphasis
added). He goes downhill from
there. Liberals, Price asserts, “act
as if those who benefit from
affirmative action are competent
and know what they are doing,”
obviously implying that they are
not and do not. He rightly notes
“minority candidates’ lack of academic preparation” but ignores
the fact, supported by an abundance of evidence, that the political and economic conservatives
whose philosophy he extols are
staunchly opposed to improving
such preparation, that they are,
in fact, committed to destroying
public secular education in the
United States, replacing it with
private schools that prominently
include those whose purpose

is to indoctrinate students with
fundamentalist Christianity. (See
“Attack of the Education PseudoReformers” by Edd Doerr in the
same issue of Free Inquiry.)
Price accuses liberals of being
committed to a “dogma” of progressive improvement. Does he
really think that the free-market
capitalism that he espouses is not
dogma?
Noting that “there was no
such thing as a middle class in
the pre-capitalist world,” Price
then ignores the indisputable
fact that insufficiently regulated
free-market capitalism in the
United States is now destroying
it: due to stagnant or declining
real wages, the middle class is
continuing to shrink. Most of the
growth in income in the United
States is going to the wealthiest 1 percent, and particularly
the wealthiest 0.1 percent, of the
population. Economic inequality
in the United States is at an historic level, is greater than that
in any other developed democracy, and is still increasing. (The
solution, according to conservatives, is to further deregulate the
free-market capitalism that has
created the inequality.)
Price notes that “capitalism
leaves some—relatively few—
behind in poverty.” “Relatively
few” means, according to the U.S.
Census Bureau, 16 percent of the
population of the United States,
including almost 20 percent of
American children, or more than
forty million Americans. The number of poor Americans, including
poor children living in homes
where there may not be enough
food to eat, has reached a record
high level. If conservatives have
their way in cutting food stamps,
the number of hungry children
will be increased. Dismissing the
millions of American poor and
more than a billion poor around
the world as “relatively few” is
disgusting.
Price claims in the piece to be
“a humanist,” but the positions
he espouses are inconsistent
with the definition of humanism published by the American
Humanist Association and the
“Affirmations of Humanism, A
Statement of Principles” published by the Council for Secular

Humanism. He rejects science
when it conflicts with his conservative ideology. He asserts
that he embraces a philosophy of
pessimism rather than optimism,
and he evidences a commitment
to selfishness over compassion.
Aside from the issue of theism,
concerning which Price states
no clear position, the Apostolic
Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium
just issued by Pope Francis indicates that he subscribes to the
Affirmations of Humanism more
than Price does.
The publication of Price’s article in Free Inquiry has severely
shaken my confidence in the
intellectual integrity of the
Council for Secular Humanism. I
will continue to subscribe to Free
Inquiry, but I do not want any
closer association with an organization in which a person who
espouses the positions that Price
does can be a Fellow.

many additional letters addressing other nonsense in his essay.

Kenneth G. Crosby
Laredo, Texas

Ginger Fite
Laguna Niguel, California

There are so many things wrong
with Robert M. Price’s essay
that it’s hard to decide where
to begin. He accuses liberals of
secretly despising democracy. The
best example I can come up with
of people despising democracy
is the Republican gerrymandering process to keep themselves
in the majority in the House of
Representatives in spite of garnering a minority of the popular
vote in the last election. He says
liberals hate authority (except
for their own). That sounds more
like a description of conservatives
who want to get government out
of everybody’s lives except when
it involves a woman’s vagina. He
thinks the Affordable Care Act
(ACA) will kill the private-insurance industries, when, in fact,
the ACA is a French kiss to the
insurance industry compared to
the single-payer plan we should
have had. He says the middle
class thrives under capitalism,
when it is obvious that the form
of unrestrained capitalism currently practiced shrinks the middle class, increases poverty, and
enriches a small elite at the top
of the pile. I’m sure you will get

As a person with a decided
leaning toward libertarianism, I
was interested in reading Glade
Ross’s “Progressive vs. Liberal”
and Dan Davis’s “Why Secular
Humanism and Libertarianism
Are Incompatible.” I found both
provocative and informative.
Ross represents an unusual and
rather elegant theory of how libertarianism should have a place
in modern society.
He argues that we must distinguish between “what a human
produces and what a human does
not produce.” Society, he says,
should not simply give handouts
to the “poor” (i.e., the lazy, the
disabled, the aged) after the
manner of soft-hearted liberals.
However, he says, we must recognize that all “natural resources”
already belong to every individual in the country. Rich or poor,
vigorous or slothful, all have a
stake in nature—in those gifts
that belong to everyone: rivers,
forests, fields, etc. Ergo, if we
allow the indigent to share in
these, we are simply recognizing their ownership. His article
suffers from a lack of illustration.
In other words, he does not give

Aloysius J. Schneider
Dayton, Ohio

This is the first time in years of
reading Free Inquiry that I feel
compelled to comment on an
article. Robert M. Price so totally
misrepresented what liberals
believe, and why they believe it,
that I at first thought it must be
a nice tongue-in-cheek piece. I
then looked to find the author
was a professor of theological
and scriptural studies and realized it must have been written
solely to elicit responses from the
students as an exercise in critical
thinking. I would be interested
in hearing from him again when
he is no longer merely skeptical about religious or political
beliefs.

a concrete picture of what his
thesis entails.
Let us try to do that. Suppose
there are two men, Abe and Ben,
who live in the country with a
fine field between them. This
field, suitable for growing corn, is
a “natural resource.” Therefore, it
belongs to both men. But Abe is
not ambitious, partially disabled,
perhaps; Ben is energetic and
ambitious. Unlike Abe, he works
hard, and the field produces a
fine harvest of corn.
Now we come to the problem. Shouldn’t Abe share in this
harvest? He is needy; his family is
close to starvation. Isn’t he entitled to part of this harvest? One
is left wondering: what is the
meaning, after all, of “charity” if
it implies simply taking possession of one’s own.
Davis’s article is certainly
thought-provoking. It brings up
many objections as to the difference between liberal humanism, but the thoughtful reader
can think of many an excellent
debate concerning this.
What both Glade Ross and
Dan Davis point out—or infer
very positively—is that human
nature will always be . . . well,
human. It has had its ups and
downs; it has had its quarrels and
tragedies, and it will continue to
have them. All of us must realize
that no system is going to ensure
a paradise on Earth. Each of
these writers has given us some
indication that men of goodwill
never stop striving for that goal.
Thoughtful nonbelievers, in their
determination to build a viable
society fair to all understand the
necessity of founding it on reason and not dreams.

Abigail Ann Martin
Brandon, Florida

I appreciate Glade Ross’s noble
intention to reconcile progressives
and libertarians. Unfortunately,
his sharp distinction between
what a human produces and natural resources is false. Everything
is a mixture of both. A natural
resource like coal requires human
labor to extract it. Human production requires natural resources as
raw material. Even purely intel-
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lectual creation requires a cultural
context to give it meaning—surely
a “natural resource” which is the
inheritance of all persons.
The real root of the disagreement is not libertarians’ conflation of human production with
natural resources but rather their
conflation of property rights
with individual freedom. The
tension between individual freedom and collective good is as
old as humanity. The idea that
property rights equal freedom
is only a thousand years old. We
get it from England. In Saxon
times, the collective good was
favored over individual freedom.
Shires were subdivided into small
Hundreds in which all inhabitants
had collective responsibility for
the crimes or defaults of any
member. Over time, the English
expanded property rights with
an aim to carve out space for the
individual.
Ironically for libertarians’ view
of the world, it was probably not
the property rights themselves
that advanced individual freedom. Property rights require a
higher authority to enforce an
individual’s rights against local
powers-that-be. It is this centralization of authority that enables
freedom to flourish, because the
strongest forces favoring the
collective over the individual are
local. That’s why small Puritan
towns had a reputation of suffocating control, and why largescale experiments with communism always fail.
Ross suggests libertarians
should accept that use of natural resources is a privilege, and
I agree. But progressives and
libertarians won’t be reconciled
until libertarians have a broader
conception of individual freedom
than just “get your hands off my
stuff.”

Mark Gibb
Kernersville, North Carolina
Robert Mr. Price responds:
I rest my case.
Glade Ross responds:
To Mark Gibb: there is beauty in
basing one’s moral, political and
economic judgments, first, within
the bedrock of intelligent principle. As the complications of reality
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intrude, well-framed principles provide superior guidance by which to engineer
pragmatic accommodations.
So, though it’s true many
goods are the combined
product of human-plus-natural input, it does not dilute the
fact any portion as produced
by a person may rightly be
claimed as that person’s contribution, and any portion not
so produced may not be so
claimed. In fact, human institutions are perfectly capable
of recognizing where products are mixed and framing
policies accordingly.
Beyond this clarification,
Gibb severely overreaches
when claiming “Everything is
a mixture of both.” Consider
one of the most important of
our resources: the capacity of
Earth’s air, rivers, and oceans
to absorb our effluents. These
vast and critical resources exist
with virtually no augmentation by human hand. Even
Gibbs’s example of coal is off.
Yes, post-harvested coal is a
mixed product (partly human
in its genesis and partly natural). However (and by contrast), coal that still resides
within undisturbed ground
remains wholly natural yet is
a commodity for which there
is large interest in ownership,
trade, and taxation. The same
is true for oil, natural gas, and
gold. It is also true (with but
minor exception) for fish in
the sea. Undeveloped land is
likewise not a mix. Even for
developed land, the underlying and inherent available
square footage (as offered
by Earth’s surface) is not the
product of any human manufacture.
From the opposite perspective, Gibb again overreaches, claiming “even pure
intellectual creation” cannot
be claimed as belonging exclusively to its author. I see this
as indeed a collectivist view
and strongly object. Certainly,
I recognize I am personally the
product of many antecedent
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ingredients, and, beyond that,
the natural, political, and cultural environments in which I
currently live and breathe all
contribute to any product I
may produce. However, I am
by definition the culmination
of all that comes together to
form me. This culmination is
who and what I am. It is what
forms me—and, indeed, is me.
If I cannot claim title to this
encapsulation (that is defined
as me), it would seem I can
claim title to nothing at all. It
would further follow, if I do
not own me, others must, and
we are indeed living in a very
collectivist (and I would insist
unprincipled) world.
If anything, I think Gibb’s
objections provide vivid
demonstration of why the
distinction between humanmade, versus not, is so critical—
for as seen, in the very process
of deprecating the distinction,
Gibbs creates perfect confusion
between what humans should
rightly claim full title to and
what they should not.
By contrast, I urge for a
moral foundation that respects
self-ownership as an unalienable and self-evident right,
while distinguishing natural
resources as something we
must responsibly share. For
the most part (indeed, almost
entirely), communal sharing
fails. But that failure does not
mean pragmatic accommodations (such of limited private
ownership of real property)
should not be structured in
such a way as to recognize a
larger and common ownership
by all—over natural resources
as opposed to the personal.
Regarding Ernst Kallen
bach’s comment, certainly,
our laws are frequently engineered for the benefit of
particular moneyed interests
(sadly, this is likely more the
rule than the exception). It’s
the very reason I urge for a
clearer and more coherent
basis by which to judge and
guide policy choices. A coherent and moral-based standard
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would better expose the bad
as bad, illuminate the good
as good, and show the reasons why. It is, more fully, a
standard I believe both the
progressive and libertarian
wings of humanism might be
happy to agree upon. I think,
indeed, both wings should be
delighted.

Spotting an Error
In reviewing Loren Collins’s
book Bullspotting: Finding Facts
in the Age of Misinformation,
William Harwood (“Of Facts
and Fictions,” FI, December
2013/January 2014) mentioned that Collins “echoes
Carl Sagan’s warning not to
be ‘so open-minded that your
brain falls out.’” However,
Sagan, on page 187 of his
book The Demon-Haunted
World (Random House 1995)
duly attributes the comment
to a space engineer named
James Oberg.

Raymond Reese
Catonsville, Maryland

Response
Professor Daniel Boyarin’s
response to the review of
his book The Jewish Gospels:
The Story of the Jewish Christ
(Letters, FI, December 2013/
January 2014) seemed reasonable until he got to the
last paragraph. He claims
earlier that he makes no
claims regarding the truth
of the New Testament, yet
he uses the terms BC and
AD. He can argue that BC
only acknowledges that it is
a Christian era, ignoring that
it assumes that Christ actually existed, but AD is a little
different. Using AD (the year
of Our Lord) says a lot more.
If Jesus is his Lord, that seems
to affirm the truth of the
New Testament.
John Worsley
Lenoir, North Carolina
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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

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

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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