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W

e rationalists love to think we
don’t have dogma. We love
to think that we’re openminded freethinkers, considering
every idea based on evidence, reason,
and solid-but-flexible morality.
We’re wrong. I want to talk about
just a few examples of rationalist dog
ma—dogma that supposedly serves
rationalism and freethought while actually undercutting them.

Robyn E. Blumner

Senior Research Fellow

Director, African Americans
for Humanism

Rationalist
Dogma
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“We should always be willing to listen to
people who disagree with us.”
Disagree about what, exactly? Whe
ther women are inferior and born to
serve men? Whether black people are
subhuman? Whether gay people are
destroying the moral fabric of humanity? Do we really need to listen to any
of that?
Some ideas are beyond the pale.
Some ideas are dehumanizing. When
we treat them as simple disagreements that people should listen to,
we’re making these ideas seem reasonable.
secularhumanism.org

What’s more, insisting that we listen to disagreement presumes that
we haven’t been. Trust me—it is impossible to be a woman without hearing that you’re inferior to and are born
to serve men. We hear it thousands of
times, hundreds of thousands, from
the day we’re born until the day we
die. Telling us we have to listen even
more if we want to be good rationalists is telling us to open ourselves up
to a barrage of contempt and abuse.
And rationalists using this dogma
are wildly inconsistent about it. When
a street preacher with a bullhorn tells
them God’s judgment is at hand,
they don’t say, “I disagree, but tell
me more.” They get on with their
lives. They’ve considered this idea
and rejected it, and without some extremely convincing evidence, they’re
not going to consider it again.
Uncharitable translation of this
dogma: “When I disagree with you,
you should listen.”
“The best response to a bad
idea is a good idea.”
Whenever people say this, I have to
wonder what world they’ve been living in. Bad ideas beat good ones all
the time. Ideas often flourish if they
cater to people’s greed, irrational fear,
in-group identity, desire to feel right
and superior, or short-term self-interest. Good ideas that require work,
long-term thinking, self-examination,
or even a small amount of self-sacrifice will often wither and die—or
struggle simply to stay alive.
What’s more, when we calmly debate bad ideas, we’re giving them a
certain amount of credibility and a
wider platform. We’re making them
seem like ideas worth debating
within the mainstream of acceptable
thought. (We understand this with
some issues: we have serious discussions about whether we should
debate creationists for exactly this
reason.) And this bit of dogma assumes that people have infinite time
and energy for fighting bad ideas.
Good ideas are often an effective response to bad ones. We’ve all
changed people’s minds, and had our

own minds changed, with good ideas.
But that’s not the only tool in the toolbox. Here’s another good one: open,
passionate contempt. People often decide what they believe, not based on
evidence and argument but based on
what other people believe. When the
people around them are homophobic,
they think it’s acceptable. When the
people around them are pro-LGBT—
and when they treat the acceptance of
LGBT people as an obvious norm and
treat homophobia as a vile absurdity—
people are more likely to be pro-LGBT.
If we want to change minds, it’s very
powerful to show that decent people
find some ideas simply unacceptable.
Uncharitable translation of this
dogma: “If you’re not winning, it’s because your ideas are bad.”
“Sunlight is the best disinfectant.”
This is a great idea in theory. When
we expose bad ideas and give them
platforms and microphones, people will
see how bad they are—right? But see
above. Bad ideas often flourish. Good
ideas often don’t win.
When we give platforms and microphones to bad ideas, you know what
happens? More people hear them. If
the ideas tug at people’s fears or desires, more people will accept them.
Shining the light on bad ideas makes
them more visible to more people.
A powerful and distressing example of this, and one with effects that
reach all of us, is online discourse.
For years now, thousands of online
discussion sites have been unmoderated—or barely moderated with few
guidelines and little enforcement—on
the principle that “sunlight is the best
disinfectant” and social pressure will
drive out bigots and trolls. What happens is exactly the opposite. Terrible
people deluge the spaces with terrible
ideas; decent people with good ideas
leave these spaces, beaten down by
the abuse and exhausted from arguing
against ugliness and bad faith. And
of course, this is a vicious circle. The
proportion of bigotry and hatred in
these spaces goes up and up—making
bigotry and hatred seem even more
common than it is and reinforcing the

worst and most extreme examples of
it. And of course, these spaces become
platforms to spread the ideas and a
place for their proponents to organize.
Sunlight isn’t a disinfectant here. Sunlight creates a warm, welcoming space
for the infection—a social infection that
we’re all dealing with. These online
spaces are one of the main breeding
grounds for the so-called alt-right, giving real political power to misogynists,
extreme bigots, and actual Nazis.
Uncharitable translation of this
dogma: “You should give your platform
to people with repulsive ideas.” (Or else,
“It’s okay to be cheap or lazy and not do
the work of moderating your spaces.”)

“When we calmly debate
bad ideas, we’re giving
them a certain amount
of credibility and a wider
platform.”

Y

ou may have noticed a common
thread among these pieces of
dogma: “The best. Always.” What makes
them dogma is absolutism. They’re
brought in like a hammer of judgment.
They don’t shed light on a disagreement.
They shut it down.
There are germs of good ideas in all
these bits of dogma. Sunlight is one
good disinfectant. Good ideas are one
good response to bad ones. It’s often
good to listen to people who disagree
with us. But we need to recognize that
these are simply some ideas among
many. We need to consider them with
nuance and recognize that they’re appropriate in some contexts and not others. When we replace nuance and context with absolutism, we turn ideas into
dogma.
Greta Christina is an author, blogger at The Orbit,
and speaker. Her latest book is The Way of the
Heathen: Practicing Atheism in Everyday Life
(Pitchstone Publishing, 2016).
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SARAH HAIDER

OP-ED

See No Evil,
Hear No Evil

I

n Canada, the fear of Islam collides
with the fear of those who fear Islam.
In March 2017, the non-binding
Motion 103 was adopted in the Canadian House of Commons, calling
on the government to condemn “Islamophobia and all forms of systemic
racism and religious discrimination” in
the country. It also asked the House to
“take note of” an online petition with
nearly 70,000 signatures imploring
the House to declare that extremists
do not represent the teachings of the
Islamic faith.
The Canadian Civil Liberties Association confirmed that this motion
was a purely symbolic gesture, had no
legal force, and would not limit freedom of speech. A symbolic gesture,
however, is not the same as an empty
gesture. One assumes the sponsors
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of the motion hoped for some effect,
or else why go through the trouble in
the first place?
Intended or not, one effect will be
that yet more credibility will be given
to the word Islamophobia, which often
encompasses both responsible secular
criticism of the faith and hatred toward
the believers. Another will be the
tacit reinforcement of the theological
(often apologist) position that Islamic
extremism is entirely unrelated to the
teachings of the faith.
The political distortion in the debate around the faith is largely due
to social taboos, not legal speech
prohibitions.
Meanwhile, a law recently passed
in Quebec also faces fiery criticism.

“The threat associated
with fundamentalist Islam
is not a right-wing
paranoid fantasy.”

secularhumanism.org

Quebec’s Bill 62 does prohibit certain
kinds of expression—namely, face coverings when giving or receiving public
services—allegedly in an attempt to
“foster adherence to State religious
neutrality.” Dubbed a “burqa ban,”
this law primarily affects conservative
Muslim women. The government denies that this was its intention, instead
citing general security and neutrality
concerns. Absurdly, the bill provides
for exemption to the law based on
religious grounds. One wonders yet
again: What exactly is the point?
Both laws represent a failure of
government to grasp the nature of the
problem and a willingness to use inflammatory and harmful legislation for
“symbolic” benefit. The real solutions
to the challenges Islam and Muslims
present are not so simple, nor will they
bear fruit any time soon.
For one, fear of Muslims cannot
be “condemned” away; no number
of sentimental gestures from authority
figures will be enough as long as terror
attacks continue. Figures from police
in the United Kingdom have recorded
spikes in hate crimes following terror
attacks; FBI hate crime statistics show
that the largest spike of hate crimes
against Muslims in the United States
followed the attacks on the World
Trade Center. Since then, 2015 and
2016 are both years that saw hate
crime increases in the United States.
Just under half of all such attacks
recorded in 2015 took place after
December 2, the date of the San Bernardino attacks.
The first step is to be honest about
reality: The threat associated with fundamentalist Islam is not a right-wing
paranoid fantasy. It is entirely due
to the authenticity of the problem
that we cannot waste political capital
and divide the public with reactionary
measures. We must hold fast to the
principles of civil liberties and human
rights as applicable to all citizens, even
those who hold toxic ideas. Above all,
we must deconstruct the ideas behind
the ideology in a compassionate way.
However, both Motion 103 and
Bill 62 make this task more difficult,
trapping reformers and activists in a
double-bind of illiberalism.

On the one hand, thanks to reckless blurring of the boundaries between religious critique and hate, it
is more difficult than ever to engage
in productive and honest dialogue
about the effects of Islamic ideology.
Even Muslims who oppose some
practices of their religion are faced
with a deluge of smears for their
work. Muslim women who protest
the hijab, for example, find themselves the target of charges of “hate”
against their own religion.
On the other hand, unnecessary restrictions on Islamic practice
only serve to alienate Muslims and
weaken the foundations of civil liberties. If we wish to see less conservative dress, the appropriate response
is to engage the Muslim community
in a dialogue to convince members
about the harms of these practices
so that individual Muslims are persuaded to give them up on their own.
Otherwise, we risk those practices
becoming symbols for political dissent, thereby increasing their social
prestige and allure to young women.
The hypocrisy inherent within “burqa
bans” creates additional burdens for
Muslim reformers and honest critics
when attempting to convince Muslims to adopt modern secular values.
The ban bolsters the narrative that
the West’s support for freedom of
speech and expression is just lip-service.
So long as these ill-considered,
overly simplistic measures continue
to trigger divisions among the public,
however, we can be sure we’ll see
more of them. They represent the
infantile desire to eliminate physical
manifestations of an undesirable view
among citizens without addressing
the root of the view’s appeal in the
first place.
After all, what could possibly go
wrong?

FAISAL SAEED
AL MUTAR

OP-ED

The Illusion of
Winning the War
against ISIS

I

n September 2006, thirty tribes in
the Anbar Province in the west of
Iraq formed the Anbar Awakening,
an alliance to fight Al Qaeda (AQI)
militants. Anbar is the province that
contains Fallujah and Ramadi, both
former hubs for Al Qaeda and other
Sunni extremist militants. The Awakening succeeded in driving militants
out of many of their former strongholds.
Many Iraqi citizens living in Baghdad at the time, including me, supported that initiative. So did top military commanders. The positive results
could be seen day after day. As AQI
edged toward defeat, the number of
suicide bombings—and other incidents of sectarian violence—declined

dramatically. “This was a critical first
step toward establishing a working relationship among the Iraqi capital and
its provinces,” declared the Institute
for the Study of War.1
The Awakening coincided with
the U.S. “surge,” whose counterinsurgency strategy largely ended the
ongoing insurgency led by Sunni extremists and others. Unfortunately,
none of that lasted very long. In 2011,
the Obama administration agreed
to continue the U.S.–Iraq Status of
Forces Agreement (SOFA) deal, which
had been signed by the preceding
U.S. and Iraqi administrations and
called for the near-total withdrawal
of U.S. forces from Iraq. The Shia-led
government of Iraq, no less than its
allies in Iran, saw that as a demonstration of American weakness and
lack of commitment. U.S. withdrawal
removed support from the Awakening movement. Awakening groups
1. http://www.understandingwar.org/
report/anbar-awakening-displacing-alqaeda-its-stronghold-western-iraq

“As Al Qaeda edged
toward defeat, the
number of suicide
bombings … declined
dramatically.”

Sarah Haider is a writer, speaker, and activist.
Born in Pakistan and raised in Texas, she was a
practicing Shia Muslim until she left the faith in
her teenage years. In 2013, she cofounded
Ex-Muslims of North America.
secularhumanism.org February/March 2018
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soon disbanded, blunting any prospect that they might evolve into a
separate military force that could
become a threat to Shia militias or
Iraq’s Shia-dominated government.
The result was a huge vacuum
in Sunni-dominated provinces that
had only recently served as headquarters for extremist Sunni militias.
Now there would be no one to
challenge these Sunni radicals—except the Shia-dominated Iraqi army
and Shia militias such as the Mahdi
Army and the Popular Mobilization
Forces (PMF).
Inevitably, this led to ever
greater sectarianism. Sunni tribal
forces disengaged from the fight
against extremism within their own
communities, helping to create the
environment in which brutal terrorist
groups such as ISIS could thrive.
ISIS (or ISIL, or “the so-called
Islamic State,” or Daesh) is best
understood as Al Qaeda 2.0. ISIS
features a bit more emphasis on
controlling land and on apocalyptic end-of-days warfare. But ideologically speaking, today’s ISIS and
the AQI of the mid-2000s are very
close, at least in Iraq.
I look back to 2007–2008 with
some bitterness. At that time, we
had the illusion that AQI was “defeated” and that the war against
them had been “won.” But in reality, it was only the illusion of winning. The moment favorable conditions were restored—a sectarian
pro-Shia Iraqi government; funding
from neighboring Sunni countries;
and the wholesale export of Salafist

ideological narratives, funded by
millions if not billions of dollars from
Sunni-dominated countries in the
Gulf—another, even more brutal,
terrorist group took root.
Today we are seeing the same
thing. The forces fighting against
ISIS in Iraq are largely Shia-dominated militias such as the PMF,
Iraq’s Shia-dominated army, and the
Kurds, who sometimes have different regional interests.
While I applaud recent tactical
victories against ISIS in Iraq and
Syria and look forward to the recapture of Raqqa before long, the
conditions that will support other
ISIS-like, AQI-like groups are still in
place.
The only way we can enduringly
defeat terrorist groups is to remove
the conditions that allow them to
thrive. That means overcoming the
sectarianism, grievances, sense of
hopelessness, and most importantly
the ideological narrative that these
terrorist groups believe in and are
pushing for.
Unless we win that battle, before
long we will face an ISIS 2.0. We can
only hope, without any particular
confidence, that if it arises it will be
less brutal than its predecessor.

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar is an Iraqi-born human rights
activist and president of the newly launched organization Ideas Beyond Borders (IBB). The mission of
IBB is to promote the free exchange of ideas and
defend human rights to counter extremist narratives
and authoritarian institutions.

GREGORY PAUL

OP-ED

Go Ahead, Beat
Your Dog—If
You’re Christian

L

ots of really bad things happen
to what people often used to
call “dumb animals.” Consider a
documentary I recently viewed about
a small East African river during an
extended drought. The program was
horrific. The fish first died off in the
shrinking pools. Later to die were the
crocodiles that had been dining on
the former until the riverbed was dry.
Meanwhile, the surrounding fauna agonizingly started to starve or die of
thirst. The elephants helped out for a
while by digging for water, but that too
ran out. Even the clever baboons went
belly up. By the end of the damned
program, I was way depressed. That
never happened on the sanitized Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom when I
was a kid.
Lacking police protection or health
care, wild animals live in anarchy because no creator has offered them
the basic protections decent humans
provide their pets. But captive animals
also suffer all too often, as documented by the string of ads begging
for money to aid abused dogs, cats,
horses, and so on.
But we don’t really have to worry
about that after all. Why? Because, as
the infamous Christian apologist and
debater William Lane Craig explains,
animal suffering is obviously not important. It cannot be seriously bad,
Craig argues, because the perfect creator god allows it.
There’s a second level of pain
awareness which sentient animals
have, which is experience of pain.
And animals like horses, dogs, and
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cats would experience this second-level pain awareness. But they
do not experience a third level
of pain awareness, which is the
awareness of second-order pain,
that is, the awareness that one is
oneself in pain. For that sort of pain
awareness requires self-awareness,
and this is centered in the pre-frontal cortex of the brain, a section of
the brain that is missing in all animals except for the higher primates
and human beings. And therefore,
even though animals are in pain
… they are not aware of pain, and
therefore they do not suffer as
human beings do. … The problem
is that we humans are so often
guilty of “anthropopathism”... we
treat animals as though they were
human beings. … But … God in his
mercy has spared the animal world
the experience of suffering such as
human beings exhibit.1

Taken to its logical conclusion,
Craig’s bio-moral theory means that if
you regularly beat the hell out of your
dog or otherwise severely abuse it,
that’s okay, because the beast is not
smart enough to really suffer. Also, if
it was morally acceptable for our flawless creator to torment literally trillions
and trillions of animals throughout the
Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic
eras, then what’s wrong with God’s
most special creations doing the same
thing, albeit on our smaller human
scale? If it’s good enough for God,
then by God it follows that it is fine for
us too. And don’t imagine that Craig is
out of line with core Christian doctrine.
The Bible explicitly gives man dominion over animals, and only one passage (Proverbs 12:10) bothers to note
that it’s good to be nice to the animals
one owns—unlike the extensive notes
on, say, how Judeo-Christians should
treat their slaves. After all, animals lack
immortal souls, so why worry about
them all that much? Only as modern
secularization took hold did animal
rights become a prominent cause. Nor
is it an accident that members of the
religious Right tend to be mostly opposed to the animal rights movement.
1. I do not make this stuff up. See www.
reasonablefaith.org/does-god-exist-the-craiglaw-debate for transcripts of Craig’s October
2011 London debate against humanist philosopher Stephen Law.

As it happened, perhaps too startled to fully comprehend Craig’s sick
depravity, Stephen Law, Craig’s opponent in the debate during which he
made these statements, did not offer
a direct counterargument. So I shall do
so here. Before doing so, I must note
that Craig also said that his theory on
animal suffering offers “a tremendous
comfort to those of us who are animal
lovers like myself, or to pet owners.
Even though your dog or cat may be
in pain, it really isn’t aware of being in
pain, and therefore it doesn’t suffer as
you would when you are in pain.”
Note that Craig implies he does
not have pets. That may explain a
small bit of his twisted inanity. How
many of you atheists who do or have
had in your charge a dog, cat, horse,
or the like, think that when your beloved creature is experiencing pain
that it just is not really “aware” of it?
Craig, who knows far less about
animal biology than his empathy-deficient frontal cortex thinks it does, is
living well back in the last century, a
time when some accepted the overthe-top thesis proposed by the likes of
B. F. Skinner that since we can’t really
tell what’s going on inside the brains
of animals, we may presume they are
automatons. When you think about it,
that is a very odd idea, and fortunately
it has pretty much collapsed. Among
other things, it violates evolutionary
theory, in which the capabilities of animals, including mental capabilities, are
gradations between taxa. Also, Craig
is off base when he says only higher
primates have the possible brain capacity to suffer. There is good observational evidence that the big-brained
elephants have some awareness of
death—they have an inordinate fascination with fellow elephants’ remains.
The surviving dinosaurs, birds, often
show indications of high-level intelligence. Very likely the awareness of suffering goes pretty far down the tree of
animal evolution, and for all we know
may include fish.
So here is the rejoinder that I wish
Stephen Law might have offered. William Lane Craig and all of you who
believe that a creator made this agonizing world, what is wrong with you?

Actually, that’s obvious—wanting to
imagine that a creator is going to aid
and save your sorry butts, you will try
to come up with some sort of excuse
for anything it does, no matter how
cruel and heartless, and then justify
it as part of His Glory and Love for
humans. In this sickening scheme, we
human souls are so important that the
process of deciding our fate warrants
the tremendous suffering of creatures
great and small. It’s disgusting. And
as I will show in a subsequent column,
that suffering is also biologically unnecessary. So, William Lane Craig and
the rest, a challenge to you all. If you
cannot come up with a really logical
and truly decent explanation for animal suffering, would you at long last
admit that your “God of Love” does
not exist?

“Craig’s bio-moral
theory means that if you
regularly beat the hell
out of your dog … that’s
okay, because the beast
is not smart enough to
really suffer.”
To be fair, I am not trying to take
some grand moral high ground here. If
you are an atheist who, like me, eats
dead animal carcasses, then you cannot claim anything resembling moral
perfection. I merely maintain that the
suffering of animals is a direct, overwhelming, and screamingly obvious
contradiction to the ridiculous notion
that there is a good god. The suffering
of animals is, however, compatible
with the existence of a really nasty creator god. As it is with natural evolution,
which does not know better.
Gregory S. Paul is an independent researcher,
analyst, and author. His latest book is The
Princeton Field Guide to Dinosaurs (Princeton
University Press, 2010).
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S. T. JOSHI

OP-ED

The ‘Cake Artist’
and His Bigotry

J

ack Phillips is an artiste. Well,
okay, he doesn’t use the French
term, but he does call himself an
artist. Phillips is the charming fellow in
Colorado who, as a self-styled “cake
artist,” refused to make a wedding
cake for a gay couple who wished to
marry. The couple sued, and the Colorado Court of Appeals ruled against
him. In a fit of pique, Phillips—instead
of going ahead and making the cake
for the gay couple—refused to make
wedding cakes for anyone. And, predictably, the usual alliance of bigots
and religious fanatics (such as the Alliance Defending Freedom) has argued
that it is the hapless “artist” who is
being punished for the expression of
his religion. Curiously, however, Phillips’s legal team is arguing that his
right to discriminate rests not upon
the “free exercise” clause of the First
Amendment (“Congress shall make no
law … prohibiting the free exercise [of
religion]”), but the more basic “freedom of speech” clause.
The claim seems, on the face of it,
quite bizarre. “Artists” generally do
not get to choose the audience for
their art. I am not aware that Picasso
opened a storefront to sell his wares
or that he or his agents conducted an
interrogation into the social and political views of his potential buyers before
selling them a painting. It does not
appear that the renowned violin virtuoso Jascha Heifetz demanded that
concertgoers fill out a questionnaire
stipulating their religious or cultural
beliefs before being allowed to listen
to him. And yet, Mr. Phillips maintains

that “I’m being forced to use my creativity, my talents and my art for an
event—a significant religious event—
that violates my religious faith.” (Let it
pass that weddings are not always “religious events,” and it is an open question whether the same-sex wedding in
question would have been one. Would
Mr. Phillips have discriminated against
a couple of whatever sort who frankly
stated to him that their wedding was
going to be conducted by a justice of
the peace rather than by some cleric?
Or, paradoxically, would this pious artist have waved aside his reservations
because the ceremony in question
would not involve a church?)
Mr. Phillips magnanimously declares, “I have no problem serving anybody—gay, straight, Muslim, Hindu.
Everybody that comes in my door is
welcome here, and any of the products I normally sell I’m glad to sell
to anybody.” Any products, that is,
except wedding cakes. But before we
lavish praise on the “cake artist” for
his open-mindedness, let us pause a
moment over exactly what he is saying. He is a fervent Christian—and yet,
he is prepared to sell his wares (and
here it is unclear whether this includes
wedding cakes or not) to people of
all faiths and perhaps even to lowly
atheists! Well, he can’t be a very good
Christian in that case. I mean, doesn’t
the First Commandment say, “Thou
shalt have no other gods before me”
(Exodus 20:3)? And yet, this guy is
happy to give Muslims and Hindus the
sugar rush they so crave! Something
doesn’t seem quite right here.
Isn’t it clear what is going on? Federal and state laws prohibit discrimination on the basis of race, religion,
and gender, and neither the “free
exercise” of religion nor “freedom of
speech” can be used to justify such
discrimination. But sexual orientation
is not (yet) a protected category, so
bigots in certain jurisdictions are free
to thumb their noses at gay people in
any way they choose.
But the supporters of Mr. Phillips
do not quite realize what a can of
worms they are opening—or how the
tables could be turned on them in certain situations. If sexual orientation is

not a protected category, then political
preference certainly isn’t. So what is to
prevent anyone (whether an “artist”
or not) from refusing service, say, to
Republicans? Indeed, since the Trump
administration has recently proposed
new rules permitting corporations and
other entities to deny free contraception to their workers if they have not
merely “religious” but even “moral”
objections, why shouldn’t those individuals—and there are many of us—
who have moral objections to the very
existence of Republicans engage in
similar discrimination? I am mightily inclined to open a shop for the sole purpose of hanging a sign prominently in
the window declaring, “No Republicans
Will Be Served.” (I live in a famously
liberal city, so I would not expect to
suffer financial harm from such prejudice; indeed, my customer base might
actually expand as delighted liberals
rush to support me.) On Mr. Phillips’s
argument this would all be perfectly
legal, and there is nothing that Republicans could do about it.
I am writing this column before Mr.
Phillips’s case is scheduled to be argued at the Supreme Court in December 2017, but there is hope that sanity
will prevail. In spite of the recent appointment of the fake justice Neil Gorsuch, the deciding vote is likely to be
cast by Anthony Kennedy, who has
been more and more forthright in his
opposition to be prejudice against gay
people. I also hope that at least some
of the more conservative justices recognize the incredible mischief that
would result if discrimination of the
sort that Mr. Phillips wishes to practice
is sanctioned by the court. We really
don’t want to live in a society where
the owners of every shop we go into
will require us to state our preferences
on a wide variety of subjects and be
able to summarily deny service to any
of us whose preferences happen to
offend the delicate sensibilities of the
shop owner.

S. T. Joshi is the editor of Atheism: A Reader
(2000) and other works on atheism, agnosticism,
and freethought.
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LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“In a world that is rapidly becoming more and more politicized in a
narrowly partisan way, where the islands of private life and the mores
of civility are often overrun by angry tides of political passion. … I have
come to the conclusion that we are divided by deep truths. A deep
truth, according to Niels Bohr, is a truth whose opposite or contrary is
just as true. … There is the deep truth of determinism, and the deep
truth of freedom and moral responsibility. There is the deep truth that
too much government leads to despotism. But there is the opposite
deep truth that no government, or anarchy, is the rule of a thousand
despots. There are enough deep truths to go around for all of us, and
I could spend the evening citing them.
“Wisdom, of course, is knowing which deep truth, and how much
of it, applies to the particular situation or case in hand. My conclusion
therefore is that, on my theory, we may not all be wise but we are all
profound. And for tonight that should be sufficient. Let us respect one
another’s profundity.”
—Sidney Hook, “Living with Deep Truths in a Divided World,” Free
Inquiry, Volume 3, No. 1 (Winter 1982–1983)
Editor’s Note: Philosopher Sidney Hook, mentor to Free Inquiry founder
Paul Kurtz during the latter’s studies at Columbia University, made
these remarks on October 29, 1982, on the occasion of a gala celebration of Hook’s eightieth birthday. His was reflecting on the fact that
those gathered were united in their regard for him yet often bitterly
divided in matters of political or philosophical opinion.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“Now, since I have little patience with religion, most especially organized religion, I expect it goes without saying that the religion dictated
by the pope is evil. He and Mother Teresa trotting around the world
telling exhausted women it is their duty to keep on having children and
not use birth control amounts to a disregard for Mother Earth. … ‘Be
fruitful and multiply’ was said as a kind of blessing for another era, and
today we’ve already done that. …
“It’s time to join forces, to act. It’s time to stop patting ourselves
on the back for being people of goodwill, get off our butts, and start
doing something for our planet. …”
—Elaine Stansfield, “Primary Responsibility to the Earth,” Free Inquiry,
Volume 13, No. 2 (Spring 1993)
Editor’s Note: Elaine Stansfield was a longtime environment and population control advocate. She wrote as part of a symposium-in-print
titled “Does Humanism Encourage Human Chauvinism?” (The consensus was that no, humanism does not encourage human chauvinism
but that organized humanism needed to broaden its involvement in
environmental issues.)
12
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A Modest Proposal?
Re: “A Modest Proposal: Get
Religion Out of the Charity
Sector,” Tom Flynn, Free Inquiry,
December 2017/January 2018.
This memo is to assert that this
proposal is not a good idea and
that beyond being more unattainable than The Nine Demands,
it is unlikely to energize the
secular humanist movement.
Furthermore, it is likely to be
counterproductive. Why?
The religious community would
surely want to know just what authority gives secularists the right
to have anything to say about
religious programs. Especially regarding charitable enterprises, is
this not directly out of their playbook? A backlash would abound;
headlines would proclaim, “Secularists Admonish Religion Not to
Do Good unto Others.” Mr. Flynn
states, late in his essay (fourth
paragraph from the end), that realization of his goal would be a tremendous victory for secularism.
Maybe. But certainly not a victory that will be easily obtained
or sustained. Organized religion
would not take this lying down.
The old adage “choose your battles carefully” was never more
relevant than in this case. There
are more well-chosen goals for
secularism at this time.
Although any civic restrictions on religious activity will
likely be objected to by religious
groups, those that are seen as
societal equalizers are more likely
to win the support of non-secular
as well as secular citizens. My

suggestions follow:
• Religious beliefs, tenets, principles, etc., must give way to societal rules and regulations whenever activities are carried out in
the public realm. This includes
activities put forth by individuals
as well as those of religious organizations.
• Religious organizations should
not be exempt from taxes on
commercial ventures. This includes property taxes as well as
income taxes on such endeavors. This suggestion needs considerable formulation by legal
experts.
• The land on which a religious edifice is built should be taxed, i.e.,
what would the property be taxed
if it were simply an empty lot?
The above suggestions are
more reasonable than attacking
charity (yes, that’s how it will be
viewed) because they address
equalizing societal benefits and
obligations for all. Why should
whether someone believes in the
supernatural or not determine
how their financial endeavors are
taxed? Freedom of religion is not
compromised, and secularists are
not meddling in religious affairs
by these proposals.
Ken McCaffrey
Brattleboro, Vermont
Tom Flynn seems to have lost

sight of the purpose of a charity,
which is to provide help to those
who need it. In my experience,
recipients of a charity really don’t
care whether the charity is run by
a religious or a secular group. All
they want is a meal and a bed for
the night. There are many areas
where secularists can battle sectarianism, but a hungry person
will not thank you for adding
charitable work to the list.
Dick Page
Naperville, Illinois
Tom Flynn responds:
I hoped my “modest proposal”
would elicit response, and I am
not disappointed. To reader Ken
McCaffrey, I concede that any
effort to achieve the program I

outlined would generate huge
controversy. But so would the
three “societal equalizer” steps
that he recommends in their
place. Imagine how passionately
the religious community would
resist any serious proposal to
tax churches! As for the first of
his suggestions, much religious
Right activism has been aimed
precisely at overcoming the idea
that “Religious beliefs, tenets,
principles, etc., must give way
to societal rules and regulations
whenever activities are carried
out in the public realm.” Sadly,
because of all this reactionary activism, that idea commanded far
greater assent in the mid-twentieth century than it does today.
Reader Dick Page’s comment assumes that at least some needy
persons might go unserved if religious organizations pulled back
from general social-service work.
History suggests otherwise; as
I’ve often written, in the early
nineteenth century religious organizations throughout the West
provided most education, most
healthcare, and most poor relief. Today churches and related
groups are minority providers
in each of these domains. That
doesn’t mean that the young
went untutored or that the sick
went untreated or that the poor
went unaided compared to their
lot circa 1818 or so. Instead it
means that government and the
secular private sector shouldered
a much larger share of this effort,
far outstripping what religious
groups previously provided and
greatly reducing society’s dependence on them. My proposal
is controversial, yes; yet on another level it is simply a call for
the roughly 200-year secularizing project of secular providers
replacing religious providers of
every kind of social service to be
urged to its conclusion, sooner
rather than later.

Violence and Freethought
Sarah Haider (“Violence and
Freethought,” FI, December
2017/January 2018) really knows
what she is talking about. “You

can kill a Nazi ... by persuading
the person to abandon that ideology.” Yes, this is what Christ
was talking about when he said:
“You must lose your life in order
to gain your life.” John Hick
defined spiritual transformation
perfectly when he said that it is
“the shift from self-centeredness
to Reality-centeredness.”
Haider’s squashing of violence
as a response to words that one is
not able to refute used to be referred to as “Not letting someone
get your goat.” The defense tactic
here is sometimes defined as turning the other cheek, refusing to
be baited into violence. George
Washington had his own way of
prescribing that strategy: “Always
be courteous.” That makes it very
difficult for anybody to “get” anything on you.
Piers Woodriff
Orange County, Virginia

Fight for Our Philosophy
It is painful to watch your authors’
ongoing struggle to marry secular humanism to naturalism. The
trouble is that it is humanism—
not naturalism—that needs to be
jettisoned. Humanism has never
been compatible with a materialist view of the world because
its moral code requires some
source of free will that cannot be
accounted for outside of a dualistic system.
Religious believers have always known this to be the case
and used it as an argument for
the immorality of nonbelievers.
Paul Kurtz, who was unwavering in his support for skepticism,
never found the courage to renounce humanism, and thus far,
neither have his acolytes.
I call it an act of courage
because I think the idea that
atheists are bad, immoral people
so permeates American society
that it is internalized by atheists
themselves. So they find it necessary to make a distinction between

(Continued on p. 66)
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The Mything Person Department
Tom Flynn

W

as there a historical Jesus of Nazareth? Or is he
best understood as, pardon the expression, a
mything person? Infidels, atheists, agnostics, freethinkers, and humanists have been divided for hundreds of
years now over whether the scriptural figure of Jesus has
some historic veracity (if never as a god-man, at least as
a man) or whether Jesus Christ is as utterly fictional as are
so many of the claims Christianity has made on his behalf.
In two recent issues, Free Inquiry published critiques
of mythicism—the position that Jesus was wholly mythical—by independent scholar/activist and former Center for

publication. None other than Bill Cooke closes the section
with an essay that summarizes his objections to mythicism.
Why won’t mythicism—and its opposite, the scholarly
“quest for the historical Jesus”—go away? Aren’t both
those who contend that Jesus never existed and those
who insist that he did, well, “mything the point”? Yet over
generations, scholars and advocates on both sides have
found this vexed question irresistible. What more conclusive proof could one ask for either for, or against, the notion
that Christianity’s message rests on some firm foundation?
“If Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your
faith is also vain,” declared the apostle Paul (1
Corinthians 15:14, KJV). Never mind being resurrected, how much more certainly are Christian
preaching and Christian faith in vain if Jesus
never even was? Conversely, what Christian
apologist would not be overjoyed to obtain sure,
objective knowledge that there truly was a man
“Aren’t both those who contend that Jesus
Jesus—to be able to cow doubters and heretics
with the conviction that, if nothing else, every
never existed and those who insist he did,
person can be sure that this fundamental reed on
well, ‘mything the point’?”
which so much of the Christian enterprise rests is
incontestably genuine?
The mythicism/historicity debate has long
continued with no resolution in sight. It would be
foolish to hope that this mini-symposium in Free
Inquiry staff member Bill Cooke (“Why Secular Humanists Inquiry would bring the dispute to a close. (Further, having
Should Abandon the Myth Theory of Jesus,” December showcased both sides of the debate in this issue, we plan
2016/January 2017 and “The Mythical Jesus Argument: not to carry more articles relating to the controversy for a
What’s the Key Issue?,” October/November 2017). In this while—would-be authors of rebuttals, you have received
issue, three advocates of the Christ Myth position fire back. fair warning.)
Robert M. Price and David Fitzgerald respond specifically—and forcefully—to Cooke’s objections. Michael
Tom Flynn is editor of Free Inquiry, the executive director of the Council for Secular
Paulkovich focuses on a curious attack upon his own
Humanism, the director of the Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum, and the
mythicist stance that he only became aware of well after its
editor of The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007).
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Why Jesus Mythicists Should
Abandon Secular Humanism
Robert M. Price

I

must reply to a recent article in this magazine titled “Why
Secular Humanists Should Abandon the Myth Theory of
Jesus,” by Bill Cooke. My title, just above, is a bit of a
joke, I’ll admit, but I do want to take issue with Cooke’s
piece. For one thing, shouldn’t he really say “Why Everyone Should Abandon the Myth Theory of Jesus”? What
difference should it make whether one is humanist, Hindu,
Hinayana, or Holiness? I guess it’s just that Cooke knows his
readership. Reading Free Inquiry is like reading Christianity

Today: you’re just preaching to the choir. Fair enough. But
there is an undercurrent implying that Cooke is really urging changes in an institutional party line.
Cooke alerts us to the supposed fact that Mythicism is
“increasingly irrelevant.” I’m not sure what this is supposed
to mean, though the further one gets into the essay, the
more it looks like “increasingly irrelevant” denotes “passé,”
like last year’s clothing styles. We will not be much surprised
to observe that Cooke is captive to the “appeal to consen-

“Those who posit a historical
Jesus are far from agreement
on who or what Jesus was.”
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sus” fallacy. For instance, “The trouble is, the sometimes
fanciful arguments offered by myth theorists have failed
to convince.” You know, that isn’t saying much. During the
recent election season, pro-Trump arguments failed to convince many Democrats; neither did pro-Hillary arguments
manage to convince many Republicans. You have to examine arguments, not just take a focus group poll. Similarly,
Cooke dismisses “long-forgotten scholars such as W. C.
van Manen.” Why are they to be discounted? Because an
earlier scholarly establishment discounted them?
Speaking of van Manen, Cooke slanders him: his
“preference for very late dates for the appearance of the
Gospels and doubts about the Pauline authorship of any
of the Epistles suited his needs.” In fact, van Manen set
out to refute the claims of A. D. Loman, A. Pierson, and
S. A. Naber, the Dutch Radical Critics, then found himself reluctantly convinced that they were right. Similarly,

It does not daunt Cooke that, as he admits, those who
posit a historical Jesus are far from agreement on who or
what Jesus was. Hasidic rabbi? Magician? Cynic sage? Revolutionary king? Feminist? Community organizer? Liberal
Pharisee? Apocalyptic prophet? Self-proclaimed divine
incarnation? Cooke seems to think that the Jesus Myth
model is “outvoted” by the range of other options. All of
them sit on one end of the see-saw, outweighing the lonely
Mythicist model sitting high in the air on the other end. But
here he commits the bifurcation fallacy: There is easily as
much difference between the various historical-Jesus theories as there is between any one of them and Mythicism.
He could pull the same trick if he began by isolating any
one of the others instead. Has Cooke bothered to read the
books of Richard A. Horsley, Juan Luis Segundo, Marcus
Borg, Robert W. Funk, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, James
Breech, D. F. Strauss, Morton Smith, Bruce J. Malina, Robert M. Fowler, Stevan L. Davies, Burton L. Mack,
James M. Robinson, Jane Schaberg, Rudolf
Bultmann, Martin Dibelius, C. H. Dodd, Joachim Jeremias, T. W. Manson, Hyam Maccoby,
David Flusser … the list goes on? I have, and I
think many of them would not touch each other
with a ten-foot pole. They would not care to be
“Cooke dismisses ‘long-forgotten scholars
“numbered among the transgressors.”
Cooke accuses Mythicists of the “excluded
such as W. C. van Manen.’ Why are they to
middle”
fallacy; he would have his readers
be discounted? Because an earlier scholarly
believe that we think that the only options are
establishment discounted them?”
fundamentalist literalism on the one hand and
Mythicism on the other. Once we have exploded the Sunday-school Jesus, we congratulate ourselves on proving there was no Jesus at
all. What nonsense! You already know this if you
Cooke repeats the common cavil that Mythicists discard have read the books of G. A. Wells, Earl Doherty, Richard
as interpolations any passages in the Epistles that would Carrier, David Fitzgerald, me, and others. We devote concount toward a historical Jesus, when in fact these interpo- siderable attention to critiquing the work of non-Mythicist
lation hypotheses were already proposed by non-Mythicist critics such as Bart Ehrman, John Dominic Crossan, and
scholars for various reasons having nothing to do with the others.
historical Jesus question.
One of the most powerful Mythicist arguments is the
Cooke writes off Mythicism with insulting invective, ac- entire conformity of the Jesus story to the Mythic Hero
cusing us Mythicists of “willful refusal to consider contrary Archetype. Cooke disdains the very existence of such an
evidence.” Has Cooke bothered to read any of our books? Ideal Type as the fever-dream fantasy of Joseph Campbell,
I know he has not wasted his precious time perusing mine, whom he considers a worthless hack. Absurd! Campbell is
as he admits he has only viewed various of my YouTube vid- a bit sloppier than I would like, but that is irrelevant. The
eos. I should have thought that would have been sufficient, Mythic Hero Archetype is the contribution of major scholars
but it wasn’t, since he misrepresents my views: somehow such as Lord Raglan, Franz Overbeck, and Alan Dundes. It
he came away with the false impression that I think there must be weighed and evaluated. You can’t, as Cooke does,
was a mysterious historical figure behind the mythical reject it by dissing one scholar who has appealed to it beJesus figure. Perhaps he misconstrues my admission that, cause a couple of other scholars have dissed him.
theoretically, there might have been a historical Jesus, as
Cooke ventures to tell us about the New Quest for
conceding that Mythicism might be mistaken, though so far the Historical Jesus (which he calls the “second” quest),
the burden of proof would seem to fall on the shoulders of a scholarly project of the 1950s mounted by a group of
those who say there was.
scholars, students of Bultmann. Cooke does not know what
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it was, misinforming us that it “tried to diminish the importance of the historical Jesus by insisting what mattered was
the kerygma, the ‘proclamation’ Christians made about
him.” Wrong. This is the position they argued against, the
position of their mentor Rudolf Bultmann. In fact, the New
Questers believed the historical Jesus mattered quite a bit,
and they sought to demonstrate a continuity between Jesus’s own self-understanding and that implied for Christian
believers in the kerygma.
But then he gets to the so-called third quest.
Third Quest scholars have conceded that very little is
known for sure about the historical Jesus. But by looking
further afield, at the Jewish, Roman, and other sources
available at the time, some general observations can be
made. … Central to third-quest scholarship is the
insight that Jesus Christ cannot be understood
outside of his Jewish milieu. … All the things
[reportedly] said by him can be judged by this
criterion: Is this the sort of thing a Jew of the time
would—or even could—have said?

lishments rushed in like a flood (or that it must have taken
more time for that to happen, as apologists maintain).
It’s quite another to say that the invention of a fictional
Jesus must require more time—starting when? Without a
historical Jesus, the bottom drops out of the whole thing.
Who knows when the mythopoeic process would have
started? Mythicism posits an evolutionary process whereby
ancient savior myths (Osiris, Tammuz, Marduk, even Yahweh), mystery sacraments, and Gnostic doctrines gradually
percolated and mutated. It counts as Christianity at some
almost arbitrary point, like the point at which we draw a line
between reptile and bird. I’m not saying we know this is
what happened. I’m just saying that this is what Mythicism
envisions, right or wrong.

This, I think, is seriously misguided. First,
“Mythicists feel strongly that our paradigm
you admit that we have an empty hole of
knowledge about Jesus. So let’s just shovel into
is by far the most comprehensive approach
that pit some of the surrounding soil. This is to
since it can account for many things that
reduce a specific individual to a mere function
conventional, mainstream Jesus
of his environment. It’s like saying that a particular couple has 2.5 children because that’s the
theories ignore or discount.”
average.
Here we can see the point of the criterion of
dissimilarity: the notion that, if we want to know
what the historical Jesus really said, we have
to bracket any saying that parallels the teaching of either
Cooke is emphatic that a good theory is the one that
the early Church or contemporary Judaism. Of course, a explains most of the evidence/data with the minimum numteacher’s disciples would perpetuate at least some of his ber of ad hoc arguments. He’s quite correct for once. But
teaching. Of course, any teacher would share some ideas Mythicists feel strongly that our paradigm is by far the most
with his colleagues. No one denies that. So, sure, such par- comprehensive approach since it can account for many
allel sayings might be authentic, but then again, they might things that conventional, mainstream Jesus theories ignore
be Christian creations or Jewish borrowings. The point is or discount, not knowing what to make of them.
that presumably there must have been something distincWhy does Cooke care if secular humanists espouse
tive about Jesus and his teaching. That’s what you’d need Jesus Mythicism? My guess is that it is not really any weakto look for. But the third-questers are busy making Jesus ness in the theory but rather that he does not want to
merely typical for his time. If you’ve read my Jesus books, lengthen the line of defense. He desires respectability for
you know why I think the dissimilarity yardstick finally tells the secular humanist movement, and if the mainstream of
us nothing about a historical Jesus. And the third-quest conventional academics do not take Mythicism seriously,
approach tells us even less.
they will not respect secular humanism insofar as a growing
No doubt the most egregious fallacy in Cooke’s essay number of secular humanists espouse Mythicism. It is basiis this: “There is no convincing explanation as to why a cally a question, I suspect, of public relations. But I may be
body of mythological exegesis should have built up quite wrong. It’s just a theory.
quickly around someone who never existed.” Uh, hel-lo! If,
theoretically, Jesus didn’t exist, then what does “quickly” Robert M. Price is the author of Beyond Born Again, The Incredible Shrinking Son of
even mean? It’s one thing to suggest that a historical Jesus Man, The Case Against ‘The Case for Christ,’ and other books. He is also the host
died at some particular time and that myths and embel- of the podcasts The Bible Geek and The Human Bible.
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Who’s Afraid of Jesus Myth Theory?
A response to Bill Cooke’s “Why Secular Humanists Should
Abandon the Myth Theory of Jesus”
(Free Inquiry, December 2016/January 2017)
David Fitzgerald

P

aradigm shifts are only beautiful after the fact. For
example, by now plate tectonics theory has enjoyed
overwhelming scientific recognition for generations, so
it’s easy to forget that less than a century ago contempt for
the theory was still vociferous and widespread. As a university student in the 1940s, David Attenborough asked one
of his lecturers why he was not teaching about continental
drift: “I was told, sneeringly, that if I could prove there was
a force that could move continents, then he might think
about it. The idea was moonshine, I was informed.”

“Is there an atheist Jesus
we ought to defend?”

The attitude is familiar to anyone following the current
state of the Jesus historicity debate. Is there an atheist
Jesus we ought to defend? In a recent issue of Free Inquiry,
senior editor Bill Cooke urges secular humanists to steer
clear of the evils of “the myth theory of Jesus,” which, he
declares, relies on fallacies, poor argumentation, and ad
hominem attacks—before he proceeds to uncork a quagmire of fallacies, poor argumentation, and ad hominem
attacks against an odd and antiquated straw-man version
of myth theory that appears to be largely his own creation.
Cooke’s very notion of myth theory is over a hundred years out of date. Like far too many critics of myth
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theory, he shows no knowledge of what contemporary
mythicists are actually arguing. Instead, he seems to think
today’s mythicists are no further advanced than the nineteenth-century Dutch Radical School, or must rely on such
discredited sources as Joseph Campbell. I honestly have
no idea which allegedly Campbell-loving mythicists Cooke
has in mind here, but he spends more than a paragraph
dispensing with Joseph Campbell anyway—more ink than
he spends on any actual mythicist position.
Despite echoing Bart Ehrman’s comparison of mythicists
to creationists for “their willful refusal to consider
contrary evidence,” Cooke makes no attempt to
engage with contemporary mythicist arguments or
with the considerable amount of recent evidence
that has been forwarded in the past few decades.
Indeed, he shows little indication of having read
any recent mythicist scholarship or even having
kept up with pro-historicist scholarship, for that
matter.
Ironically, while Cooke insists that the Myth
Theory rests on the fallacy of the excluded middle,
he fails to realize that there is more than one version of Jesus myth theory, or that the mythicists he chides
are better critics of the many questionable myth theories
(to name one, Joseph Atwill’s deeply problematic “Caesar’s Messiah” Christianity-as-Roman-invention theory) than
Cooke is.
Tellingly, Cooke accuses Richard Carrier of erroneously
discrediting the pseudo- and deutero-Pauline epistles as
“forgeries,” then announces that Carrier misunderstands
the “then-common practice of attributing one’s writing
to an earlier highly respected name, as a tribute.” Cooke
of all people should know better than to repeat that old
chestnut; he’s trying to beat on Carrier with a stick he stole
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from the apologists. Bart Ehrman demolished that naive,
self-serving Christian argument several years ago in his
Forgery and Counterforgery: The Use of Literary Deceit in
Early Christian Polemics. Ehrman thoroughly demonstrated
that the ancients, including ancient Christians, did indeed
regard such as forgeries—and condemned the practice in
no uncertain terms. It is Cooke, not Carrier, who is mistaken
here.
Another old chestnut Cooke pulls out is the tiresome
ad hominem that mythicists have “a habit of deprecating
evidence that undermines their case.” His “evidence” for
this supposedly widespread habit is from a century ago; he
accuses early twentieth-century mythicist J. M. Robertson (a
frequent target in Cooke’s article) of declaring any inconvenient bible passages “interpolations.” At their most recent
debate at the Mythinformation III conference last fall, Bart
Ehrman leveled the same mass accusation at Robert M.
Price, but Price pointed out that it was not mythicists who
identified these passages as interpolations; the majority of
biblical scholars widely recognize these verses as such.
Who is Cooke’s Christ? He takes it as a given that there
was a Jew called Yeshua ben Yosef who made some inflammatory claims, annoyed the Romans, and paid the price.
He dubs this figure the “forgotten Yeshua” and assures us
we can “determine where lies the balance between historicity and the subsequent layers of theology.” To his credit,

Cooke acknowledges that “the Gospels are successive
accretions of dogma, mythology, wishful thinking, and political expediency.” He maintains that all these troublesome
factors “smothered the original story.”
But where is his evidence for this “original story”?
Cooke provides a thumbnail sketch of the various “quests”
for the historical Jesus conducted over the past century and
even admits that, by and large, scholars have conceded
that very little is known for sure about the historical Jesus.
This largely blank slate has in turn enabled a surprising
number of hypothetical reconstructions of “the real Jesus.”

“Cooke makes no attempt to engage
with contemporary mythicist
arguments or with the
considerable amount of recent
evidence that has been forwarded in
the past few decades.”
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However, it remains to be seen if any of these scholarly
reconstructions reflect a genuine historical figure. As Price
and others have commented, all—well, almost all—of
these proposed Jesuses are plausible enough. As far as
it goes, none is hopelessly far-fetched. All tend to focus
on particular constellations of Gospel elements, interpret
them in certain ways, and reject other data as inauthentic.
Each appeals to solid historical analogies for its new take
on Jesus.

these strongly divergent Christologies in early Christianity is
not an argument against historicity but “evidence of a disparate range of people playing loose and fast with a story
they had heard from different people in different circumstances”—but this oft-used “telephone game” analogy has
not held up to scrutiny.
Increasingly, all our “biographical” sources for Jesus
have shown they are not based on oral traditions but are
entirely literary constructions. All appear to ultimately derive from a single text, the allegorical writing
we call Mark’s gospel. Before that pivotal
work, the various strands of early Christianity
and their competing “apostles” worshipped
very different Christ figures than the post-gospel Jesus (or Jesuses).
Cooke says it is a non sequitur to conclude
“In recent years all the criteria for Jesus’s hisfrom confusing and contradictory evidence
toricity have been weighed and found wanting.” that their subject didn’t exist at all. I agree;
however, he’s wrong yet again if he thinks that
is all the mythicist case is based on. The fact
is it’s only the evidence for a historical Jesus
Still, all of them do suffer from two serious deficiencies. that remains confused and contradictory. The evidence for
First, Ehrman has observed that most, if not all, fail to make an allegorical, “Celestial” Jesus is compelling and found in
sense of Jesus’s death—and neither do the gospels. Iron- both Christian and non-Christian sources, an evolutionary
ically, Ehrman’s own favored “Jesus as failed apocalyptic process that can be seen across the centuries in extant texts
prophet” theory fails to account for why the Romans would from before the rise of Christian movements to after the
kill Jesus; it was not against Roman or Jewish law to be an gospels. On the other hand, as Raphael Lataster points out
apocalyptic prophet—or to declare oneself to be the mes- in his book Jesus Did Not Exist, historicists such as Ehrman
siah, for that matter.
are forced to rely on purely hypothetical source materials—
Second, as Price notes, this multiplicity of convincing although they have no guarantee these documents say
possibilities is precisely the problem. All of them sound what historicists want them to say, or even that these texts
persuasive until you hear the next one. They cancel each ever really existed at all.
other out. Says Price:
Another difficulty for Cooke is his uncritical faith in the
criteria
he uses to justify his “Forgotten-Yeshua” theory. To
Jesus simply wears too many hats in the Gospels—exorbe
fair,
he is not the only historicist with this problem, but
cist, healer, king, prophet, sage, rabbi, demigod, and so
he seems unaware that in recent years all the criteria for
on—(He) is a composite figure. … The historical Jesus (if
there was one) might well have been a messianic king, or
Jesus’s historicity have been weighed and found wanting.
a progressive Pharisee, or a Galilean shaman, or a magus,
It’s not just secular critics who have rejected them; even
or a Hellenistic sage. But he cannot very well have been all
devout scholars have bowed to decades of withering critiof them at the same time. (emphasis added)
cism to admit that all our tools to verify his existence have
Cooke fails to see the dilemma and seems to think that proven fatally flawed. Christian historians Chris Keith and
this plethora of competing versions of Jesus is a helpful de- Anthony Le Donne’s 2012 book Jesus, Criteria, and the
velopment rather than the embarrassment that it actually is. Demise of Authenticity ably documents this unexpected
He ignores the fact that all three of the so-called “quests” development.
for the historic Jesus have each ended in failure and even
“Criteria” may be too strong a word in Cooke’s case,
declares third-quest scholarship a “major victory” for his since he only provides a single criterion to gauge what
“forgotten-Yeshua” theory—seemingly on the assump- Jesus really said: whether a first-century Jew would or could
tion that since little if anything is known with any certainty have said it. If his fallacy here isn’t obvious, you need to
about Jesus, this confirms that the real Jesus was indeed read Richard Carrier’s Proving History, which exposes the
forgotten!
failure of this and all the other would-be criteria brought
In reality, the more we uncover about Christian origins, forth in attempts to solidify the shifting sands beneath the
the more we see that early Christianity dissolves into an slippery, elusive figure of the historical Jesus.
exuberant diversity of competing Christ movements with
Oddest of all, Cooke insists that throughout over a cenlittle in common. Cooke declares that the existence of tury of failed modern efforts to find the real Jesus, “what
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has not turned up is any plausible context in which stories corresponding evidence at all, and the one proof that it
about someone who didn’t exist could likely develop.” No does have is not the best but rather the very worst kind of
sooner is this said than he immediately reverses himself evidence: a handful of biased, uncritical, unscholarly, unand gives four examples of exactly that: “This is not to say known, second-hand witnesses. According to Carrier, “you
a mythicist explanation is never valid,” citing Moses, Abra- really have to look hard to find another event that is in a
ham, Judas, and Laozi, the founder of Taoism.
worse condition than this as far as evidence goes.”
There are several more such examples he could have
We can (and should) laugh at this, but the truth is, even
provided, but for Cooke, none of these has any bearing the mundane “facts” of Jesus’s biography are no better
on Jesus’s disputed historicity, because he claims there is attested. Jesus’s trial, his execution, and his cleansing of
“too much contrary evidence to explain away” in the case the Temple are just a few examples of events that we know
of Jesus. Too much evidence? The dearth of evidence for simply could not have happened as presented in the gosJesus—and the shoddy state of what there is—are two of pel stories.
the factors that should compel any historicist toward at the very least a healthy
agnosticism on the Jesus question.
Consider this: We have nothing written by Jesus, and we do not know who
really wrote any of the Gospels. Of the
four evangelists, only “Luke” even claims
“Every Christian writing before the Gospels
to be writing history, but neither he nor
exhibits the same bewildering ignorance about
any of the others ever cite their sources,
Jesus’s life and teachings.”
give a sign that they critically examined
any sources, or suggest why we should
trust their particular version of many conflicting gospel claims.
The gospel authors are anonymous
and writing at least a generation or more after the fact.
The standard approach of Jesus scholars has been to
Their actual identities are unknown; we have no other liter- cull all these elements of the gospels that are obvious imature or scholarship to their credit that we can test for their possibilities and reject them as theological fictions. Having
skill and accuracy. Far from being objective, dispassionate winnowed out the chaff, they assemble their version of
historians, all freely declare their bias toward persuading “the Real Jesus” from whatever is left. The result, as Albert
new converts. What’s more, all their accounts were derived Schweitzer recognized more than a century ago, is that the
from Mark’s gospel, so that even the multitude of non-ca- new Jesus becomes a Rorschach test for the searcher; each
nonical gospels that didn’t make the cut are to be accepted one’s version of who Jesus “really” was turns out to be his
as scripture.
or her own mirror image.
We all know that there exists no physical evidence of
What we should be doing before we claim any fact of
any kind in the case of Jesus, apart from countless medieval Jesus’s life has been established with an acceptable level of
forgeries. Nor is there any contemporary historical corrobo- certainty is to begin with two simple questions: What is our
ration for the Gospels’ depictions of Jesus’s life. This should source for any claim about Jesus? And how reliable is that
not surprise either side of the historicity debate—but the source? Otherwise, which camp is operating under dogma
puzzling “silence of Paul” concerning Jesus’s life is less and wishful thinking, the mythicists or the historicists?
explicable. That lacuna has troubled scholars for centuAfter all, it has become undeniably apparent to everyries, but to make matters worse, it isn’t simply Paul. Every one but the most hidebound believers that the gospels are
Christian writing before the Gospels exhibits the same be- myths about Jesus. The question remains: Are they myth
wildering ignorance about Jesus’s life and teachings, and all the way down? The mythicist camp isn’t out on a limb or
even our familiar New Testament books have passages that bucking the scholarly consensus; mythicists merely follow
make no sense if Jesus were the figure from the gospels the same lines of evidence to a conclusion just a little past
(not that they agree on who or what Jesus was).
most biblical scholars’ comfort zone.
Christian apologists uphold Jesus’s historicity with abIndeed the evidence for a historical Jesus is so probsurdly exaggerated claims, such as when Douglas Geivett lematic that Brandon University’s Kurt Noll argues that the
puts the resurrection on the same level of certainty as Ju- question is already moot. Any contributions that a historical
lius Caesar crossing the Rubicon. Richard Carrier pointed founder may or may not have made are irrelevant. We can
out that in this case, for four of the five proofs supporting account for the rise of the various strands of the Christian
the Rubicon crossing’s historicity, the resurrection has no movement whether there was a real Jesus or not.
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Some of Cooke’s remaining charges can’t go without
comment. In another ad hominem, he complains that
“myth theorists have assumed the mantle of authentic
humanist biblical scholarship … in a way that is detrimental.” How this new scholarship can be both authentic and
yet detrimental, he doesn’t care to explain. No, they have
not “assumed the mantle”; they have earned their place
in academia. Myth theory is not creationism for atheists.
It’s a wake-up call for a theory that has been in crisis for
centuries.
Taking a bizarre stance, Cooke further insists that myth
theory is “sterile” and “misses the point,” because as
he sees it, “prominent theologians” have sidestepped
the historicity issue as irrelevant. Ignoring that millions of
believers take Christ’s life just as depicted in the gospels,
supernatural elements and all, quite literally, Cooke asks
us, “What can the myth theory say in response? Nothing
that matters.”

Nazareth should be tested to see what weight it can bear,
or even to work out what kind of historical research might
be appropriate.

Such a normal exercise should hardly generate
controversy in most fields of ancient history, but of
course New Testament studies is not a normal case
and the highly emotive and dismissive language
of, say, Bart Ehrman’s response to Thompson’s The
Mythic Past shows (if it needed to be shown), not
that the matter is beyond dispute, but that the whole
idea of raising this question needs to be attacked,
ad hominem, as something outrageous.
This is precisely the tactic anti-minimalists tried
twenty years ago: their targets were “amateurs,” “incompetent,” and could be ignored. The “amateurs” are now
all retired professors, while virtually everyone else in the
field has become minimalist (if in most cases grudgingly
and tacitly). So, as the saying goes, déjà vu all over again.

Davies brings up an important point, one also raised
by biblical historian Hector Avalos in his
devastating critique of his own field, The
End of Biblical Studies. Avalos notes that
in the uniquely insular world of biblical
studies, theological concerns have always
dominated—and that yesterday’s blasphemy is tomorrow’s consensus.
Did eyewitnesses write the Gospels?
“Jesus’s trial, his execution, and his cleansing of
Did their authors copy from each other?
Do their Gospels contradict one another?
the Temple are just a few examples of events that
Are any of Paul’s letters forgeries? Are any
we know simply could not have happened as
of the other epistles in the New Testapresented in the gospel stories.”
ment really by the authors whose names
they bear—or even written during their
lifetimes? Was John the Baptist’s sect part
of Christianity, or was it a rival cult? Is our
New Testament the same as that of early
Christians? The real answers to all these
questions greatly displeased—and were
By that measure, however, what can secular Jesus dismissed and ridiculed by—the majority of biblical scholhistoricity theory say in response, including Cooke’s own? ars. This is to say, those with a religious affiliation. But the
Or indeed, any humanist challenge to the Christian status truth eventually prevailed. The history of biblical studies is
quo? Cooke might do well to be less concerned with ap- littered with such overturned verdicts.
pealing to “eminent theologians” and be more concerned
When I was researching for my new book Jesus: Mythwith history.
ing in Action, I was surprised that no one had ever verified
Cooke himself again commits the fallacy of the excluded the seemingly intuitive observation that the overwhelming
middle by framing this as a squabble between heretical majority of biblical scholars have religious affiliations. Almythicists and orthodox historicists. It is a fight between though it seemed fairly problematic to survey every biblical
those who take Jesus myth theory seriously—whether or scholar’s religious position(s), it occurred to me that it was
not it ultimately prevails over Jesus historicism—and those quite possible to not just survey, but in fact conduct a comwho simply dismiss it out of hand. The University of Shef- plete census on every American learning institution that offield’s Emeritus Professor Philip Davies remains a historicist. fers Biblical/Jesus/New Testament Studies and/or degrees.
But his attitude is a refreshing change. Davies chides Bart
This is precisely what my research team did. For “U.S.
Ehrman and his 2012 book Did Jesus Exist? for this very Biblical Studies Depts. Census (2015),” they investigated
attitude:
all 4,726 degree-granting institutions of higher education
in the United States and conducted a full survey of the
… surely the rather fragile historical evidence for Jesus of
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1,417 that offered any kind of Biblical/Jesus/New Testament Studies. Nearly 60 percent (to be exact, 814 out of
1,417, or 57 percent) proved to be religiously affiliated.
The real surprise came when we looked into their scholarly
restrictions. A full third of these religiously affiliated schools
frankly confirmed that they required a statement of faith or
similar religious commitment from members of their staff.
What was shocking was the number of schools that
refused to admit this, or indeed, the number that explicitly
lied about requiring a statement of faith. When the team
dug deeper, they soon discovered that in fact at least
two-thirds of all religiously affiliated schools required their
teachers to toe a strict theological line—and the actual
number is almost certainly even higher and may well be as
high as 100 percent. So perhaps the question shouldn’t be
“How many biblical scholars reject myth theory?” but “How
many biblical scholars are contractually obligated to reject
myth theory?”
I don’t bear Bill Cooke any ill will; I sincerely appreciate
the work he has done with the Center for Inquiry, and I have
no doubt we agree on a great many more things than we
disagree. But he is very wrong about virtually everything he
says about myth theory.
That said, I do certainly agree with the opening of his FI
article: “One of the key claims made by secular humanists
is that we take the findings of sound scholarship seriously
and do not allow dogma or wishful thinking to interfere
with results.” I am far from the first or best-qualified to point
out that dogma and wishful thinking have long interfered
with sound scholarship when it comes to the historical
Jesus question.
“It’s an oddity of humanist history that the historicity of
Jesus has been a highly divisive issue,” Cooke notes. True
enough, but it’s odder still to see why: again and again,
one sees our fellow humanists copying from the Christians’
play book, aping the same smug defensive reaction, and
replacing analysis with hand-waving, the same old tired
dismissals, and appeals to authority.
As James Burke noted long ago on his excellent show
The Day the Universe Changed, what you think you know
conditions what you actually can know. If you “know” the
sun goes around the Earth, then you can never know the
real reason why Mars goes retrograde or any number of
other facts about how the solar system really works.
I am increasingly convinced that myth theory holds the
answer to unraveling Christianity’s perplexing origins and
that we will never understand the rise of the various Christian movements until we recognize that fact. This is not
from dogma or wishful thinking; if the evidence could be
shown to warrant it, I’d be happy to change my mind back
to historicism. But what’s never going to change my mind
(nor should it yours) are the kinds of critical responses we’ve
seen to date: the same weak, ostrich-headed, knee-jerk
responses trotted out to resist every single theology-threat-

ening advance in biblical studies, ever. It’s bad enough that
Christians stonewall and ridicule any scholarship that exposes the cracks in their party line; it’s worse that humanists
have echoed their chorus.
Finally, Cooke fails to appreciate the simple value that
comes from the mythicist/historicist debate, regardless of
which side prevails. For all the pious hysteria over evolutionary theory, Christians increasingly are finding that they
can wiggle and re-interpret their faith to accommodate
Darwin’s unavoidable truth of natural selection. However,
Christians can’t say that about mythicism.
Jesus myth theory is Kryptonite for Christians. They
can’t even enjoy a relaxed agnosticism about the mere
possibility of mythicism being true.
They need Jesus not to be a myth. Unfortunately, he is
a myth.
And that’s true no matter whether it’s the mythicist camp
or the historicist camp that ultimately comes out on top.
The “Jesus of Faith” gets debunked either way. Humanists
such as Cooke who roll their eyes and wonder why mythicism doesn’t seem to be going away might be relieved to
realize that.
What is important about this argument—and what
makes it worthwhile for secular humanists to argue about—
is that it’s valuable to know where Christianity really came
from and just how remarkably shaky its foundations actually
are. And if nothing else, the debate reveals the limits of
what we can and can’t know about whom or what Jesus
really was. Everything we learn from the back and forth of
this historical argument helps us call the bluff of anyone
who says they know how Jesus wants you to behave or
think or vote.
And that alone is a very good thing for humanists to
know.
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Schooling Some University Professors
Michael Paulkovich

I

n my first book, No Meek Messiah, I provided an exhaustively researched list of 126 authors who lived in the
first and second century who should have written about
“Jesus of Nazareth” but did not. I recently discovered one
particular attempt to rebut my research by Joel Baden
and Candida Moss, who coauthored a 2014 article in The
Daily Beast titled “So-Called ‘Biblical Scholar’ Says Jesus a
Made-Up Myth.”1
Three problems struck me about their critique: (1) they
use the term so-called biblical scholar to refer to me, (2)
they seem surprised anyone would question the historicity
of Jesus, and (3) for university professors, their research
seemed substandard. Despite its age, this critique merits a
thoughtful response.
On the first point, they did not get “biblical scholar”
from me or from the venues for which I write. I am a space
systems engineer, inventor, and writer. You don’t have to be
a biblical scholar to do investigative journalism regarding
Bible claims. Moss and Baden mention my book by name;
couldn’t they flip it over and read the bio on the back?
Regarding the second point, they seem unaware that
Jesus Myth Theory is not new. We have documentary
evidence of people in the first and second century who
questioned the four Gospels (such as Marcionites, Ebionites, Jews, and Pagans) or believed Jesus was a magical
phantom, not a man (such as the Christian sect of Docetes).
Of course, starting in the fourth century in the Occident, it
was illegal under penalty of death to disbelieve the Jesus
tales. Finally during the Enlightenment, some brave individuals dared research and question New Testament claims
once again.
Regarding the third point, let me enumerate their errors
in general order of appearance in the article.
1. They wrote that one of my “main pillars” is the assumption that “most writers should have mentioned Jesus,
since he was the Son of God ... .” I never made such a
claim. My point is stated clearly in No Meek Messiah: if
Jesus was as famous as the Bible claims, somebody during
the first century—outside of the authors of the New Testa1. Moss, Candida, and Baden, Joel, “So-Called ‘Biblical Scholar’ Says
Jesus A Made-Up Myth,” The Daily Beast, October 5, 2014.
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ment fantasies—would have written about him.
2. Moss and Baden wrote: “There is nigh universal consensus among biblical scholars ... that Jesus was, in fact, a
real guy.” They are guilty of a logical fallacy here. Who is
overwhelmingly most likely to become a biblical scholar?
Believing Christians.
3. Moss and Baden claimed that “some” of my ancient
writers are “a little too ancient,” and they (erroneously) declare that they died before the first century. But they don’t
list “some”—just one, Asclepiades of Prusa.
And they got that wrong. It seems they used Wikipedia
as their source. If you type “Asclepiades of Prusa” into
Wikipedia, it brings up a man with that name who died in
40 BCE. Antonio Cocchi noted that there were over forty
men named Asclepiades in Prusa (Cocchi, The Life of Asclepiades, 2). I provided a description of my Asclepiades on
page 331: “Famed physician under Hadrian, born 88 CE in
Prusa, Asclepiades wrote several books on internal and external medicines.” I cited Joseph Thomas and John Platts
as my sources; both of their books are available online.
Moss and Baden implied that there are others from my
list who lived before Jesus. Fact is, all 126 are first- and second-century personalities who should have written about
Jesus of Nazareth but did not.
4. Some of the writers on my list were philosophers,
so Moss/Baden made the claim that philosophers “aren’t
really known ... for their interest in current events.” This is
both a smoke screen and a non sequitur. As stated in my
book, my dialectic regarding this mode of investigation is
as follows: if Jesus was as famous as claimed in the Bible,
everyone in the region who could write would have recorded him. Here’s a passage from page 201 of No Meek
Messiah:
The Bible claims Jesus’s fame “went throughout all Syria”
(Mt 4:24), and “all Galilee” (Mk 1:28). Jesus was followed
by “great multitudes of people” (Mt 4:25 & 8:1) ... and
his words went “unto the ends of the whole world” as we
learn from Paul in Romans 10:18.

5. Moss and Baden claim the “vast majority” of those
on my list “have none of their writings preserved for us, or
mere fragments at most.”
If they had read pages 329–348, they would have dis-
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covered that we still have the writings of the majority of in various humanist journals and a couple dozen in science
these writers. In fact, the works of at least eighty-four of the and technical journals. A simple Google search would have
men and women in my table of 126—a vast majority. And provided Moss and Baden with the biographical informathe books of half of these individuals are available from tion they claimed is nonexistent.
On my “web presence,” which for some reason they
sources such as Amazon or Barnes and Noble.
6. Moss and Baden claim: “A good number of the writ- consider a point of pedigree, we created the website
ers listed weren’t writers at all, but consuls, generals, even nomeekmessiah.com two years before their article was
published. (We recently removed most content due to the
a king (Vardanes I) and an emperor (Tiberius).”
I included Vardanes in my list and explained (349) that new edition under a different title: Beyond the Crusades,
he ruled Parthia in the first century, writing epistles and published by American Atheist Press.)
Their ultimate insult seems to be that I didn’t have a
other texts not far from Judea. I included Emperor Tiberius,
observing with scholarly references that “Tiberius wrote Twitter account; yet I had joined Twitter two years before
Greek poems, a lyric poem on the death of L. Caesar, and a their article. For the record.
commentary of his own life, which Suetonius
made use of for his Life of Tiberius ...” (347).
7. Moss/Baden claim: “... in his own day
Jesus wasn’t that important. He was just
“If Jesus was as famous as the Bible claims,
another wannabe messiah ...” Now, I’ve
somebody during the first century—outside of
watched some of Baden’s lectures and read
his articles, and he is a Bible scholar (for what
the authors of the New Testament fantasies—
that’s worth) and a true believer. And, as a
would have written about him.”
believer, he seems passionate about figuring
out new ways to rationalize blind faith in the
Bible tales. Pious devotees need to realize
that emotion has a bad name in scholarship:
10. Some of the writers on my list were doctors, so Moss
it clouds rational discussion and blurs lucid observation.
Baden redefined “authentic truth,”2 saying that it is and Baden wrote: “Jesus was supposed to have a gift for
“very much in line with what you think, yourself, as op- healing, so he probably didn’t take his annual checkup seriposed to what the Bible actually might say.” It appears he ously.” It’s almost Haiku but not a relevant or cogent point.
One of Jesus’s gifts for healing involved removing
is saying: “Don’t believe what the Bible says, believe what
you want it to say.” This is how pious minds try to bend “devils” from people. Due to this superstitious nonsense,
reality in their favor using the fun-house mirrors of credulity. Christians discarded scientific method for centuries and
Again, the Bible claims that Jesus’s fame went “unto relied on exorcism and burning at the stake (you feel me,
the ends of the whole world.” That would be astonishingly Hippocrates?).
impressive if it were anywhere near true. Moss and Baden,
if Jesus “wasn’t that important,” are you admitting that the Conclusion
Bible assertions are lies?
One wonders whether Baden and Moss follow standards of
8. Moss/Baden wrote: “The argument isn’t improved by intellectual integrity and rigor imparted by their universities,
saying that Jesus was a God who should be able to journal Yale and Notre Dame. And, dear Ms. Moss and Mr. Baden,
in his leisure time. Deities don’t write things by hand. They you both owe me an apology for a critique so replete with
tend to let human beings do the brunt of the transcription errors, shoddy research, and logical fallacies. Send me a
(you feel me, Moses?)”
tweet!
One wonders the precedent for this claim—where did
they get information on the activities of deities? Indeed,
Further Reading
mermaids and leprechauns don’t write either. So what?
9. Moss and Baden declared, “Paulkovich has written Cocchi, Antonio. 1762. The Life of Asclepiades. London: T. Davies.
Paulkovich, Michael. 2016. Beyond the Crusades: Christianity’s Lies, Laws
nothing about himself—we have no biographical data on
and Legacy. Cranford: American Atheist Press.
him. (In truth, it is hard to find almost anyone with less of a Platts, John. 1825. A Universal Biography. London: Sherwood Jones and
Co.
web presence than Michael Paulkovich—including, for the
Thomas, Joseph. 1915. Universal Pronouncing Dictionary of Biography and
record, no Twitter account.)”
Mythology. B. Lippincott Company.
Their article was published October 2014—it’s true that
at that time I had only published about twenty-five articles
2. Baden, Joel, “What Use Is the Bible?” The Nantucket Project. 2013.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NIXfDyoYK8Q

Michael Paulkovich is a NASA engineer and freelance writer, a contributor to Free
Inquiry and Humanist Perspective magazines, and an author of the series “Dogma
Watch” for American Atheist.
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It’s Time to Put the Myth Theory of Jesus Aside
Bill Cooke

S

them and that the kingdom of God was at hand. This kingdom would happen in their lifetime and would unfold here
on Earth, and the Romans would get what was coming
to them. The Romans saw Yeshua ben Yosef (whom we
call Jesus Christ) as a rabble-rouser and put him to death,
as they were wont to do. I call this the forgotten-Yeshua
theory, because it highlights the Jewish origin of the Christ
story, which was buried and forgotten by successive layers
of Christian theology.
An important point about this understanding of Jesus
is that it is shared by scholars of different persuasions, whether believer
or unbeliever. It is a conclusion open
to anyone who values evidence over
prior belief. The myth theory, by stark
contrast, is supported only by unbelievers and is an uncomfortable mirror
“The forgotten-Yeshua theory … highlights the
image of the equally narrowly conJewish origin of the Christ story, which was
ceived theological Christ believed
buried and forgotten by successive layers
only by evangelical Christians. The
title of a recent defense of the myth
of Christian theology.”
theory, Jesus Did Not Exist: A Debate
among Atheists, admits this point.
Critics from F. C. Conybeare a
century ago to Bart Ehrman today
sequitur to conclude that lack of evidence amounts to evi- have noted that mythicists’ scholarship is faulty along
dence of absence. It’s the most obvious and basic error of many trajectories. They rely on spurious sources, assume
a zero-sum mindset of either/or, and jump to conclusions
thinking. And it lies at the heart of mythicist thought.
I shall not develop this point any further, having done so quite unsupported by the evidence they offer. In the space
already in two recent articles in Free Inquiry (“Why Secular available, let these recent examples of slipshod scholarship
Humanists Should Abandon the Myth Theory of Jesus,” stand as evidence. Richard Carrier begins with the respectDecember 2016/January 2017 and “The Mythical Jesus able observation that ancient authors invented dialogues
Argument: What’s the Key Issue?,” October/November and incidents that helped their stories. But from this fair
2017). The focus here will be the theoretical foundations of point he then leaps, quite unreasonably, to this conclusion:
mythicist thought and the strangely vague solution mythi- “This was clearly the norm, not the exception. Most of what
the [early] Christians wrote were lies. We therefore should
cists offer as to what actually happened.
The current conclusion of scholarship about Jesus that approach everything they wrote with distrust” (Carrier in
I am defending is that Jesus was an apocalyptic prophet Lataster 2015, 325). In one deft swoop, unwarranted inferwho warned his fellow Jews that the end-times were upon ence combines with ad hominem to create a symphony of
o much of the writing by advocates of the mythical
Jesus is the belabored rearrangement of what is already known. Mythicists spend inordinate amounts
of time showing that we know little about the life of Jesus
and that most of what we think we know is a later account,
produced for theological ends. Outside of evangelical
seminaries, few would dispute this. But having labored so
mightily to clarify what’s already known, mythicists then
leap to the quite unconnected conclusion that, because
the sources are so meager, Jesus did not exist. It is a non
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poor scholarship. Later on Carrier notes, again quite correctly, that the Gospels contain mythological material and
historical improbabilities. But from this he then leaps to the
unjustified conclusion that they are “totally mythical” (Carrier in Lataster 2015, 349). Bart Ehrman noted that it would
take 2,400 pages to refute all the errors in Earl Doherty’s
recent 800-page tome (Ehrman 2013, 252). Sadly, this ratio
is true for all mythicists.
Mythicist scholarship also bears some uncomfortably
close similarities to conspiracy theorist thinking. In Raphael
Lataster’s breathless account of Carrier’s work, for which
Carrier supplied an approving preface, mythicists alone are
bearers of the truth and those who disagree are necessarily dishonest. The probability of a historical Jesus, we are
told, is 0.008 percent. Lataster concludes by declaring that
“anyone that fails to see how the minimal mythicist theory
perfectly—at least in the relative sense—fits the
evidence ought to leave the discussion” (Lataster
2015, 384).
History of an Error
Poor scholarship, aggressive/defensive styles of
arguing, and extravagant conclusions are not new
to current mythicist scholarship. Myth scholarship

began with Count Volney and Charles Dupuis at the end of
the eighteenth century. The second spell came in the 1860s
and 1870s with the German theologian Bruno Bauer. The
myth theory as we would recognize it today owes much
to its third stage, led early in the twentieth century by the
Scottish politician J. M. Robertson. Then, in the 1980s, G.
A. Wells led the fourth stage of myth-theory about Jesus.
The recent reemergence of the theory can be seen as its
fifth incarnation.
The theories of Volney and Dupuis are not taken seriously even by myth scholars. Volney suggested that Jesus
was a solar myth derived originally from the Krishna legends of India. The person who would profit most from reading Count Volney today would be Dan Brown, who would
appreciate this rich vein of pseudo-history, conspiracy, and
mythology. In many ways Bruno Bauer remains the most

“Mythicist scholarship … bears some
uncomfortably close similarities to
conspiracy theorist thinking.”

secularhumanism.org

February/March 2018

Free Inquiry

27

impressive mythicist scholar. Only the current myth scholar
Robert M. Price comes close to Bauer’s relevant training
and credentials to speak with authority. But this doesn’t
stop Bauer’s theory being eccentric and irrelevant. Bauer
decided Jesus had been made up by Mark, a composite of
the stoicism of Seneca within a Jewish framework. Nobody
now believes this, not even other mythicists.
The third wave of myth scholarship arose in the wake of
a new interest in mythology at the end of the nineteenth
century, especially as articulated by James George Frazer,
author of the monumental Golden Bough. Under Frazer’s
influence, Robertson spoke of a “Christ cult” composed of
“the two most popular Pagan myth-motives, with some Judaic elements as nucleus and some explicit ethical teaching
added” (Robertson [1900] 1936, 34). The two most popular
pagan myth-motives were the astral or solar myths, which
Robertson thought the most important, and vegetation
and fertility myths. The “Christian cultus,” as preserved in
the gospels, he argued, is a transcript of a mystery drama,

that the genuinely Pauline and immediately post-Pauline
epistles were written before the gospels and reveal little detailed knowledge of, or interest in, the historical Jesus. He
argued that Paul’s view of Jesus is inspired much more by
the Jewish Wisdom literature (Wells [1975] 1986, 97). More
rashly, current mythicists see the silence of Paul as evidence
for a celestial rather than a historical Jesus.
A recurring strand in mythicist scholarship is the use
made of mythology. Mythicists claim to see parallels in
the Jesus story as it has come down to us and rush in to
spot parallels. These are the “pagan myth-motives” that
Robertson spoke about. One is the notion of a dying and
resurrected god. Bart Ehrman dismisses this whole idea—
the so-called sixteen crucified saviors, as popularized by
Kersey Graves 150 years ago. Though Graves’s account
is hopelessly overblown, Ehrman is probably too hasty to
dismiss this idea out of hand. But the weaker point remains
valid. What evidence is there, anywhere, of pagan influence
about dying and resurrected gods in first-century Palestine? Ehrman is right that there is
none. It is also valid to ask why
monotheistic Jews would confuse
their messiah with such a pagan
notion (Ehrman 2013, 254–56). Undeterred, mythicists assert this link
with little or no evidence.
“It was of crucial importance to Wells that the
Even more problematic is the
genuinely Pauline and immediately post-Pauline
theory of a Joshua cult. Problems
with this theory were exposed a
epistles were written before the gospels and
century ago by Conybeare, a great
reveal little detailed knowledge of, or interest in,
New Testament scholar and histothe historical Jesus.”
rian who demolished the claim that
a cultic belief about Joshua the sun
god was the model for the mythic
Christ. Robertson supposed, unwisely, the historicity of the book
of Joshua and offered no plausible
not a narrative but more of a “symbolic modification of an account of why this story should have taken hold among
original rite of human sacrifice, of which it preserves certain monotheist Jews of the first century (Conybeare 1914, 17,
verifiable details” (Robertson [1903] 1911, xxi). Subse- 19, 82).
quent myth scholars have shuffled the balance of “pagan
Mythicists fail so comprehensively with mythology-based
myth-motives with some Judaic elements as nucleus” with theories because they misunderstand mythology. Earlier
none agreeing with each other and none offering a more scholars relied too heavily on Frazer, whose massive work
convincing argument than his or her predecessor.
The Golden Bough, once seen as a milestone in mytholThe fourth wave of myth scholarship was led by Wells, ogy scholarship, is seen now as an impediment to avoid
a professor of German. Though not trained in New Testa- (Stocking 1995, 136, 140, 174). Frazer assumed a positivment studies, his mastery of German meant he was better istic progression from magic, through religion, to science
informed with German scholarship than many people and structured his work around that premise. Robertson
trained within the discipline. Wells had no difficulties, as highlighted Frazer’s approach when he called mythology
Robertson did, acknowledging the priority of Mark. Neither “traditionary error,” a weakness for zero-sum thinking that
did he believe that the accounts of Jesus’s death are the modern mythicists have inherited.
surviving script from a mystery drama, and he saw no eviEven more damaging is the reliance some current
dence for a secret Joshua-cult. Instead, Wells relied heavily mythicists place on Joseph Campbell. Following Carl Jung,
on the silence of Paul. It was of crucial importance to Wells Campbell assumes that “myth” is all one thing: an expres-
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sion of some “primal archetype.” The “mythic imagery of
the Bible bears a message of its own that may not always
be the one verbalized in the discourse of the text” (Campbell [1965] 1975, 110). Campbell then proceeds to unlock
the “secret,” to the inordinate satisfaction of his followers.
Price and Carrier both replicate Campbell’s mistake. Carrier
adopts the so-called Rank-Raglan scale of the deification of
a hero figure, a schema Campbell adapted in his popular
classic The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Overlooking the
many objections to the Rank-Raglan scale, Carrier notes
that Jesus scores well as a mythical hero. The fact that the
same scale would also prove Abraham Lincoln or JFK to
be mythological heroes is dismissed as flippant (Lataster
2015, 326).
Campbell’s poor scholarship was motived by some very
strong antipathies (toward Jews and the English) and an
equally unbalanced love (for Native Americans). Robert
Ellwood notes that Campbell had some sort of “recurrent
emotional problem with both Jews and Judaism” (Ellwood
1999, 164). Far more than Frazer, Campbell’s work serves
only as an obstacle to scholarship on mythology, with damaging consequences for any theory based on such unscholarly and tainted categories.
Even without Campbell, myth theory ends up, however unwittingly, supporting anti-Semitism. Scholars have
come to speak of “supersessionism,” or the willingness
to see Jesus as superseding his Jewish roots and context
in a Christian over-story. Christ’s mission superseded the
narrower interests of the Jews. The “New Testament”
superseded the “Old Testament.” Part of the value of
the Third Quest for the historical Jesus has been to help
eradicate this latent anti-Semitism. But when it dismisses
the historicity of Yeshua’s life and thought, the myth theory
unconsciously supports anti-Semitism. Just as evangelicals
dismiss Yeshua’s Jewishness by turning him into a celestial
savior, mythicists do the same thing when they turn him into
a celestial myth.
When the time finally comes to give an account of the
Celestial Jesus said to be so obviously the solution, mythicists are strangely reticent. We’ve already seen Robertson’s
Joshua-cult theory collapse. Carrier agrees that the theories
of his predecessors are “crazy” and “amateurish” (Lataster
2015, 298) when, in fact, his account isn’t that different. The
so-called Celestial Jesus theory is a patchwork of associations of mythological references from non-biblical sources
mixed with Gospel or Pauline passages. Having berated
mainstream scholars for want of sound referencing, mythicists hope to distract readers by vigorous arm-waving. They
have no choice, given the lack of sources. The most they
can do is make some strained links, note some parallels,
and hope for the best.
If the issues spoken of so far highlight the poor state of
mythicist scholarship, the issue we now confront highlights
its essential sterility. This is the admission, referred to in

previous articles, that a historical person may actually have
existed, but that somehow this doesn’t matter. It is a constant theme through much myth literature that someone
called Jesus may well have existed but that “Jesus Christ”
is still a myth. Carrier admits that Jesus, or several Jesuses,
were crucified under Pontius Pilate (Lataster 2015, 302).
Price has made similar points in his YouTube talks; earlier,
Robertson also made this very basic mistake (Robertson
[1900] 1936, 125). To his credit, Wells came to understand
that his acknowledgement of the existence of a historical
Jesus was significant.
Apart from Wells, mythicists seem quite unaware how
damaging this admission of historicity is to their argument.
Any theory arguing for a historicized mythology is surely
undermined fatally when admitting the existence of a historical person. It stands as clear evidence of the essential
sterility of the myth theory. Either Jesus existed or he didn’t.
If Jesus didn’t ever exist, then the stories about him have to
be explained in some way, and some variation of a myth
theory may well work. But once it is admitted Jesus did
actually exist, in however modest and insignificant a way,
then we are not dealing with a myth theory. It now becomes
a theory about someone who did exist but not in the way
commonly understood. But that, of course, is where we
started from. And the forgotten-Yeshua theory is the one
that fits the facts best. But until mythicist thinking fades
away, genuine humanist scholarship in this area will be understandably sidelined.
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CENTER FOR THE SCIENCES
ON FREE WILL
Where can one go to find a current presentation of what the various sciences say about
Free Will? Much less, a coherent presentation in language written for the intelligent layman?
Why sciences, plural? Because there are many specialties of relevance and we need to hear from
them all. They may not even talk to each other.
Note the word “on” in the headline, not “against”. This means if there is any credible
scientific evidence in favor of Free Will, it will be presented.

Free Will seems to be a bore to many intellectuals
because they think there is nothing new to say. That
may be true about the philosophical case but certainly
wrong about the scientific.
Does science have anything new to say? Dr.
Robert Sapolsky, in his recent book, “BEHAVE –
The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst”,
reports that science papers bearing on:
· genes and aggression, as they are affected by
testosterone, amygdala, and monoamineoxidase-A;
· epigenetics,
has grown since 1920 from a total of 3, to a projected
98,229 through 2020!
Almost 89% of all these papers have been published just since 2000! This is due mainly to fantastic
advances in technology and methods.
Dr. Michael Gazzaniga, in his book, “Who’s in
Charge”, says that among his peers in neuroscience, he is in the distinct minority in still believing
in Free Will. Yet he appears to see it as an emerging

property which simply permits us to choose, free of all
antecedents, between a and b.
This is far different from the breathtaking claim
made in the Catholic Encyclopedia that in moral
matters, seriously deliberated, everyone (except children, the forced and incompetents) can not only
choose between a and b—irrespective of biology and
experience—, but each person knows which course is
moral! Further, if they will, they can choose the moral
course!
So, the question of Free Will is far from out-ofdate, and it is absolutely foundational to the
Christian story. Christians cannot compromise on it
as they have done on evolution, the flat earth and the
sun rotating around the earth.
No, if we don’t have free will there can be no
guilt, no sin, no need for salvation, and no need
for Jesus!
For Catholics and most Protestants, there
Christianity stood, stands and will stay.
There can be no greater HATE-GENERATOR than
the example of an almighty God so hating his creatures

that he consigns most of them to suffer eternally! That
not only generates hate, it legitimizes it.
Since the Number One Enemy of science and
reason is, as always, religion, especially Christianity,
it is important for science, if it can, to finally prove
Free Will is wrong, as it has demolished other certainties, only this time in a matter which is absolutely fatal
to Christian doctrine!
All the philosophic and logical reasons have been
refuted to the satisfaction of believers and nothing new is likely to alter this. But the march of
science—which seems to be galloping—has a mighty
chance to do it.
If science demonstrates even more convincingly
than it already has that Free Will,
· while true enough in the sense that we do
choose,
· is nonetheless false,
when it asserts that we do so independent of the
interaction of our biology, experiences, mutations and
random events—all the things that make us!
Needless to add, over these causes, we had no
control whatever.
Do we not have a real chance to ignite a
revolution of far greater impact than Martin
Luther unleashed 500 year ago?
After all, the evidence and reasons already available have persuaded some of our greatest in all
fields that Free Will is an illusion—Baruch Spinoza;
Voltaire; (Baron) Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach; Pierre
Simon De Laplace; Arthur Schopenhauer; Charles
Darwin; Albert Einstein; Max Planck; Karl Raimund
Popper; Marvin Minsky; Bertrand Russell; Robert
Ingersoll; Clarence Darrow; John Galsworthy;

Herman Melville; Mark Twain and very many others.
For these reasons we need a “think tank”
devoted to gathering from scientists all over the world
studies and experiments which bear on the question of
Free Will.
But that is not the half of it. These studies need to
be classified, evaluated and for those that merit it, converted into language which can be understood by an
average intelligent layman and then disseminated far
and wide.
Can we not find a Governing Board of distinguished scientists to name a scientist-director, minimum staff and oversee the work?
Surely the atheist community will welcome the
opportunity to get all the sciences clear and in one
place and constantly updated.
What will it cost and where will the money come
from? Cost, of course—but the first question
should be, would this be a very worthy thing to do
in the interests of truth and science and reason? (I
venture that something around $600,000 a year
would be enough for a great start.)
Where will that come from? Maybe some or all
of our existing atheist organizations will see the
promise and the payoff. Or perhaps, a rich individual who also thinks The Templeton Fund needs a counterpart, even if not so extravagantly endowed.
I don't minimize the money problem when I fall
back on the truism: if there is a will, there is a way.
What do you think? Do you favor this or should
the idea die? Please let me know at
fellowfeather@gmail.com.
If enough of you back this, believe me, I will get
the word out.

This is a paid ad by a Fellow Feather on the sea of fate.
fellowfeather@gmail.com

My Escape to Freedom
Lubna Ahmed Yaseen

M

y name is Lubna. Very recently, I was a twentyfive-year-old Iraqi student, living in Baghdad and
working toward a master’s degree in chemical engineering. I was raised by my mother, a mechanical engineer
driven by the values of goodness, science, and reason. As
a rationalist, she believed that the human mind, rather than
God, is the key to life and knowledge. Not the most popular view in that part of the world—and one that caused her
to be scorned by her family. So, my mother married not out
of love but to escape her family and the terror and abuse
meted out to her by her father and brother.
Unfortunately, my father didn’t turn out to be much of
an improvement. He was lazy, selfish, and irresponsible. My
mother worked hard to take care of her family while my
father sat at home like a king taking her paycheck, treating

modestly and wear a hijab. One day as my mother went
to work, an Al-Mahdi militiaman ordered her to don a hijab
or she would not be allowed to work. My mother always
refused to wear a head covering, and in this case her passionate rebuff created a stir. Soon the militiaman’s superior
joined the fray; he joined the militiaman in mocking, then
physically abusing, my mother. Her instinct was to fight
back, however futile that would have been. Fortunately, her
fellow employees held her back and protected her. Though
she did not tell us at the time, I soon found out about it
from other students who were laughing about it and insulting me in school.
A couple of years later, in 2006, my mother and I had
to pass through an Al Qaeda checkpoint on the way home.
As the bus pulled to the side of the road, a number of
passengers admonished her to put on a
hijab for fear the militants might execute her
as an apostate. Again, she refused. Instead
she looked at me, fully aware of the consequences she faced, and declared, “Lubna,
I’m sorry, but I will not do it!” Her convictions
“My mother worked hard to take care of her
were more important to her than her life.
family while my father sat at home like a king
In that moment, confronting the real possibility
that she might be executed, she not
taking her paycheck.”
only refused to surrender her principles but
scolded others for urging her to do so. I will
always remember that moment vividly. It may
her poorly, and repeatedly subjecting her and my older be the most significant in my life.
sister to beatings. After many years of abuse, my mother
From that point forward, I wanted even more to emulate
applied for a divorce, which in most parts of the Middle my mother. My sense of curiosity and justice prompted me
East requires a woman to surrender her rights and her repu- to ask more questions about religion, God, and Islam. Of
tation in the community. Nevertheless, my mother did what course, we were forced to study Islam in school, including
she needed to do in order to raise me and my siblings. She the Qur’an and Hadiths. But the teachers would always get
taught us to rely always on our intelligence and hard work. angry when I asked questions or refused to accept that girls
A brave and intelligent woman, my mother always rejected should be forced to wear headscarves when boys had no
Islam. She has always been a role model to me, instilling such obligations. For this I was kicked out of two different
the importance of believing in myself and my own sense of schools. Instead I studied Islam on my own; I quickly found
reason and justice.
its teachings ridiculous and as nothing compared to sciIn 2004, Islamist militias took over government build- ence, reason, and the possibilities of the human mind.
ings and companies in Hilla, Iraq. They controlled virtually
While my mother understood this well before I did, she
every aspect of life in the community. They also controlled encouraged my siblings and me to attend the required
social customs, for example requiring women to dress religious instruction in order to focus on completing our
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education. I resisted initially, but later I understood and
accepted her advice. Still, I felt the need to declare my
nonbelief to my friends in high school and elsewhere in
the community, which caused a great deal of conflict. I
lost almost all my friends and became a somewhat hated
figure. Despite this impediment, I was a good student and
managed to gain acceptance into the college chemical engineering program, in which I ultimately enrolled.
I had hoped for at least a minimal level of acceptance
for my views in college, but when I declared my atheism to
fellow students I was once again isolated and subjected to
repeated verbal abuse.
Though I lived amid very dangerous and poor conditions, I refused to renounce my atheism. I refused to be
escorted by my brother in public. And I refused to wear a
hijab. Predictably, I was subjected not only to verbal abuse
but physical violence, and was assaulted many times, not
only because of my refusal to wear a hijab but because I am
not particularly shy about arguing for my rights or criticizing
the Qur’an and Islam, which of course is illegal under Sharia
law. There have been many circumstances where the AlMahdi militia asked me to wear a hijab and, like my mother,

Following this path, I came to realize the follies of the
Qur’an and Hadiths and the obvious fact that the Qur’an
was written not by “Allah” but by human beings—at that,
human beings of very limited sophistication. Where I lived,
women are reduced to slaves; we are encouraged to believe in absurdities rather than to ask questions and to fear
and hate non-Muslims. Everything in Islam seems designed
to freeze the brain rather than to allow it to flourish in its
own natural logic.
Unlike religion, science compels us to believe not because of faith but because of reason and evidence. And
while science does not explain all phenomena in nature,
religion explains nothing. There is in fact nothing more to
learn, whereas in science the search is never-ending!
I spoke my mind, my thoughts, without fear. I discussed
my opinions about how religions were affecting our lives. I
criticized Islam as an aggressive and radical ideology that
was destroying our lives and Iraq’s future. I tried to expose
how it built the darkness and fear that has shadowed lives
for centuries and still does so today. I openly shared my
thoughts. I believed then, as I do now, that it is our duty
to speak and to show people that we can compel change.

“A girl and an atheist:
where I was living, those were
quite dangerous things for
one person to be.”

I refused. On one particular occasion, I was slapped for
telling a militia member that he had no right to tell me what
to believe. Like my mother, I tried to fight back until others
intervened to separate us.
Though I was consistently stopped at checkpoints and
verbally and sometimes physically abused, and though
one cannot help but experience moments of gloom and
despair, I am proud and happy to be the person I am
today. I choose not to worship an imaginary being but
to respect and emulate human beings such as Richard
Dawkins, the late Christopher Hitchens, Stephen Hawking,
Neil deGrasse Tyson, Carl Sagan, Sam Harris, and the like.
My beliefs are fortified by my upbringing and the values
imparted to me by my mother. My passionate embrace of
science and my contempt for an oppressive and irrational
belief system work in synergy to foster a relentless pursuit
of logic, reason, and the imperative to learn.

We can build a free space where everyone has the right to
choose what they believe in, even if that is to chart our way
through life and the universe in the light of logic and rationality. And why not? Each of us is born knowing nothing of
“God” or religions. Our families, our communities, had to
teach us what “God” is—what religions are. We get taught
to fit what others want us to think. That kind of upbringing
can destroy one’s sense of curiosity and one’s respect for
intelligence. Nature brought us to this world to discover
the endless secrets of this universe and to use our human
brains, the key to knowing this beautiful universe we live in.
In Baghdad, I was widely known for my opinions. I
openly discussed atheism and criticized Islam. I called it
an ideology of terrorism, the source of the discrimination
under which we had to live. Because of that—and because,
perhaps especially because, I was female but insisted on
continuing my education without fear—I began receiving
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that oppressing countless women in my country and across
the Middle East.
The interview had an enormous impact. I received
positive feedback from people across the world, telling
me that my words had opened their eyes to the need for
freethinkers in closed societies to speak up and act. On the
other hand, it made me an even larger target in the eyes of
the Islamists. Death threats were not new for me, but now
I was receiving them in great number, many of them more
graphic and intense than those in the past. It was a horrible
time for me and for those close to me. I still must struggle
to convey how alone I felt at that time, sometimes spending days and nights alone, at other times with a friend or
family member changing places with me. In those days I
couldn’t speak out; I didn’t dare. I missed my own voice.
Worse, I knew that whether I held silent or not, sooner
or later I would end up being killed. Those who hated
me would find their target. It was only a matter of time.
Throughout those dark days and nights, I truly didn’t care
about myself. I cared instead about the ones I love … and
the cause. For myself, I held out no hope.
Death would find me. I couldn’t think of
any way to prevent it.
I began to my miss my life, though I
was still living it.
From that despairing place I was finally
rescued. Great people and friends were
“Though I lived amid very dangerous and poor
the light for me; they helped me muster
the will to stay alive and have hope. Today
conditions, I refused to renounce my atheism.”
I cannot believe how fortunate I have been
that the universe gave me the chance to
know these wonderful people. Quite literally, I owe them my life. For their patience,
for their endless efforts and support, for
ever dared speak against Islam. For a time, I tried to focus their humanity, for their kindness, and for their love I will
on my studies. But even then, I couldn’t sit and do nothing. always be grateful.
I’m just one individual, but I believe that when one individI’m trying to heal now from all I’ve been through. Today
ual starts to talk and inquire, that can lead others to do the I am focusing on living normally. I will continue until the
same. Down that road, just maybe, lies movement for my end to do and speak for what I believe in. I hope all the
country. Down that road might lie change. So I continued free people of the world will keep on helping others as they
doing what I believed in, sharing and speaking out and have helped me. They, and I, and all of us—it falls to us to
posting on social media. Looking back, I recognize that in act to save humanity and our shared future.
many ways, my life then was horrible. Too often death and
darkness were all I felt. But I didn’t let that stop me. Only
fter such a long time living with the certainty that I
by speaking up, I reasoned, only by taking action now can
would be killed, I finally knew that wouldn’t be my
people save what’s left of our sense of humanity. Together,
fate once I was able to flee my country. Despite this
just perhaps, we all can save the future for the generations knowledge, after I fled I couldn’t feel anything. I wasn’t
that will follow us. If that must start with one person speak- happy or sad. I just simply cried. For several nights and
ing out, I concluded, let that person be me.
days, I couldn’t even talk. I was isolated, not knowing what
In February 2016, I got the chance to share my story would happen next. I cried a lot, sometimes with tears
with Dave Rubin, host of the YouTube news-talk show and I didn’t have. Somehow, I felt like a coward. I will never
podcast The Rubin Report. It was my opportunity to share forget that moment, coming to such a great nation—the
my story with the world. I held nothing back. I disclosed United States—and how it made me realize how people
how my mother, a divorced woman, raised four children in my country need reform in every aspect, especially the
completely on her own. I described how before the di- freedom of religion. Christians had to run from Baghdad
vorce, my father would hit her and treat her very badly. I and other southern cities because they couldn’t live peaceexplained how the abuse my mother had suffered was like fully in those cities. The churches were either damaged or
numerous death threats. In Baghdad, strangers would hit
me just for being a girl not wearing a head scarf; imagine
their outrage that I was a girl and an atheist!
A girl and an atheist: where I was living, those were
quite dangerous things for one person to be. You might
wonder why I insisted on declaring my atheism despite
the danger. But why should I have to hide my true identity,
my principles? Why should I hide myself in a society where
Muslims are free to kill atheists and freethinkers, where they
are free to condemn and discriminate against Christians
and Jews—and, for that matter, against adherents of every
religion or belief that is not Islam? For me, it was vitally
important to proclaim my identity openly. If I behaved dishonestly just to survive, I would be in many ways like my
religious oppressors, and I could not live like that.
Each of us has the human right to express our own identity and principles and to express them openly.
But living that way had its price. I faced death threats in
person, threatening messages on the phone. Voices promised to kill me and to kill all the atheists and seculars—who-
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left to be damaged. Despite these conditions, coming to
the United States reminded me of how much I missed life
and my own voice.
I believe that the needed change must come from inside my country. People like me should fight for it, but we
are alone. No one is willing to even talk about the subject.
I used to discuss ideas and resist all the attacks and threats
every day since I began my activities of spreading what is
right and should be common for being a girl. In communities such as Iraq and in the Middle East in general, women
shouldn’t even play a role in the daily life where women
are only wanted to be treated like slaves. You can see girls
in schools in my country but in the end, they are all under
submission. They can’t have the simplest rights as human
beings.
For me, being a girl calling for secularism and atheism
was highly dangerous, but it was and still is very important
for me to spread the word. I still can’t describe how I feel
except that I’m very grateful to all the people who helped

me. I’m trying to heal myself, get back to life, start a journey
to advocate for all who are calling for the same principles
and get our stories out to the world.
I will never be the same after what I have been through.
It taught me a lot. I want to be in this fight for those who
have been forgotten. I know my voice is small, but getting
people to listen to people like me will save those who are
out there still facing such horrible conditions. I’m trying to
heal my wounds. I still have nightmares. I can’t live a normal
life anymore, but I’m a new person with more determined
goals of spreading the word out there. I’m trying to cope
with what I have been through and stay strong and continue what I started. It’s very important to remind ourselves
the fight for freedom is what all human beings should engage in for the next generation.

Lubna Ahmed Yaseen left Baghdad, Iraq, with assistance from the Center for
Inquiry’s Secular Rescue project. She is now living in southern California.
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Fighting Radical Islam by Combating Radical Christianity
Toufic “Ted” Hobeika

W

hat is the best way for Westerners to combat
radical Islam? It may be by combating Islam’s
greatest historical opponent: radical Christianity.
I described this thesis to Richard Dawkins after meeting
him at a prominent skeptical conference last year, and he
invited me to write this article.
Since the First Gulf War (1990), Islam has been bombarded in the West with three decades of bad publicity.
This means that many Westerners old enough to remember
that war have heard mostly negative views about Islam and
have consequently formed a lasting unfavorable impression of the religion. These unfavorable impressions are all
too often reinforced by the lack of positive news coming
out of the Muslim world. But that has not always been the
case. Professor Dawkins has written that “Islam is the greatest evil in the world today.” This is a harsh statement. But
with the word today Dawkins acknowledges, intentionally
or unintentionally, that the world’s second largest religion
has not always been its greatest evil. This is certainly true;
as we will see, the Muslim world of the past was so different
from that of today that most of what you will read in the
following summary of Islamic history may surprise you.

Mixed-gender biology class at Kabul University

The Qur’an Emphasizes the Values of Education and the
Acquisition of Knowledge
In science, a single counterexample is usually sufficient to
disprove a claim. The widespread belief that Islamic societies cannot embrace modernism and secularism can easily
be disproven by counterexamples from history. They are
numerous; what is more, we need not look very far back in
time to discover them.
Just fifty years ago, Iran was a modern secular state.
The hijab was banned, religious clerics were censured, and
women were highly educated … alongside men.
Members of my generation, who do not remember the
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“Made in Iran” Vintage photos of erotic magazines.

days of the Shah, are often shocked when they come across
vintage photos of erotic magazines “made in Iran.”
Afghanistan had a similarly liberal society before the
rise of the Taliban in the mid-1990s. A 2001 human rights
report noted that women held more than 15 percent of the
seats in Afghanistan’s highest legislative body.1 By the early
1990s, it was estimated that 70 percent of schoolteachers,
50 percent of government workers and university students,
and 40 percent of doctors in Kabul were women.
Both the Qur’an and the Hadith emphasize the values
of education and the acquisition of knowledge, motivating
Muslims of the past to embrace science and build worldclass universities. Between the eighth and the twelfth centuries, Islam experienced a Golden Age. Muslims of this
era were intellectual and cultural pioneers, often far ahead
of the Christian societies of Europe. Ibn al-Haytham—often
referred to as the world’s first true scientist—was the first
to explain the scientific method about two hundred years
before the European Renaissance of the fourteenth century.
The first hospital establishments based on an ethos similar
to today’s philosophy of caregiving emerged in Persia with
the Bimaristan hospitals.2
The Islamic Golden Age started to decline in the twelfth
century—largely in response to the Christian invasions
known as the Crusades. Islam turned defensive; its societies embarked upon a radical shift away from science
toward religion. Muslims found in Islam a common
identity that united them against the outside aggressors of a different faith. Science, being universal, unaffiliated, and faithless, could not play the same role
religion could as guardian of Muslim national identity.
A retreat behind the shield of Islam was the obvious
choice for Muslims under attack.
Sadly, Muslim societies in general, and the Arab
states in particular, never recovered after the Crusades.
Even today they remain among the least innovative
countries in the world.

reviving this doctrine in the future. If that does happen, it
will be a major shift in the history of modern Islam and the
most effective solution to the problems associated with
radical Islam.

The Qur’an Was Not Always Perceived as the Eternal Word of God

Liberal Islam Is Dead Mostly Because the West Killed It

This may come as a surprise to many, including Muslims,
but it is true. The earliest ruling doctrine in Islam was
dominated by the Mu’tazila, who did not insist that the
Qur’an was the eternal word of God.3 The Mu’tazila were
eventually defeated by the Asha’ira. Though they were
supported by political rather than religious constituencies,
they established the now-orthodox view of the Qur’an as
the literal word of God.
If Muslims did once believe that the Qur’an was not
the eternal word of God, then nothing forbids them from

Between 1950 and 1990, there were serious attempts to
modernize Islam. Several “Liberal Islam” movements supported a modernized interpretation of Islamic scriptures
and embraced secular concepts, including Western-style
understandings of human rights. In his 1951 book Children
of Gebelawi (Children of Our Alley), the Egyptian writer
Najib Mahfouz boasted about the adoption of modernism
and secularism by Arab intellectuals and the growing middle class. But as American interference in the Middle East
grew, it was popularly perceived as a “Christian threat.”
Once again, Muslims sheltered themselves behind fundamentalist Islam, as they had in response to the Crusades.
Liberal Islam lost momentum; extremism grew, especially
after the Iraq War and the Arab Spring. The world witnessed the rise of the Muslim Brotherhoods in Egypt, the
increased popularity of the AK Party in Turkey, the ravages
of ISIS in Iraq and Syria, and a widespread rise in Islamic

1. U.S. State Department, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and
Labor. Report on the Taliban’s War against Women. November 17, 2001.
Available online at https://2001-2009.state.gov/g/drl/rls/6185.htm.
2. Horden, Peregrine. “The Earliest Hospitals in Byzantium, Western
Europe, and Islam.” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Winter 2005.
3. Ably summarized in Sam Harris and Maajid Nawaz, Islam and the
Future of Tolerance (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2015),
pp. 62–63.

Muslims Love and Live the Western Way of Life
Muslims don’t hate the West or the Western way of life—
quite the contrary. Consider that Morocco, a Muslim kingdom, was the first country in the world to recognize the
newly formed United States in 1777.
I have been living in the heart of the Arab Gulf (United
Arab Emirates) for the past fifteen years, and all my Muslim
friends embrace almost everything Western. They are fascinated and inspired by the Western lifestyle. They love cars,
Western music, technology, social media, burgers, and
fashion. Today one of the fastest growing trends among
young Emiratis is cycling. Muslims do not reject the Western lifestyle; they simply adapt it to their own culture, for
example, by not adding bacon to their pizza and by opting
for Red Bull over Heineken. In my personal experience, the
cultural differences between a Muslim Arab and a Western
European are narrower than those between a Christian Indian and a Western European.

“The Islamic Golden Age started to
decline in the twelfth century—largely
in response to the Christian
invasions known as the Crusades.”
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fanaticism in almost every Muslim society and diaspora.
History tells us that Islamic extremism always rises after
a foreign attack on Islamic society. Why is it that Muslim
societies—unlike Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, and nonreligious societies—tend to seek shelter in religion when they
feel threatened? I propose that this can be explained by the
absence within the Muslim world of any other meaningful
heritage that Muslims can resort to in order to protect their
cultural identity.
When France was hit by a series of terrorist attacks,
there was no cultural surge toward Christianity. On the contrary, many in France rejected the social media slogan “Pray
for Paris” because they blamed religion for the attacks and
did not want to hear about religion in their time of grief.
Instead, the French fought back by embracing their strong
heritage of “the French way of life.” They confronted their
aggressors with their love for champagne, music, dancing,
and Camembert in order to remind themselves and the
world what France stands for: happiness, refined cuisine,
and world-class art. That was the French way of responding
to the aggressions of a much more primitive enemy. Mus-

by a non-Muslim against a Muslim tends to ignite Muslim
sympathy toward the threatened. This is true irrespective
of how well or poorly the threatened Muslim is perceived
among his own people. A secular dictator such as Saddam
Hussein, for example, who banned all religious movements
in his country for decades and was among the heads of
state most despised by Muslim scholars, suddenly became
a Muslim hero able to rally all the world’s Sunnis to himself the moment a fanatical Christian, George W. Bush,
launched a war on Iraq in response to what he claimed was
a direct order from God (meaning the Christian god, of
course). We witness today a similar Islamic empathy toward
ISIS. Although most Muslims say that “ISIS does not represent Islam,” numerous Muslims, including anti-ISIS Shiites,
felt offended when BBC Two broadcast a satirical sketch
titled “The Real Housewives of ISIS.”4 The moment a
Westerner mocks Muslim lifestyles (regardless of whether it
represents all Muslims), the feeling of shared identity surges
and Muslims worldwide reunite to condemn and fight back.
In his book Letters to a Young Muslim, Emirati politician
and writer Omar Saif Ghobash refers to the Muslim common identity by speaking about Muslim individualism:

“A retreat behind the shield of Islam was the
obvious choice for Muslims under attack.”

When have you ever heard of the Muslim individual, or Muslim individualism? You hear of the
Arab Nation, the Islamic Ummah, the Rightly
Guided People, the Arab Street, but do you
ever hear of the Muslim individual as a separate
entity, a living being, a person with a character
and a personality that is separate and distinct
from those around him or her?5

How Can the West Help the Muslim
World Eradicate Radical Islam?

lims, in contrast, have little in terms of a unifying cultural
legacy to use as a defensive shield when attacked. Their
religion, however, is a common denominator that unifies
them despite their immense differences. It is the most
valuable legacy they possess. Hence, they tend to immerse
themselves in Islamic fundamentalism to preserve their
identity each time they feel threatened.
Islam as a Common Identity
To understand how powerfully Islam functions as a common
identity for the Arabs, for example, one need only listen to
sports commentators on Arab channels. When a Moroccan
runner wins a gold medal at the Olympics, for example,
a Qatari TV commentator may claim “another win for the
Muslims.” This is somewhat awkward—consider that, say, a
British sports commentator would never claim a win for the
Christians if Germany were to win the World Cup.
With Islam providing such a strong shared identity
and serving as the sole legacy of the Arabs, any threat
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So what is the solution that will enable us to
eradicate radical Islam in the Muslim world? It is
nothing more than the eradication of radical Christianity in
the Western world. While many people believe that there
has always been a silent war between Christianity and
Islam and that eventually one religion will prevail and rule
the world, I believe that if either of these two powerful religions weakens, the other—due to the absence of a strong
enemy—will regress and become more tolerant, moderate,
inoffensive, and eventually uninfluential. Based on current
trends in demographics and religious affiliations, it is clear
that, of these two religions, Christianity is the one already
losing ground. This should not be a cause of fear and anguish for the Christians, but rather an opportunity on which
the world can capitalize. Europe has experienced several
decades of secular governance, and the results have been
outstanding.
The United States, however, is the last remaining world
4. Dan Bilefksy, “Can a Satire of ISIS Possibly Be Funny? BBC Viewers Are
Split,” New York Times, January 5, 2017.
5. Available online at https://en.qantara.de/content/omar-saif-ghobashsletters-to-a-young-muslim-seeking-the-muslim-individual.

power that is also a Christian stronghold. With the current George W. Bush claimed that God ordered him to bomrise in nationalis-m signaled by the election of Donald J. bard Iraq should ever recur. Unfortunately, U.S. politics are
Trump, the United States threatens to turn into a Christian not growing any less Christianized. Quite the contrary, Presnation at war with other religions. While this article does ident Trump’s attempted Muslim ban may be just the tip
not by any means call for the elimination of Christianity of the iceberg heralding a new wave of modern Christian
from the private faith and practice of individual Americans, crusades led by white men in suits and ties. This will only
as religious freedom is a human right, it does call for the provide more fuel for Islamic extremism.
removal of religion from politics, public education, and
every aspect of civil society. While some may claim that the Leave the Arabs to Fix Their Own House Their Way
United States is a secular country, in reality it shares some In the era of Brexit and Trump, the world is now questioning
anti-secular aspects with Saudi Arabia. The Trump Adminis- whether Western-style democracy is the right governance
tration’s failing in this area is well-known. But even outside system, even for advanced societies such as the U.S. and
the White House, religion still plays a fundamental part in the U.K. Replicating a similar democratic system in Arab
the political opinions of the American people to a degree countries would invite disaster. The last thing Arab societies
almost inconceivable in other Western countries. In a recent need is the rule of the majority, as their majority is not ready
Gallup Poll, 42 percent of Americans said they would never to rule itself. It is severely misinformed, poorly educated,
elect an atheist as president even if he or she were other- religiously conservative, and lacking political savvy of any
wise qualified for the job. By contrast, Europe has—and kind. What the Arabs need are wise leaders such as the
has had—openly atheist presidents and prime ministers: ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashed Al Maktoum,
François Hollande (France), Alexis
Tsipras (Greece), Ion Iliescu (Romania), Dimitris Christofias (Cyprus), and
Miloš Zeman (Czech Republic). We
now understand why long-time atheist Mark Zuckerberg has suddenly
found religion to be “very import“If Muslims did once believe that the Qur’an was not
ant” as his political ambitions start
the eternal word of God, then nothing forbids them
to grow.
Christian norms are still disprofrom reviving this doctrine in the future.”
portionately influential in the U.S.
education system. Countless private
schools teach creationism instead of
evolution, usually in response to pressure from students and parents who claim that evolution is or the King of Jordan, Abdullah II. These are visionary leadagainst God’s teaching. Even in public schools, evolution ers educated in the West—modern thinkers, tolerant, and
is too often omitted from the curriculum in order to avoid inclusive, with a deep love for their countries. Members
provoking conservative Christian parents. How different is of the ruling families of the Middle East are usually highly
this from the situation in Saudi Arabia, where twelfth-grade educated and well-traveled. They tend to be more modern
students are introduced to evolution as a blasphemous the- thinkers than the average Arab. A modern and religiously
ory invented by Charles Darwin that “denies Allah’s creation liberal ruler is much more likely to come from a ruling family
than from the common people’s choice through democratic
of humanity?”6
We see the same in politics. Republican politicians election. A democratic election in Morocco, for example,
speak out against abortion rights, LGBTQ rights, and could lead to the rise of another Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. I
women’s rights in order to attract votes from conservative would rather put my money on Prince Moulay Hassan, the
Christians. No European politician would expect that taking crown prince of Morocco and the son of the French-edusuch a stance would help him or her win votes. That would cated King Mohammed VI (who, in addition, held a PhD).
be a path to political failure in Europe. In the United States, The Saudi Arabian monarchy has been the biggest excepit has helped radical Christians such as George W. Bush and tion to this trend, mainly due to the rules of succession that
kept bringing very old kings to power. Nevertheless, we are
now Mike Pence rise to power.
To diminish radical Islam, therefore, we must eradicate already seeing some shifts in Saudi governance with young
radical Christian influence from the U.S. government, the princes such as Mohammad bin Salman Al Saud.7 Prince
single largest outside power that continually interferes Mohammad has stated repeatedly that economic reforms
in the Muslim world. Nothing like the situation in which in Saudi Arabia cannot progress without easing back on
adherence to Islamic traditions. As younger generations
6. Burton, Elise K. “Teaching Evolution in Muslim States: Iran and Saudi take control in Saudi Arabia and other Arab nations, reliArabia Compared.” Reports of the National Center for Science Education
(Berkeley, CA: National Center for Science Education), May–June 2010,
25–29.

7. This article was written prior to Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saudi’s sweeping consolidation of power late in 2017.
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gious fundamentalism will regress, and modernization will
accelerate. There is surely no need to “bring democracy”
from the West to the Middle East.
If the West leaves the Arabs alone and allows modern
and tolerant Arab rulers to take control, the Arabs will make
deep and significant changes to their societies. With time,
these wise rulers will elevate and modernize education
standards, the single most important factor in a long-term
fight against extremism and religious intolerance. This shift
in the Muslim world toward modernization and tolerance
has already begun. “Secular Islam” is not incompatible with
Islam. Under the right interpretation of the Qur’an, it can
be implemented within the Muslim world in a pragmatic
and progressive manner that will be accepted by society.
Intriguingly, the absence of a centralized powerful religious
organization within the Muslim world—such as the Vatican
for Roman Catholics—will allow for a smoother and faster
separation between religion and state. Hence, the heads
of Muslim states intent on implementing more secular
laws can focus their efforts by negotiating with their own
“local” religious scholars without having to worry about
external resistance from powerful religious organizations.
As this happens, it is likely that the many secular Muslims
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who currently hide their secularism and live as if they were
devoted Muslims, a group that Dr. Michael Blume calls the
“silent withdrawals,” will suddenly appear in Arab society in
large numbers.8 Once the acceptance of secularism within
Islamic religious norms becomes official, we will witness a
tsunami of silent withdrawals “coming out,” so to speak.
To preserve and accelerate the current momentum of
the Muslim world toward secularism, it is necessary for secularism in the West to likewise keep flourishing and expanding. If far-right Christianity resurfaces in Europe, or if
the evangelical influence in U.S. politics keeps on growing,
the winds of change in the Muslim world will shift too, and
the Muslim liberals will lose once again. The rise of “the
Donald” could not have come at a worse time for a Muslim
world still in its infancy regarding modernization and liberalism.

8. Available online at https://en.qantara.de/content/the-secularisation
-of-muslims-silent-withdrawal.

Toufic “Ted” Hobeika is a secular humanist advocating reason and science in
the Arab world.
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Nudge Religions Toward Reality
Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan

T

he conflict between religion and science is often described in two very different ways. Some believers insist that the conflict is nonexistent—that religion and
science can and do coexist perfectly, often by claiming that
religion and science do not overlap. At the other extreme
are some of the “New Atheists” who consider the conflict
both real and utterly insoluble by any means short of the
end of religion.
This article describes a third path, one that
acknowledges the problem and offers a solution
that doesn’t require the (highly unlikely) dismantling of religion. Instead, it relies on a practice that
already exists: the ability of religions to adapt—to
evolve their positions in light of new knowledge.
Atheists who scoff at such an idea have failed to
recognize the profound changes in many religious
expressions in recent decades. This includes both
a liberalizing of social positions and a growing
awareness of the importance of embracing scientific truth (“naturalism,” which we propose to

rename “evidism”). The best way forward includes promoting and encouraging the expansion of this crucial process
within contemporary religion—a process that happens first
for individual members of religions before it is embraced
by religious leaders.
Humans are social animals, and they will always form social groups, some of which will continue to call themselves
“religious.” The prediction made over a century ago that religion would fade away has turned out to have been wrong.

“This article … relies on a practice that
already exists: the ability of religions to
adapt—to evolve their positions
in light of new knowledge.”
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associated with them.
However, their approach perpetuates unhelpful tribalism—the religious tribes against the nonreligious tribes.
Under their approach, the only way to ever end this tribalistic divide is to persuade all people to leave their “religious”
congregations and then, if they want a congregation, join a
“nonreligious” congregation.
It will be much easier to persuade individuals to change
their congregations from within to be secular and naturalistic (evidistic). To do this, we must define the word religion
broadly enough to encompass all humanist groups and
any group, leaving each group latitude to call themselves
“religious” or not.
Although Flynn and his colleagues vehemently do not
want to “come to religion,” we propose that, instead, “religion” should come to them. Instead of a tribalistic divide
between the religious and the nonreligious—which is a
vague dividing line because there is no agreement on the
meaning of the word religion and never will be a consistent
definition of the word—we will then have a tribalistic divide
between naturalists (evidists), both religious and nonreligious, and non-naturalists (non-evidists). This is a good
divide to have. There is little doubt where the dividing line
lies, and, for culture to move forward, it is important to highlight this dividing line.
For a persuasive argument that we will
never be able to find a clear dividing line
between “religion” and nonreligion, see The
Impossibility of Religious Freedom (2007) by
“We should change the definition of religion so
W. F. Sullivan and The World Until Yesterday
that any group that accepts all the conclusions (2012) by Jared Diamond, chapter 9.
In addition, there are already naturalistic
of science can also call itself ‘religious,’ even if
(evidistic) groups that call themselves “relithe group’s beliefs are atheistic.”
gious” (e.g., Satanists), and we will not be able
to persuade them to stop doing so, in part
because they get benefits of religious privilege
laws and they will not want to give up these
Because religions offer many benefits to their adher- benefits. If enough new groups claim religious privileges
ents, they cannot be eliminated. Some New Atheists ask under the law, it will take away political support for the
everyone to leave their religions. This is unachievable and religious privilege laws.
unnecessary. We should help all religions evolve to be
consistent with a modern understanding of both political Cultural Evolution Is the Engine of Human Progress
and scientific reality by directing our sharing of secularism Through the sharing of art, stories, education, and advanceand science to both religious people and their leaders. We ment in science, humans are making progress through
should change the definition of religion so that any group cultural evolution that promotes knowledge and spreads
that accepts all the conclusions of science can also call it- values that improve human life. That’s why life is better,
self “religious,” even if the group’s beliefs are atheistic and longer, and safer now than ever before.
naturalistic (evidistic).
Genetic evolution has given us a strong sense of empaSome authors who have given this issue much thought thy and moral care toward people within our own families
strongly disagree with us. For a detailed explanation, read and tribes but little sense of empathy toward people of
the piece coauthored by Tom Flynn, Ronald A. Lindsay, other groups. As for those with whom we feel the least in
and Nicholas J. Little published as the lead editorial in the common, genetic evolution has inclined us toward fear,
February/March 2015 issue of Free Inquiry. We understand distrust, and outright conflict. A major challenge for cultural
these authors do not want their organization or congrega- evolution is to overcome or offset the naturally evolved
tions to be considered “religious” for reasons based on genetic tendency toward tribalism that continues to cause
history—religions have caused a lot of distress for people considerable suffering and death, based in part on religious
who are secular or atheists and they do not want to be tribalism.
However, religions will change and adapt to avoid conflict
with science. The open question is how long it will take.
In the United States and Europe, in recent decades, the
percent of people not affiliated with any religious group has
been growing dramatically, and new social organizations
have been growing. Some of these new social organizations call themselves “religions,” as discussed below, and
some do not. However, the western world is still far from
devoid of religion, and other parts of the world are far
behind these trends. To date, there is no credible basis to
predict that “religion” will ever fade from the world. We are
predicting that many religions will change to accept all of
science (naturalism/evidism) and some of these will be with
us long into the future.
We will explain how those with religious beliefs can
further evolve their thinking to be consistent with science
while retaining some of their religious beliefs about values
and why it is important to do so. We’ll look at how much
humans have progressed through cultural evolution and
make specific suggestions for furthering cultural evolution
through the spread of secularism, science, and naturalism
(evidism) from one person to another and through media
and culture.
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An important contributor to the problem of tribalism
derives from the tendency of different groups to cut themselves off from outside input, preferring to hear and repeat
the same assumptions, ideas, and perspectives as the likeminded group members around them. Such groups can
develop a shared understanding of the important “facts”
of reality that differ from the actual facts. Most people are
either born into a given group—religiously, culturally, or
otherwise defined—and accept the “facts” of that group,
or they later choose to join a group and accept its “facts.”
Differing factual beliefs can cause or exacerbate conflict
between groups and between individuals such as
within a family.

recognition that allows each person to quickly assess his or
her environment and make decisions. The beliefs of early
humans would have formed individualized worldviews, but
eventually language gave us the ability to share our beliefs,
leading to shared worldviews with lots of false beliefs.
Our very helpful and adaptive tendency to find patterns
in the world around us sometimes misfires, and we give
meaning to patterns that are in fact meaningless. Over
time, such beliefs, reinforced by false pattern recognition,
can result in entire false systems of thought such as astrology, energy healing, and karma.

Why Promote Acceptance of Science?
To dislodge false beliefs, we need to promote
acceptance of the only effective fact-determining
engine yet devised—science. Science is simply
the collective term for all methods that have been
found over time to be reliable in determining facts
about the world, plus the facts that have been assembled.
We can’t effectively spread secularism to everyone without spreading acceptance of the scientific
way of knowing and the scientific consensus on
the facts (evidism). People who have a false understanding of important facts will tend to generate disputed
values from those false “facts” and will often try to force
their disputed values on others, which violates a principle
of secularism. They will deny that they are violating a core
value of secularism because they claim to be acting on the
truth. To put it simply, everyone is entitled to their own
opinions but not their own facts.
The benefits of promoting secularism and science (evidism) extend beyond the problems of religiously motivated
oppression. They also address a host of other problems,
including death and disease from willfully ignoring or denying health science and environmental destruction.
Our goal here is to articulate a campaign to educate
the world not about science broadly, as that would be too
ambitious, but about the power of people simply accepting
the scientific consensus on the facts and understanding the
imperfect nature of knowledge. We seek to get different
tribes to accept the same facts and thus reduce the mutual
“otherness” that leads to conflict. Spreading acceptance of
science (evidism) offers greater benefits for mankind than
spreading atheism. If people want to hold on to a belief
that there is or was some kind of god or source of morality outside of humanity that did or does something, this
lingering unscientific belief will cause relatively little harm
compared to other science denials.
Natural and Intuitive Ways of Knowing Facts
Not all knowledge results from education. A crucial feature
of our own evolution has been the development of intuitive ways of knowing. These range from the useful disgust
response that keeps us from eating rotten meat to pattern

“To dislodge false beliefs, we need to
promote acceptance of the only effective
fact-determining engine yet
devised—science.”

The Best Way of Knowing Facts Is the Scientific Way
The evolution of human culture has produced a superior
way of knowing facts called “science.” This way of knowing
does not come naturally for humans. It requires education—learning from the pool of knowledge assembled by
the collective efforts of others over hundreds of years. It is a
collaborative process. No “fact” is added to the collection
of scientific knowledge until it has been vetted and verified
by many people engaged in the scientific process.
The scientific way of knowing facts does not dismiss
contributions from the “humanities” as contrasted with the
“sciences,” provided those contributions are not based on
false factual beliefs. There is no clear boundary between
scientific and humanistic scholarship. What we call the
“sciences” and what we call the “humanities” is largely a
matter of practicality. Any method that works to achieve a
broad peer-reviewed consensus on objective facts is valid
as science. The humanities provide the most effective way
to address the subjective experience of the human condition—the essence of being human—while the sciences are
limited to objective facts.
Of course, everyone must make decisions every day
based on intuition, inspiration, or tradition with no scientific
basis. The scientific way of knowing does not suggest that
the natural and intuitive ways of knowing facts are useless.
They are necessary to all life functions. But a person who
accepts the scientific way of knowing (an evidist) remains
ready, upon learning the scientific consensus on a topic, to
amend his or her beliefs based on intuition or tradition and
replace them with current scientific thinking.
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To Build Good Values, Start with Genuine Facts
Determining what values each person should live by is the
most important project of human cultural evolution. How to
determine what values are best is a difficult topic beyond
the scope of this article. We decline to comment on what
values people should adopt other than the value of discovering and accepting truth (evidism) and the three core
values that are essential to secularism.
Some argue that whether people have a true understanding of facts is not important—we should merely try to
lead them to good values and let them believe any “facts”
they like. It’s certainly true that the values people act upon
are far more important than the facts that people believe.
Determining what values are preferable is not easy under
the best of circumstances, and it is difficult to persuade
people that particular values are better than others. Except
for the core values of secularism and the scientific way of
knowing (evidism), there are no objective standards for
finally deciding which values are best.
By contrast, there are objective standards for determining facts. These objective standards are what we call
“science.” Large numbers of people claim to base their values on beliefs about facts that are demonstrably wrong. If
people accept the conclusions of science, it is easy to reach

Each person moving to accept the conclusions of science (becoming an evidist) will make a major contribution
to the positive evolution of human culture and reduction
of suffering. This will require evolution of each religion to
accept the scientific consensus on all important facts, even
as the religion retains other aspects of its values, culture,
and tradition.
You may feel yourself pulling away at this point, shaking
your head, convinced we’re proposing a pie-in-the-sky idea
that simply can’t be done. And who could blame you? The
history of the intersection of science and religion is hardly
encouraging. But that history to date has largely been
written from two extreme perspectives: the false assumption that there is no conflict between religion and science
and the false assumption that religion is fixed and cannot
change without being destroyed. This article explains a
third option: an evolution of our discourse, and of religion,
to bring the two spheres of human experience into a cooperative relationship.
Just as several religions have evolved to accept the
principles of secularism, religions can also evolve to accept
the scientific consensus on all facts (evidism). We know
this is possible because, as we detail in our book, several
religions have evolved to do exactly that. The typical path
is to first accept all of science except for
the conclusion that there is no sufficient
evidence for any belief in a god. Achieving this step provides huge benefits. The
final step is for them or their children
to finally dispose of this last unscientific
of
belief.

“People who have a false understanding
important facts will tend to generate disputed
values from those false ‘facts’ and will often try to
force their disputed values on others.”
agreement on all facts of consequence, and it is easier to
set aside poorly founded values based on false “facts.”
Getting the facts right will reduce the challenge of leading
people to agree on values.
But using science to achieve universal agreement on
facts will not automatically lead people to agree on values.
Some have argued that when people abandon traditional
religion due to conflicts with science, they naturally adopt
the values of humanism, a philosophy that commonly replaces religion and includes no supernatural beliefs. While
this may be true of a majority, it does not automatically follow. All statements of what it means to be a humanist that
have been published include particular values. People who
agree on all the important facts by adhering to science can
still disagree on many values, including politics, economic
systems, punishment of criminals, education policy, polygamy, prostitution, gender equality, abortion, contraception,
environmental issues, treatment of animals, proper eating
practices, and more. Getting the facts right is necessary for
selecting good values, but it isn’t sufficient.
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Explain That Traditional Ways of Knowing,
Including Religions, Are Natural and Often
Wrong

As pre-humans developed, the brain
evolved intuitive ways of assembling and
retaining beliefs about everything relevant to making decisions that affected survival or thriving.
The intuitive ways of knowing that evolved naturally over
hundreds of thousands of years work well enough in such
creative fields as visual arts, music, dance, and storytelling.
Unfortunately, evolution also gave our brains intuitions that,
if unchecked by education, lead us naturally to believe
“facts” that aren’t true.
From the perspective of educated people today, many
naturally evolved forms of “knowledge,” both religious and
nonreligious, appear clearly to be illusory and ill-founded.
It’s easy and common to suggest that, in the absence of a
reliable means of knowing, we should simply say “I don’t
know” instead of filling that space with false knowledge.
But for most of human history, nothing would have felt
more vulnerable than an empty hole where knowledge
should be. Intuitive false knowledge would rush in to fill
that vacuum.
Science as a formalized way of knowing is only about
500 years old, while the prescientific, naturally evolved,

intuitive ways of knowing “facts” have dominated human
culture since the beginning of culture itself and continue
to do so in all cultures today. That’s a weighty tradition to
overthrow.
Teach the Three Minimal Elements of Scientific Understanding: (1)
Science Is Reliable, (2) Anyone Can Look Up What Is Known, and
(3) Nothing Is Known for Certain
To accept the scientific consensus on the facts does not
require an understanding of scientific methods or any ability to practice them. Acceptance can be taught by rote,
such as by parents or teachers. Here are the three minimal
elements of scientific understanding that should be taught
to everyone.
(1) Science is reliable because it is vetted, and (2) you can
look up the answers.
Some science-minded readers will gasp at this. Look it up?!
Science is about rigorous, repeatable
experimentation, careful observation,
and presenting one’s findings to competent peers for review and critique!
You’re right, of course. That’s exactly
what the practice of science is about.
But most people do not need to understand this or be able to practice it.
Most of the knowledge you and
I have about the world and universe
around us was not gained by firsthand
experimentation and peer review. It
was gained by accepting the findings
of others who demonstrated their own respect for and
adherence to the methods of science by putting it through
the gauntlet of rigorous peer review.
The first and most important step in accepting the
scientific consensus on facts is understanding that the
facts determined by science have been developed by the
collective efforts of large numbers of people who have
checked and criticized each other’s work to achieve a reliable consensus. This makes the scientific consensus on
facts worthy of reliance by everyone. But the longer the
chain of intermediaries between you and the science—in
other words, the longer the game of telephone that takes
place in passing the information down to you—the greater
the chance of introducing errors and misinformation.
Fortunately, we live in an age of unprecedented access
to information via the Internet. It’s hard for many people to
recall a time before Google made its stunning mission “to
organize the world’s information and make it universally
accessible and useful” a practical reality.
The second important element to teach about science
is that anyone with an Internet connection can easily look
up the scientific consensus answer to nearly any factual
question using resources such as Wikipedia or the simplified Wikipedia pages. You don’t need a strong scientific
education to do this, so there is no longer an excuse for
being a science denier.

(3) There is no 100 percent certainty for any fact.
The third element for accepting the scientific consensus on
the facts is understanding that each “fact” has an associated probability of being correct, and no facts are known to
100 percent certainty. Human knowledge is a constantly improving fuzzy approximation of reality. Each “fact” reflects
a “model” or “theory” of reality and each of our models of
reality might turn out to be not quite right.
Well what about simple and obvious facts—that your
body exists, for example, and that you are reading this article? It’s fair to be extremely confident in these things, but
can you really say you are absolutely 100 percent certain?
The existence of your body and your reading of this article
might be taking place in a dream. That’s not at all likely. The
chances that your body exists and you are reading this article are very, very high—but they are still not 100 percent.
Thus, for people who accept the scientific way of knowing (evidists), the words true and false are not absolute as

“Spreading acceptance of science
(evidism) offers greater benefits for
mankind than spreading atheism.”

they seem but merely shorthand for particular probabilities. We accept as “true” those facts that have a very high
probability of being true—likely enough that we rely on
them—and we dismiss as “false” those proposed facts that
have a low probability of being true.
For example, there is a very small but larger than zero
probability that leprechauns exist. If you happen to believe
in leprechauns, to get an idea of how small the probability
is, substitute “Flying Spaghetti Monster.” Both are equally
unlikely. For any proposed “fact” with such a small probability, we can describe it as “no more likely than leprechauns” and the shorthand is “false.”
Of course, science does not have an answer for all factual questions, and there are areas of factual inquiry where
the present best answers are tentative and of moderate
probability. These are areas where there is honest difference of opinion and we assign middling probabilities to
each possible answer (the realm of “maybe”). However, in
the past 100 years, science has reached the point of having
clear answers to nearly all factual issues relevant to understanding the reality of human experience.
It is important for everyone to understand that nothing
is known to 100 percent certainty. Failure to understand
this causes endless failures of communication on the subject of knowledge and great difficulty for students who just
want answers. When we say we “know” something or that
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something is certain, we are speaking in shorthand. What
we mean is that it is almost certainly true, likely enough true
that we rely on it, not that it is impossible for it to be untrue.
In our shorthand, anything that is no more likely than leprechauns is said to be “false” even if it might in fact be true.
Accepting the Truth about All Facts Is Important—Mere Critical
Thinking, Secularism, Skepticism, and Atheism Are Not Enough
It is not enough for evangelists of cultural evolution to lead
people merely to secularism and away from god beliefs—it
is more important to also lead them to accept the scientific
consensus on all facts, not just facts relating to deities and
spirits. Unless people come to understand and accept
whatever scientific consensus has been established on all
aspects of reality, they will not understand why the scientific
way of knowing (evidism) is better than each of the theistic
ways of knowing. The choice will appear arbitrary to them.
The scientific way of knowing is more than just a secular
and atheistic outlook. Homeopathy, astrology, and vaccine
denial are generally considered to be secular rather than
religious. However, science shows the chance of each of

supplies or, without adequate reason, take other actions
that are harmful to the interests of others. They can even do
these things while being secularists and atheists.
It is not enough to be a secularist and a skeptic and an
atheist—it is even more important to also fully accept the
scientific way of knowing (evidism) for the sake of other
people in your society and for your own happiness.
A False Understanding of Facts Impedes Development
of Good Values
When the scientific way of knowing is accepted, established values that were erroneously based on wrong “facts”
fade and are replaced with other values based on a more
accurate understanding of facts. The quantity of values that
each person holds is not reduced by acceptance of the
scientific way of knowing—the values are merely adjusted.
The scientific way of knowing facilitates good decisions
on the important issues of values, including morality and
ethics, because people no longer base these decisions on
answers they believe are provided by a deity or some other
source outside of humanity.
Urge Each Member of a Religious Congregation
to Accept the Scientific Consensus on Facts

Religions flourish because they serve human
needs—for community, for guidance, for
a sense of purpose, to focus a sense of
“Just as several religions have evolved to
personal wonder and gratitude, and for
accept the principles of secularism, religions
a source of rapture. None of these needs
can also evolve to accept the scientific
require false claims of fact, and all can be
fulfilled by social organizations, including
consensus on all facts (evidism).”
religions, without the slightest mention of
such claims. We should encourage each religion to get out of the business of spouting
them being valid is no more likely than leprechauns, and bogus facts and instead focus on promoting good values,
they are each just as incredible as any religious claims. Like- offering community, offering rapture through practices
wise, if you believe in omens or lucky or unlucky numbers such as music, dance, yoga, and meditation, and doing
or days, you can still be an atheist, but you have not fully whatever can honestly be done to help people feel they
accepted the scientific consensus on facts, and you are not have a purpose.
an evidist.
But encouraging religions to change does not have a
Unlike atheism and skepticism, the scientific way of long and glorious history of success. Stasis is woven into
knowing (evidism) is not merely a negation of invalid the very fabric of religious institutions. Most of the change
sources of knowledge. It is a positive view that affirms valid in religious attitudes and beliefs has come not through insources of knowledge on all factual topics. It exults in the stitutions but through individuals.
prospect that there is no part of reality that cannot be disSo instead of relying on churches to change their doccovered through inquiry consistent with science.
trines, we need to continue encouraging a process that is
The scientific way of knowing isn’t natural or intuitive already underway—urging individual members of religious
for humans. Evolution did not wire our brains to intuitively congregations to adopt the scientific consensus on all facts
know that some authorities are wrong or that hundreds of (become an evidist) as an overriding amendment to the
years of testing, retesting, and sharing observations and teachings of their religion. They can continue to accept
conclusions will yield results far more accurate than our in- their religion’s teachings on values that are not based on
tuition or that nothing can be known with 100 percent cer- false “facts” and continue to enjoy the benefits of comtainty. Education in the scientific way of knowing is needed munity.
If most of the members of a religious congregation acbefore a person can overcome the siren song of intuition
and fully accept the scientific consensus. Those who lack cept the scientific consensus on all facts, their leaders will
that education can, with the best of intentions, refuse to soon follow out of self-preservation. To avoid becoming
vaccinate their children or vote against fluoridation of water hopelessly disconnected from the perspectives of their
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own members, each religion will evolve to accept the conclusions of science. In our book, we explore some religious
organizations that have formally evolved to embrace complete acceptance of the scientific consensus on facts.
Though many atheists see the acceptance of all conclusions of science as a way of knowing embraced solely
by atheists, this is false in two respects. First is the fact that
many religious people accept all the conclusions of science,
even when it conflicts directly with some of the doctrines of
their churches. The second reason atheists cannot lay sole
claim to accepting reality is that some atheists do not fully
accept the scientific way of knowing. They are inconsistent
in their application of evidence-based belief formation.
They may, for example, accept the evidence against existence of any gods while ignoring evidence against unscientific healthcare practices such as homeopathy or certain
conspiracy theories.
You may be saying to yourself that this is a pipe dream.
Churches don’t change, you say. Don’t believe that for a
minute. They can and they do. Most churches in the United
States were grounded in biblical literalism two generations
ago. Now most have dropped literalism. It didn’t happen
because their leaders accepted scientific findings—it happened because their congregants left the congregations or
dragged them along. Biblical literalism in the United States
dropped from 66 percent in 1963 to 30 percent in 2008,
and many churches quietly amended their doctrines to
keep up. The same has happened as popular acceptance
of human evolution, women’s rights, civil rights, and LGBT
rights have outstripped the outdated views of the churches.
Use the Word Religion in Ways That Allow Consistency with
Scientific Consensus on the Facts
Because most traditional religions rely on facts that are
not supported by evidence, the scientific way of knowing
(evidism) undermines most traditional religions. However,
there are religious leaders and congregation members who
call themselves “religious” and yet fully accept the scientific
consensus on the facts (are also evidists). All of them are
agnostics, and most of them also consider themselves to
be atheists. The scientific way of knowing is not inherently
inconsistent with religion, depending, of course, on how
religion is defined.
Philosophers and social scientists have grappled for
centuries with suitable definitions of religion and have yet
to reach consensus. In any field of inquiry, effective definitions of terminology should further understanding by helping people keep distinguishable concepts separate in their
minds. In their efforts to further this objective, some authors
consider Confucianism and Buddhism to be religions, and
other authors do not. In our book, we discuss five recently
developed religions that most of these authors would consider to not be religions. However, to help cultural evolution
move in a good direction, we should broaden our definition
of religion for marketing reasons and to promote equality,
and these reasons for choosing a definition are more important than reasons of philosophical or sociological anal-

ysis. When they want to express a meaning that is limited
to religions with supernatural elements, the philosophers
and sociologists can call them supernaturalist religions, in
contrast to naturalist (or evidist) religions.
We should change the common definition of religion to
make it easier for most people to come to fully accept the
facts established by science while still calling themselves
religious. Specifically, we should broaden the definition of
religion to encompass any group that wishes to call itself
“religious,” no matter their view of facts or what values
they encourage. That is, any group with any kind of mission
or purpose or philosophy could call itself “religious,” and
we would not say they are wrong to do so. If we do this, it
will give space for religions to evolve to change their positions on facts to be consistent with science. This will make
it easier for religions to get out of the business of opining
on facts and limit themselves to opining on values. Several
religions that we discuss in the book have already done this
and they still call themselves religious. For sociologists or
philosophers or politicians or secular activists to contradict
them and tell them that they are not “religious” will hold
back cultural evolution.
A person can accept the scientific way of knowing the
facts and become a naturalist (evidist) as an overriding
amendment to their preferred religious or values affiliation
whether it is religious Humanist, Unitarian Universalist,
Buddhist, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jain, Confucian, vegan, environmentalist, New Age, pacifist, socialist,
or other. When they do this, what is left of his or her religion
are the values that are not based on false “facts.”
Many New Atheist authors bash all religions. They
shouldn’t. They should only bash religions that are inconsistent with the scientific consensus on the facts. It’s all
about how we choose to use and define the word religion.
Adopting the usage of religion that we urge, which some
New Atheist authors already follow, will help move humanity toward the scientific way of knowing and secularism.
Most New Atheists want everyone to abandon the religion of their heritage. This is both unachievable and unnecessary. Although large numbers may leave the traditional
religions, for those who do not, our only option is to lead
each religion to change to accept the conclusions of science, including atheism and agnosticism.

Jeff T. Haley is an inventor, entrepreneur, chemist, clinical researcher, patent lawyer,
public interest advocate, and former civil rights lawyer. Dale McGowan is an author/
editor of books including Parenting Beyond Belief, Raising Freethinkers, Atheism For
Dummies, and In Faith and in Doubt. He was the founding executive director of
Foundation Beyond Belief. Their opinions are their own and do not represent the
views of the Council for Secular Humanism or Free Inquiry magazine. This article is
adapted with permission from Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan, Sharing Reality:
How to Bring Secularism and Science to an Evolving Religious World, published in
September 2017 by Pitchstone Publishing. Half of authors’ U.S. and Canada royalties are being donated to The Clergy Project, www.theclergyproject.org.
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DOERR’S WAY

Trump vs. Public Schools and Democracy

U

pon winning his party’s nomination in 2016, Donald Trump (who
never attended or sent his kids
to public schools) chose as his running
mate Indiana’s failing governor Mike
Pence, an evangelical fundamentalist
known for his hostility toward public
schools, religious liberty, and women’s
rights. After winning the electoral college but not the popular vote, Trump
chose as his secretary of education
Betsy DeVos, an extremely wealthy
woman by inheritance and marriage
who never attended or sent her kids
to public schools and never taught in
or managed a public school but who
spent tons of money trying (spectacularly unsuccessfully) to influence
Michigan voters to approve the diversion of public funds to church-run and
other special-interest private schools
through vouchers.
Trump and DeVos have made it
very clear, along with most federal and
state lawmakers in their party, that they
are no friends of the public schools and
that they favor compelling all taxpayers
to support a growing array of religious
and other private schools. In addition,
they salivate for a hoard of for-profit
charter schools and EMOs (Education
Management Organizations). They
blissfully ignore the twenty-eight state
referenda from coast to coast over the
past fifty years in which voters opposed
all such gimmicks two to one, not to
mention the raft of studies showing
that the vast majority of charter schools
are no improvement over regular public schools and that the minority that do
well tend to be selective in ways prohibited for public schools.
Now joining the long list of books
defending public education is Sarah
48
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M. Stitzlein’s excellent American Public Education and the Responsibility of
Its Citizens: Supporting Democracy in
the Age of Accountability (Oxford University Press, 2017, 228 pp.). University
of Cincinnati educator-philosopher
Stitzlein makes clear from the outset
that public education is absolutely
essential for the preservation and enhancement of democracy in America.
She analyzes and scores the years of
conservative and “neoliberal” efforts
to undermine the public schools that
serve 90 percent of kids in the United
States through the diversion of public
funds to private schools and through
vouchers and tax credits and for-profit
charters.
After totally gutting the case for
diverting public funds to church-connected and other private schools,
Stitzlein goes on to another vitally important subject, the serious atrophy of
civics education in our public schools in
recent decades, to which she attributes
much of the deterioration of American
politics. She then offers serious recommendations for restoring and beefing
up civics education to previously unachieved levels. Teachers, parents,
school boards, and citizens generally
would benefit from reading this fivestar book. As a former history teacher,
I agree with the author.

In Pence’s largely rural Indiana, since
2011 the state has shifted $520 million
to its school voucher program, with the
beneficiaries mainly in urban and suburban areas. (Statistics are from the Fall
2017 NEA Today.) The Secure Rural
Schools and Community Self-determination Act, passed in 2000, aided four
thousand school districts in forty-one
states, but the law expired in 2016 and
Congress has failed to renew it.
In 2016, roughly two-thirds of rural
voters cast their ballots for Trump. Yet
Trump has made it clear that he wants
to divert more public funds to vouchers and charters, the overwhelming
majority of which are in urban and suburban areas. “Give me your votes, but
I couldn’t care less about your starving
public schools.”
Interestingly, Republican-controlled
Texas has been unable to pass voucher
legislation because state representatives from rural areas, nearly all Republican, understand that their school
districts stand to lose tax support under
a voucher plan.
Finally, let me recommend Katherine Stewart’s superb article “The Proselytizers and the Privatizers: How Religious Sectarian School Voucher
Extremists Made Useful Idiots of the
Charter Movement,” in the Fall 2017
issue of The American Prospect.

Trump vs. His Rural Voter Base
Nearly 20 percent of our fifty million
public school students live in rural
areas and small towns. Nearly half of
rural students are from poor families.
The average spending per student
in rural schools is $6,067 per year
as compared to $11,841 nationwide.

Edd Doerr is a writer, former public school
teacher of history and Spanish, president of
Americans for Religious Liberty, former president
of the American Humanist Association, and author
of sixty books and sections of books.
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GREAT MINDS

Optimism from the Ashes:
The Galactic Humanism of Isaac Asimov

W

ho will save humanity from
comfort?
While we usually think of
science fiction as offering insight into
how humanity will deal with nuclear
conflict or alien invasion, with techno-totalitarianism or robot rebellion,
one writer in the 1940s had the foresight to declare that the real enemy
to our grandest hopes was something
very mundane indeed: the dreaded
foe Satisfaction. He trusted that humans had enough collective sense to
avoid nuclear self-destruction and that
if we ever did design robots of intellectual complexity, we’d also probably
develop an ironclad set of principles
to keep them from turning on us. He
had an impossible, science-leavened
optimism that peered out from the
destruction of World War II and found
the strength to declare that the human
project was not yet over.
No, something as small as an atom
bomb couldn’t finish off the robust humanity of Isaac Asimov’s (1920–1992)
fancy. What might do the job, though,
is our increasing ability to seek and
achieve a happy medium in all things,
to organize society so as to give everybody just enough work to feel meaningful but not so much as to feel oppressed, to orchestrate the professions
to provide lifetimes of small-scale satisfactions without the risk of large-scale
failure. We will through our ingenuity
create a paradise on Earth, Asimov
hypothesized, overpopulated but under-threatened, making of humanity a
race with its feet firmly on the ground
and satisfied to stay that way until galactic events choose to wipe us out.
While other authors made us fear

the arrival of a new century, it was
Asimov’s genius to make us tremble
over man’s place a thousand generations hence, to feel eventual civilization-wide inertia as a present danger
to be addressed and fought against
with every bit of our cunning and bravery. He gave us the scientific minutiae
we crave of the genre, couched in an
irresistible psychology of history that
drew on his knowledge of the Roman
Empire, the implications of biochemistry for human behavior, and the raw
power of statistics to conclusively sum
our individual differences.
For nerds of a certain age, Asimov
was our one-stop shop to ponder the
big question of Whither Humanity.
Bradbury might have had more natural
poetry, Verne more diligent scientific
density on the page, and Zamyatin
more insight into the brute grind of
man against his technology, but Asimov combined historian, scientist,
psychologist, and raconteur into one
delightful character whose love of the
word was so complete that he surrendered the overwhelming fullness of
his time to its service. In a half century
of authorship, he produced over 450
books (well over, if you count anthologies and collaborations) on every conceivable topic, from Shakespeare to
the ozone layer, from the Bible to the
art of the murder mystery.
Twelve hours a day at the typewriter, day in and day out, producing
at his peak pace over a book each
month, Asimov disdained taking holidays, travelling to exotic lands, getting
raucously drunk, or enjoying the fruits
of the cocktail party scene, all for the
simple reason that they took time from

Dale DeBakcsy

his favorite thing in the world: putting
words to page. True, by most reckonings, he was too susceptible to flattery
and thus willing to say “yes” to projects
that beefed up his title count without
adding measurably to his immortality.
In his memoirs, he states quite frankly
that, feeling himself to be underwhelming as a stylist, he tied his fame to his
prolificity and drove himself relentlessly,
writing against time to pile up a stack of
work that no single human would ever
be able to match. His volume would be
his ticket to eternity.

“In a half century of
authorship, he produced
over 450 books.”
To every kid told by her or his parents, “Get your nose out of the books
and go outside and play” or by society,
“The only way to really live is to travel
the world and see its wonders,” Asimov was the great reassuring counterexample, the man who remained right
where he was, reading everything and
reporting his findings to all of us with
delicious abandon. His conspicuous
happiness justified our bookish predilections, giving us the backbone to
stay put and read just one more page
and then another, damn the common
wisdom.
To do Asimov full justice, then,
would require a survey of all his works,
the five books of limericks, the quiz
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book he slapped his name on, the various reshufflings of his scientific articles,
and the volumes upon volumes devoted to explaining scientific concepts
to a young adult audience. The example they collectively give of what can be
accomplished by a human unfettered
by superstition and gifted with supreme
curiosity is humbling and inspiring.

“Asimov … gave us a
vision of ourselves
not scarred by the
craters of atomic war
or filled with the groans
of agony as our robot
overlords apply the lash
one more cruel time.”
Yes, the nonfiction writings should
get their due, and his popular scientific
writings especially as the glue between
Somerville and Clarke on one hand,
and Sagan and Tyson on the other. But
I’m not gonna. A woman walking into a
used book store a hundred years from
now (if such things still exist) will find
none of those writings. She will, however, find there the Foundation trilogy.
She will find I, Robot and Caves of Steel.
And if she cracks them open what she
will find are worlds just as compelling
and thought-provoking as when they
were first dreamt up in the long-ago
1940s and 1950s. Perhaps more so.
Asimov’s overarching quetion—“How
are we to survive our success?”—is one
I don’t see growing stale any time soon,
and his answers only grew in satisfying
complexity as the years wore on. In the
Foundation trilogy (1951–1953), the
bloated collapse of the galactic Empire
is eased through the precise calculations of psychohistory as wielded by
two small cohorts of scientific preservationists. In I, Robot (1950), the sum
total of mankind’s production and labor
is minutely controlled by robotic master
machines that, in shaving off the sickening depths of worldwide economic
50
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downturns, also remove the dizzying
highs, relieving suffering at the cost of
mass societal enervation. The End of
Eternity (1955) employs a massive bureau of time travel to calculate and adjust the trajectory of humanity to prune
away the development of space flight in
order to maintain the genial midground
of terrestrial existence. Meanwhile,
Caves of Steel (1953), the young adult
Lucky Starr series (1952–1958), and The
Gods Themselves (1972) all place faith
in the pioneering spirit of lunar and exoplanetary colonists to revivify an Earth
grown sated on the convenience of its
ultra-scale urbanization.
If the stories themselves are widely
different, the message is the same:
somebody must see the long story of
mankind, accept where it will likely go,
and do something to push it back into
its former glories in spite of itself. And in
those moments when Asimov’s simple
urgency has its hooks deep in you, there
is no resisting the urge to think that, just
maybe, that person could be you.
Of course, it isn’t. There are far too
many science fiction novels to read to
get up and spend time fending off galactic inertia. But for that fiery moment,
it could be you, and who is to say how
many astronauts and engineers, how
many science popularizers and space
policy formulators, had their foundational moment within the confines of
that could? Pushed by Asimov’s vision
into doing something about it all, perhaps their efforts will drag us along
with them to the next big thing humankind has in store for itself.
Asimov was by no means the summit of humanity. He was vain (though in
that entirely adorable way only rivaled
by Stan Lee) and, as noted, entirely
too susceptible to flattery. As a parent, he was distant, too wrapped up
in expanding his list of books to spare
time for the children he didn’t understand. He inserted awkward sexual innuendo into his conversations with just
about every woman he ever met and
was quite proud of what he thought
of as his gift for flirtation. Perhaps
consequently, his women characters
are overwhelmingly disappointing—
shrewish or materialistic or completely
devoid of even those dubious person-
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ality marks. The best of them is Susan
Calvin, and even her most memorable
moment involves murdering a robot in
a fit of disappointment over lost love.
But he was generous and throve on
simplicity in the way one would expect
of a boy who grew up as a candy store
clerk during the Great Depression.
He was a matter-of-fact atheist who
engagingly explained religions as historico-psychological phenomena. He
loved writing to its core, and his titanic
efforts ensured that the works of the
great Golden Age science fiction writers would not descend into obscurity
(and if those efforts also promoted his
own brand, well, what harm in that?).
Most importantly, he gave us a vision
of ourselves not scarred by the craters
of atomic war or filled with the groans
of agony as our robot overlords apply
the lash one more cruel time, but rather
decorated with the intense discussions
of physicists and psychohistorians, conscientious robot politicians and daring
space rangers, as they all try to puzzle
out what precisely it is that we humans
are to do with ourselves next.
It is a future to look forward to, to
wish one’s progeny launched safely
upon, and to work toward with every
bit of intelligence rattling around our
brains. Asimov gifted us a posterity to
work toward rather than an apocalypse
to dread. He put us to work, because
he knew that work—hard work toward
a distant end—is the true delight of
mankind and will always be.
Further Reading
I mean, it’s Isaac Asimov. There’s not a
shortage of things to read. Foundation,
of course. Caves of Steel and I, Robot,
absolutely. The short stories “Nightfall”
and “Lastborn”—oh so yes. But the top
for me is The Gods Themselves, because
it is precisely my favorite kind of book—a
book with no discernible action focused on
a dimensional-sized scientific problem featuring many scenes of Scientists Talking. Its
scope is huge, its action minuscule, and I
love just precisely that.

Dale DeBakcsy is the author of The Cartoon
History of Humanism, Volume One (The Humanist
Press, 2016). He is a frequent contributor to FI’s
Great Minds column and also writes the weekly
Women in Science series at WomenYouShouldKnow.net.

Religion and Science Fiction

I

n the November 1983 issue of Isaac
Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine,
the cover story was “The Gospel
According to Gamaliel Crucis” by that
excellent writer, Michael Bishop. It
dealt with a sensitive subject—the
coming of a savior, or, in effect, the
second coming of Christ.
What makes it even more effective
as a science fiction story is that the
savior is an extraterrestrial—and not a
particularly attractive one to our human
eyes since she (!) is a giant mantis. This
is entirely legitimate, it seems to me,
since if there is other life in the Universe, especially intelligent life, one
would expect that a truly universal God
would be as concerned for them as for
us, and would totally disregard physical
shape since it is only the “soul,” that
inner intellectual and moral identity,
that counts.
What is more, Bishop decided to
make the story more powerful by casting it into a biblical shape, dividing
it into chapters and verses and making use of a touch of suitable biblical
wording.
The result was a tour de force which
we obviously considered quite successful, or we would not have published it.
Still, we were prepared for the fact that
some readers might feel uneasy with,
or even offended by, the subject matter and/or style.
One letter was quite angry, indeed.
The writer was “strongly displeased”
and considered it “a burlesque of the
scriptures” and, finding no other value
to the story, considered it to have been
written and published only for the sake
of the burlesque.
This can be argued with, of course,
but never entirely settled. If a reader

Isaac Asimov

sees in it only burlesque, he or she can
scarcely be argued out of it. There will
always be difference of opinion, often
based upon emotion rather than reason, with regard to the value of any
work of art.
But there is something more general here. There is the matter of how
science fiction ought to deal with religion, especially our religion. (Few people worry very much about how some
other religion is handled, since only our
own is the “true” one.)
No one wants to offend people unnecessarily, and religion is a touchy subject, as we all know. In that case, might
it not be best simply to avoid religious
angles altogether in writing science fiction? As our angry correspondent says,
“I suggest ... that offending any substantial religious group is not the way to
win friends or sell magazines.”
Yes, we know that, and since we do
want to win friends and sell magazines,
we would not knowingly go out of our
way to embarrass and humiliate even
nonsubstantial groups of our readers
just for the fun of it.
But we are also editing a serious
science fiction magazine that, we earnestly hope, includes stories of literary value, and it is the very essence
of literature that it consider the great
ideas and concerns of human history.
Surely that complex of ideas that goes
under the head of “religion” is one of
the most central and essential, and it
would be rather a shame to have it
declared out of bounds. In fact, for a
magazine to censor itself out of discussing religion would be to bow to
those forces that don’t really believe
in our constitutional guarantee of freedom of speech and press. If we were

to do so, we would be, in a very deep
sense, un-American.
Besides, if we were to try to avoid
this very touchy subject, where would
we stop? I tend to ignore religion in my
own stories altogether, except when I
absolutely have to have it. Well, I abso-

“It is the very essence
of literature that it consider the great ideas
and concerns of human
history. Surely that
complex of ideas that
goes under the head of
‘religion’ is one of the
most central and essential, and it would be
rather a shame
to have it declared
out of bounds.”
—Isaac Asimov

lutely had to have it in some of my early
Foundation stories and in “Nightfall”
and so I made use of it. And, whenever
I bring in a religious motif, that religion
is bound to seem vaguely Christian because that is the only religion I know
anything about, even though it is not
mine. An unsympathetic reader might
think I am burlesquing Christianity, but
I am not.
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Then, too, it is impossible to write
science fiction and really ignore religion. What if we find intelligent beings
on other worlds? Do they have a religion? Is our God universal, and is he/
she/it their God as well? What do we
do about it? What do they do about it?
This point is almost never taken up
but, since it would certainly arise if such
beings were discovered in actual fact,
science fiction loses touch with reality
in taking the easy way out and pretending religion doesn’t exist.

“Science fiction loses
touch with reality in
taking the easy way
out and pretending
religion doesn’t exist.”
—Isaac Asimov

Or consider time travel. I don’t
know how many stories have been written about people going back in time to
keep Lincoln from being assassinated,
but how about people going back in
time to keep Jesus from being crucified? Surely that greater feat would
occur to someone in actual fact if time
travel were possible.
Think of the changes that could
be run on such a theme. If Jesus were
rescued while on his way to the site
of crucifixion, and if the rescue were
made by modern technology—a helicopter or something more advanced,
while the Roman soldiers were held off
by rifle fire at the very least—would it
not seem to the primitives of the time
that supernatural forces were rescuing
Jesus? Would it not seem that angels
were coming to the aid of a true savior? Would it not establish Christianity
as the true religion at once?
52

Free Inquiry February/March 2018

Or would it? Clearly, it was God’s divine purpose (assuming the God of the
Bible exists) to have the crucifixion take
place in order that Jesus serve as a divine atonement for Adam’s sin. Would
the subversion of this plan be allowed
to take place?
It’s a nice dilemma, and it is within
the province of legitimate science
fiction. Yet who has ever considered
writing such a story even though it
would give us a chance to deal with
what many consider the central event
of history? The story would be an extremely difficult one to write, and I
wouldn’t feel up to it myself, but I think
it is primarily self-censorship that keeps
it from being written.
For that matter, what if we went
back in time and found that the biblical
Jesus never existed?
The mere concept of time travel
makes all these speculations irresistible, so it might very well be that very
religious people might object to timetravel themes, and call them blasphemous, simply because of the possibilities they give rise to.
The correspondent says in his letter, “Dr. Asimov, I know that you are an
atheist—” and there may be the implication that because of this I am insensitive to the feelings of religionists, or
perhaps even anxious to make them
seem ridiculous.
As a matter of fact, I have frequently,
in my writings, made it clear that I have
never encountered any convincing evidence of the biblical God, and that I
am incapable of accepting that existence on faith alone. That makes me
an atheist, but, although this may surprise some Americans, the Constitution
safeguards my right to be one and to
proclaim myself one.
Nevertheless, although I am an
atheist, I am not a proselytizing one;
I am not a missionary; I do not treat
atheism as a kind of true faith that I
must force on everyone. After all, I have
published more than almost anyone,
about twenty million words so far, and I
have frequently discussed controversial
problems. You are free to go through
my writings and search for any sign
that I ridicule religion as such. I have
opposed those people who attack le-
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gitimate scientific findings (evolution,
as an example) in the name of religion,
and who do so without evidence, or
(worse yet) with distorted and false
evidence. I don’t consider them true
religionists, however, and I am careful
to point out that they disgrace religion
and are a greater danger to honest religion than to science.
And suppose I weren’t an atheist.
My parents were Jewish and I might
have been brought up an Orthodox
Jew or become one of my own volition.
Might it then be argued that I would
naturally favor any story burlesquing
Christianity?
Or suppose I were a Methodist;
would I therefore look for stories that
burlesqued Judaism, or Catholicism—
or atheism?
If I were in the mood to run this magazine in such a way as to offend “any
substantial religious group” I wouldn’t
have to be an atheist. I could do it if I
was anything at all, provided only that I
were a bigot, an idiot, or both.
In actual fact, I am neither, and
again, I offer my collected writing as
evidence. ... Needless to say, I am sorry
that our correspondent was upset by
“The Gospel According to Gamaliel
Crucis.” If we lived in an ideal world,
we would never publish any story that
upset anyone. In this case, though, we
had to choose. On the one hand, we
had a remarkable story that considered, fearlessly, an important idea, and
we felt that most readers would recognize this point—if not at once, then
upon mature consideration. On the
other hand, we had a story that might
offend some of our readers.
We made the choice. We put quality and importance ahead of the chance
of some offense. We hope that our
angry correspondent will consider the
matter again and see that the story is
far more than a burlesque. He might
even give Bishop points for skill and
courage.

From Isaac Asimov’s Galaxy, p. 21–24
(Doubleday, 1989), originally published
in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, June 1984. Reprinted with permission from Robyn Asimov.

HIGH HERESY

Why Am I Not Religious?

I

am going to share with you the
reasons I do not believe in God and
the reasons I have devoted the past
twenty years to campaigning against
the harmful effects of religion and
superstition.
Perhaps it may be helpful to tell you
a bit about my background and how
my upbringing contributed in shaping
my attitude/disposition toward religion
and supernatural beliefs.
I was born into a religious Catholic
family in a rural village in southeastern
Nigeria. I served as an altar boy when
I was in primary school, helping the
priest at the local church. I did my high
school and part of my tertiary education in Catholic seminaries where I also
worked as a teacher. My parents were
traditional religionists. Like most people of their generation, they switched
religions while growing up. My father
told me that he embraced Christianity
because that was the only way he could
get a formal education. The same applied to my mother, who dropped out
after primary school.
Professing Christianity guaranteed
access not only to education but also
to employment and health care. It also
ensured success in business and politics. So people in my community tried
to identify as Christians. I say they tried
to present themselves as Christians because I know that most of them, if not
all, retained their traditional religious
beliefs, which they observed mainly at
night or when they faced serious prob-

Leo Igwe

lems such as terminal diseases.
So I grew up in an environment that
was and still is religiously diverse,
where people professed different faiths
and worshipped different gods at different times.
For some time, I pondered the relevance of the various religions and gods
that millions of persons in my country
professed to believe in, perhaps not
surprisingly given the numerous and
persistent challenges such as hunger,
poverty, unemployment, insecurity, and
diseases that people face on a daily
basis.
I lost count of the places where
people worshipped gods or spirits—in
the open market, at the football field,
at motor parks, along the highway, on
the hills or in the forests, in uncompleted buildings, beside streams and
rivers, in buses, cars, and airplanes, in
huts and mansions, even in laboratories
and libraries. Nigerians could use any
place for prayer or for fellowship.
In addition, Nigerians used their
life savings to construct expensive
buildings, magnificent churches and
mosques, which they called houses of
gods—all while they languished in poverty. Let us not forget, these were actually places where spirits, not human beings, were supposed to “live.” In some
parts of Nigeria, building mosques
was a state project, lauded as a judicious way of using the state’s limited
financial allocations. Meanwhile, many
of those who contributed to building

these houses of God had no decent
apartments of their own. They lived in
huts, slums, and shanties. Some were
homeless or lived on the streets!
In fact, I was puzzled at what people described as a god or as materials
that had divine powers. They included
cowry shells; pieces of stone, cloth,
rocks, and metal; wooden, plastic, or
waxed materials; carved items; wine,
wafers, oil, or kola nuts; and even a
handkerchief.
People kept bones of dead animals and sometimes skulls of humans,
pouches containing dead insects, or
smelly decayed dried human or animal
body parts in special corners in their
rooms, under their pillows, in their
pockets, around their waists. Many
Nigerians, including the educated,
believed without question that these
items could make their businesses
flourish, get them to succeed in politics, and protect them from dangers,
death, and disease.
I wondered at what point these objects and artifacts became abodes of
the divine or channels for the spirits.
I was often shocked by what people
did in the name of worshipping God or
professing a religion. I saw priests and
priestesses pray, talking to material objects as if they were human beings—actually, superhuman beings.
Medicine men and women, prophets and prophetesses, stared at wafers, dry kola nuts, pieces of chalk, or
some wine; they held carved images or
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POEM

Listening
Benjamin D. Carson

Because two buildings are going up, both
across the street from where I live, I get a
stereo effect. It’s like having a Bose Home
Theater system but the only CD I own is of
steel cutting steel. My apartment isn’t totally
closed. I have fifteen foot high ceilings, and
about eight feet up there is an opening the
length of the wall; and while barred it’s
only screened. Dust and soot have left the
screen mostly opaque, and this accounts for
the grit that settles like a pall on everything.
I can dust, but like the morning dew, it’s
back the next day. A lost cause. The sounds
from across the street from the two buildings
going up, every one of them, ricochet off
my walls so loudly I can’t hear myself think.
And the sounds often leave me confused.
One night, after dark, as I was reading in my
living room, I heard someone singing. It was
a male voice singing what sounded like a
ballad. It was beautiful, but I couldn’t figure
out why he was singing such a mournful
dirge in my kitchen or how he might have
gotten there. But there was no one there.
Across the street, a young man, one of the
workers, was sitting by the side of the road,
singing, alone. I turned off my light, stood
by the window and listened, imagining, as
I looked at the construction site behind him
that he obviously worked on in the daytime,
so far from being done, keeping him so
far from his own home, what he might be
singing about. What he might be missing.

Benjamin D. Carson is an English professor at
Bridgewater State University.
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other artifacts, calling them “Father,”
“Grandfather,” “Almighty,” “Alpha
and Omega,” or “the one who speaks
and it is final,” singing praises to inanimate objects.
Sometimes people looked up to
the empty skies and made gestures
toward the heavens as if they were
addressing someone who was actively
paying attention. In the process, they
behaved as if they were engaged in
a serious conversation or as if slightly
drunk, talking, murmuring, singing and
laughing, soliloquizing. People uttered
meaningless syllables, mere gibberish,
and you know what? They called it
speaking in tongues or “speaking the
heavenly language,” as if by calling
what could pass as a symptom of mental disturbance by some other name
they transformed it into the mark of a
sound mind.
Millions of people spent valuable
hours every day, week, month, and
year—time they might have devoted
to productive ventures—talking to different gods, expecting miracles and
divine intervention in their lives.
Nigerians killed fellow Nigerians
for “desecrating” religious objects
or materials such as the holy books.
So religion could really be a force for
harm, division, and destruction. I came
to understand that extremely religious
people could be dangerous! They
gave us the holy wars and human ritual sacrifice. Those who were ready to
kill their own children or who actually
killed other human beings in pursuit of
some imagined will or directive from
God were praised and presented as
role models, not as vicious characters!
Religions encouraged hate, lies,
mischief, violence, and impunity, preaching respect for peddlers of falsehoods
and absurdities.
All this is why, in 1996, I started the
Nigerian Humanist Movement to highlight these dark and destructive roles
of religion and superstition. I started
the movement to draw attention to
the debasement of human lives and
violations of human rights in the name
of God, faith, and tradition, and to
take on religious extremists including
witch- and demon-hunters.
Fortunately, in the past two de-
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cades our campaign has gained some
momentum within Nigeria and beyond. We have worked to promote
humanism as an alternative to dogmatic religions and superstitious beliefs. Along the way we have provided
a sense of community to nonbelievers,
atheists, agnostics, and freethinkers.
People whom others call infidels, apostates, and blasphemers have received
support in a way that has never been
the case in the history of the region.
For instance, in 2014, Nigerian humanists launched a campaign that led
to the release of Mubarak Bala, who
had been sent to a psychiatric hospital
by his family after he renounced Islam.
We have also extended support
to victims of witchcraft accusation and
ritual-related abuse. Humanists have
worked to rescue children who were
abandoned in Nigeria due to witchcraft. In a country where religion and
politics often mix, the Nigerian Humanist Movement has campaigned
vigorously for the realization of a secular, tolerant, and democratic society.
However, the humanist campaign
has not been without challenges. I
have been arrested, detained, and
beaten up by those who opposed
my work. I have been attacked and
robbed by a mob of witch-believers.
People have threatened my life and
those of my family members. I have
been the target of blackmail, litigation,
and character assassination.
But my “spirit” is unbroken. My
head is unbowed. The campaign of
promoting humanist values goes on.
That is why, in the months and years
ahead, I plan to continue working and
partnering with groups and individual
activists to extend this message of reason, intellectual awakening, and enlightenment to other parts of Africa
and beyond!

Leo Igwe, founder of the Nigerian Humanist
Movement and founding director of the Center
for Inquiry Nigeria, recently completed a doctorate degree in religious studies at the University
of Bayreuth in Germany. He is the chair of the
Humanist Association of Nigeria and recipient of
the IHEU 2017 Distinguished Service to
Humanism Award.

THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND

My Theological Quest Ends in Secular Humanism

S

ome people come to secular humanism through a theological
quest. I am one of them.
In the 1950s, my older brother,
some friends, and I were drawn to a
Congregational church because it had
a basketball court. The minister got us
into the youth group, the youth choir,
and the church’s sports teams. He was
like a social worker. He, the church
building, the community, and the various activities were a big influence on
me. This led to my working on the staff
of a YMCA camp led by an inspirational Evangelical camp director. He,
the camp, and the camp community
were also a big influence on me. I had
a not-very-coherent mix of liberal and
conservative Protestant beliefs as a result. I decided to go into the ministry.
I went to Yankton College of Liberal
Arts (now a federal prison) and majored
in English and philosophy. That pretty
much eliminated the conservative
Evangelical beliefs but left me with a
not-very-well-founded liberal religious
outlook. I expected seminary would
clear things up.
At Andover Newton Theological School (now closed) and then in
the parish ministry, I was affected by
the newer trends of the Ecumenical
Movement, the critique of liberal theology, and the attempt to somehow
make neo-orthodoxy palatable. But
there was a counter-trend that shaped
my theological quest. That trend was
nicely summarized in a small paperback
best seller, Honest to God, by Anglican
Bishop A. T. Robinson. He singled out
three theologians I had read, thanks to
a seminar by Harvey Cox.
First there was Rudolf Bultmann,
known for demythologizing the New
Testament. The three-story universe

with demons coming up from the first
story and angels coming down from
the third story was something a modern person had to reject, but one could
find meaning in the second story. For
Bultmann, that led to Christian existentialism. For me and other Americans,
it meant an empirical-humanitarian approach to the world and message of
the gospel.
Second was Paul Tillich with his
elimination of theism and supernaturalism. Tillich famously said that God
was “not a being among beings” but
was “the Ground of Being or Being itself.” That sounded profound, but no
one explained exactly what it meant,
including Tillich. Still, at the very least
it meant that there was no supreme
being and no supernatural realm.
Modern monism meant that theological ideas had to be about some aspect
of the natural world, something foundational.
Third was Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In
his last letters from prison, he called
for a “religionless” Christianity, for
worldliness, for a concept of Jesus as
the man-for-others and of the church
as a community that served the secular
needs of modern individuals and society. He defined religion as seeking salvation (answers, solutions, rescue, etc.)
from God. He claimed that modern
people were no longer capable of that
experience or belief system and had to
take responsibility for themselves, for
each other, and their world. There was
need for a moratorium on the concept
of God, he argued, and for an end to
religion.
I adopted but struggled with these
ideas as an assistant minister for two
years and then as a pastor for three
years in the United Church of Christ.

Paul Heffron

After demythologizing, de-supernaturalizing, and de-religionizing, what was
left? I had wanted to believe and loved
the church as a human community, and
I especially wanted to believe the core
idea of the gospel that somehow God
through Christ would make me into a
new being, something like the minister
and the camp director who so inspired
me. The results of my quest all welled
up at one very intense moment, and I
said over and over, “God ain’t doing
a damn thing.” The theological quest
was over.

“In 1980, the first issue
of Free Inquiry came to
me out of the blue.
It all came together
right there in the
Secular Humanist
Declaration and the
articles that followed.”
That was in 1967. I left the ministry and did a PhD in American studies
at the University of Minnesota, seeking a secular way of life and thought.
In 1980, the first issue of Free Inquiry
came to me out of the blue. It all came
together right there in the Secular Humanist Declaration and the articles that
followed. I knew my place in intellectual history, my community, and the
identity for my views and values.
More recently, I talked about the result of my theological quest on a radio
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program. Hearing it, a freethought musician, composer, and vocalist wrote a
song called “God Ain’t Doin’ a Damn
Thing” and dedicated it to me. Through
song, I will be immortal.
Some honest seekers have come to
secular humanism, or close to it,
through theological pursuits. It happened in the liberal Protestant move-

ment beginning in nineteenth-century
Germany (Friedrich Schleirmacher, Ernest Troeltsch, and others), in the Unitarian humanist movement of the
1920s and 1930s (John Dietrich, Edwin
Wilson, and others), and in the radical
theology of the 1960s (“Death-ofGod,” Thomas Altizer, William Hamilton, Paul van Buren). Some went all the

way to secular humanism and left religion, theology, and the church behind.
I was one of them.
Paul Heffron was a founding member of
Humanists of Minnesota and served in various
positions. He’s been a professional musician and
was the pianist and composer with the
Freethought Band. He lives with his wife,
Margaret, in Shoreview, Minnesota.

GOD ON TRIAL

One-Fourth of Christians ‘Speak in Tongues’

T

he Book of Acts says the risen
Jesus told his apostles, “Ye shall
be baptized with the Holy Ghost
not many days hence.” And when
they gathered on Pentecost, “suddenly
there came a sound from heaven as of
a rushing mighty wind … and there appeared unto them cloven tongues like
as of fire … and they were all filled with
the Holy Ghost, and began to speak
with other tongues.”
Just over a century ago a little-educated evangelist named William Seymour, a son of ex-slaves, preached
that modern Americans could “get the
tongues” as the apostles did. He led followers in ardent prayer in a Los Angeles
slum, hoping for the “rushing mighty
wind” from heaven.
Finally, on April 9, 1906, after five
weeks of beseechment, a follower
began spouting uncontrollable sounds.
At the next meeting, six more believers
experienced glossolalia, the phenomenon of (apparently) speaking in an
unknown language. Then the minister
himself followed—and word of the “miracle” spread like wildfire. Hundreds,
thousands, of believers flocked to the
ramshackle church, where many “got
the tongues.” Excitement spawned
missionaries who carried the mysterious
new phenomenon to other cities—and
finally to other countries.
The Los Angeles Times heard the
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buzz and sent a reporter, who wrote:
Meetings are held in a tumble-down
shack on Azusa Street, and the devotees of the weird doctrine practice
the most fanatical rites, preach the
wildest theories and work themselves into a state of mad excitement
in their peculiar zeal. African Americans and a sprinkling of whites compose the congregation, and night is
made hideous in the neighborhood
by the howlings of the worshipers,
who spend hours swaying forth and
back in a nerve-wracking attitude of
prayer and supplication. They claim
to have the “gift of tongues” and be
able to understand the babble.

Another L.A. newspaper reported:
They cry and make howling noises
all day and into the night. They run,
jump, shake all over, shout to the
top of their voice, spin around in
circles, fall out on the sawdust-blanketed floor jerking, kicking and rolling all over it. Some of them pass
out and do not move for hours
as though they were dead. These
people appear to be mad, mentally
deranged or under a spell.

Pentecostalism became the name
of the practice, and it snowballed into
a national, then worldwide, movement.
The Assemblies of God was established
in 1914, followed by the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World in 1916 and the
Pentecostal Church of God in 1919.
For decades, Pentecostals remained
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a remote fringe, derided as “holy rollers.” But gradually they inched into the
mainstream. Republican politicians such
as Sarah Palin and John Ashcroft are Assemblies of God believers.
As late as 1980, Pentecostals were
smallish, composing a tiny fringe of
Christianity. Then a remarkable upsurge
occurred. The Atlas of Pentecostalism,
maintained by the Pulitzer Center, says:
“An estimated 35,000 people join the
Pentecostal church each day. Of the
world’s 2 billion Christians, a quarter are
now Pentecostal—up from 6 percent in
1980.”
As most of Christianity shrinks, Pentecostals are the fastest-growing group.
A Wheaton Theology report says:
“There were 631 million Pentecostals in
2014, comprising nearly one-fourth of
all Christians. There were only 63 million
Pentecostals in 1970, and the number is
expected to reach 800 million by 2025.”
Will much of Christianity be transformed into jerking, howling, swooning
congregations who utter incoherent
sounds? If so, that’s one more reason
for thinking people to renounce irrational supernaturalism.

James A. Haught is editor emeritus of West
Virginia’s largest newspaper, The Charleston
Gazette-Mail, and also a senior editor of F ree
I nquiry .

REVIEWS

Sigmund Freud and the Mystery of Psychoanalysis
Shadia B. Drury

T

he appeal of Freudian psychoanalysis is something of a mystery. How did a man with a set
of bizarre ideas—Oedipus complex,
castration complex, penis envy, urethral eroticism, repression, sublimation, neurosis, psychosis, and the unconscious—become so readily part
of the fabric of Western civilization?
The simple answer is that he claimed
to heal people’s suffering from all
sorts of physical as well as neurological disorders—anxieties, tremors,
fears, and phobias. The psychoanalytic cure is built on a simple premise:
traumatic experiences, thoughts, and
even fantasies are repressed or banished into the unconscious, where
they supposedly wreak havoc. The
point of psychoanalysis is to plumb
the unconscious, tease out these hidden thoughts or memories, and bring
them to the light of day. But why is
bringing painful memories to the fore
cathartic? Does this cure work?
In Freud: The Making of an Illusion,
Frederick Crews provides an exhaustively researched intellectual biography of Freud in which he provides
an answer to those who wonder how
exactly the psychoanalytic cure works.
He illustrates, brick by brick and plank
by plank, how Freud perpetrated a
grand swindle that has absolutely no
basis in science or in any empiri-

Freud: The Making of an Illusion, by Frederick Crews (New
York: Henry Holt & Co., 2017, ISBN 9781627797177) 768 pp.
Hardcover, $40.00.

“Why is bringing
painful memories to the
fore cathartic?
Does this cure work?”

cal observations whatsoever. Crews
illustrates that the cure does not
work—and has never worked. All the
successful cases that Freud boasts
about in his writings are lies. Freud
never cured anyone, and most of his
patients ended up worse off as a result
of his care. Freud was a charlatan, a

fraud, and a swindler. He did not make
a single medical discovery—he had no
medical aptitude whatsoever.
To illustrate Freud’s intellectual credulity, Crews provides evidence that
Freud was a believer in the magic
of cocaine. He was convinced that it
was a totally harmless elixir that could
cure any ailment. He prescribed it
to his patients liberally and used it
himself to deal with his migraines,
crippling depression, black moods,
and social inadequacy. Crews suspects
that cocaine also clouded Freud’s
judgment and made him even more
incompetent as a physician than he
might have been.
Crews uncovers a mind-boggling
array of botched cases and medical malpractice that make it patently
clear that, far from being at the cutting edge of neurological science,
Freud represents a setback in the
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history of mental care. For example, Freud joined the bandwagon of
recommending hysterectomy, ovariectomy, and clitoridectomy for nervous
women. He was even inclined to treat
women suffering from “unwholesome
female intellectuality” with electricity,
bed-rest, and a rich diet to fatten them
up for childbearing.

“[Crews] illustrates,
brick by brick and plank
by plank, how Freud perpetrated a grand swindle
that has absolutely no
basis in science or in any
empirical observations.”

Another example of the tragic consequences of Freud’s vacillation from
one implausible theory to the next is
the shift from the molestation theory
to the Oedipus complex. In the former,
the source of neurotic symptoms was
believed to be the repressed memory
of sexual molestation in childhood—
fathers were identified as the primary
culprits. In contrast, the Oedipus theory shifted the blame onto the child’s
own repressed sexual fantasy—the
desire to copulate with the parent
of the opposite sex; it blamed the
child—even in cases where the child
had in fact been molested. Both theories had tragic consequences.
In the 1980s and ‘90s, under the
influence of the feminist movement,
psychoanalysis revived the theory of
sexual molestation. By using hypnosis,
psychoanalysts were able to conjure
up fictitious memories of childhood
molestation. The result was the criminalization of family members, especially fathers. Some lost their reputations and their jobs. Others went to
58
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prison. Families were destroyed.
Crews writes like a novelist, and
the book reads like a psychodrama.
The protagonist is the cunning, clawing, ambitious, morally unscrupulous Freud—whose ruthless quest
for fame, wealth, and success was
achieved at the cost of his patients,
friends, colleagues, and his long-suffering wife, Martha Bernays. Crews
focuses with dogged persistence not
only on Freud’s ineptitude but also on
his character. Why? Because Crews
thinks that the power of psychoanalysis has its source not only in Freud’s
scientific aura but in his veracity, integrity, and respectability. Instead, Crews
reveals him to be a calculating, egotistical liar—a sex-intoxicated man who
blamed his mother for her sexualized
care of him in childhood and who had
a sexual affair with his sister-in-law.
Crews acknowledges that there is
more to the appeal of Freud than
his unscrupulous schemes to present
his unfounded obsessions in a scientific guise. There is also the Sherlock
Holmes syndrome—the exhilaration of uncovering the dark truth of
the unconscious. But to what end?
According to Crews, Freud imagined himself as the new Hannibal,
the Semitic avenger of his people
(the Jewish people) who will demolish Christian civilization. Crews paints
Freud as a daring atheist who set out
to destroy Christian values. Here is
where Crews’s thesis becomes implausible. After all, there is a great deal of
overlap between Christian and Judaic
values. It is impossible to destroy one
without also destroying the other.
In contrast to Crews, I believe that
Freud’s theories were readily accepted
because they are pseudoscientific versions of ideas that were already deeply
entrenched in Christian culture. Take
the famous case where Freud tells
us about a neurotic patient who had
lost the father she had nursed during
a long illness. Meanwhile, her older
sister married, but soon after, the
sister suddenly fell ill and died. Freud
surmised that the traumatic event that
caused the neurosis was not the death
of the father or the sister. The real trouble was that the patient was attracted
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to her brother-in-law. So, when she
reached the bedside of her dying sister, she thought: “Now he is free and
can marry me.” But owing to a revolt
of her feelings, the girl repressed the
thought and the result was severe
hysterical symptoms (Five Lectures on
Psycho-Analysis, pp. 24–25). As Crews
points out, the patient was recalcitrant, but Freud was adamant. So,
why would psychoanalysts not realize
the fallacy involved? Namely, that the
psychoanalyst was imposing his own
straitjacket on the case—irrespective
of the facts.
The fundamental idea at the heart
of psychoanalysis is that the patient
must bring her illicit desire to consciousness and acknowledge her guilt,
if she is to be cured. For people raised
in a Christian culture, the idea is not
only familiar but self-evident: the truth
will set you free. What is that truth?
For Freud, as for Christianity, the truth
that we must confront is the truth
about ourselves. What could be more
natural for a Christian culture to accept
than the assertion that human nature
is depraved—and that our sexuality is
at the heart of that depravity? What
could be more natural for a Christian
culture than the insistence that we
confess our wanton depravity and recognize the need to be saved—either
by the priest or by the psychoanalyst?
Psychoanalysis has not succeeded
because it is bent on overthrowing
Christian culture, as Crews suggests,
but quite the reverse. Its success is
due in no small part to the happy correspondence between religious and
psychoanalytic norms.
Unfortunately, these norms are
as irrational as they are harmful.
Accepting guilt that has no rational
foundation cannot possibly make anyone psychologically healthier. It is irrational to accept guilt for a desire on
which one did not act and had no
intention of acting. Moreover, there
is no reason for thinking that bringing
painful memories to the fore is cathartic. After all, forgetfulness is a defense
mechanism that prevents people from
dwelling or brooding over painful
memories. Forgetfulness is allied to
the healing power of time.

The effect of both Christian religion and psychoanalysis is to augment
the burden of guilt. The psychoanalyst mimics the priest by insisting on
the confession of guilt—real or imaginary. According to Freud, we feel for
Oedipus because we have committed
the same crime—in our hearts. Freud
went so far as to maintain that the only
reason that Hamlet procrastinated for
so long before killing the man who
killed his father, married his mother,
and usurped the kingdom, is because
he recognized that he was as guilty as
the murderer—in his heart he wanted
to kill his father and marry his mother.
This leads Freud to create a moral
equivalence between Hamlet and the
murderer (Interpretation of Dreams, p.
264). In this preposterous augmentation of guilt, Freud follows Christianity.
Like the latter, he fails to distinguish
between acts and thoughts—real
crimes and fleeting fantasies. This blurring of the lines between fantasy and
actuality results in forcing people to
accept guilt—not real guilt based on
deeds or misdeeds but psychoanalytic guilt—a guilt that has no basis in
reality, a guilt that is as imaginary as
original sin.
Freud praised Christianity. He
admired the religion of the son who
admits the murder of the father and
seeks expiation through his death on
the cross. He thought that Christianity
has its foundation in truth, because
it admits the sin against the father
and accepts the burden of guilt
(Moses and Monotheism, p. 174). The
Oedipus complex—the desire to kill
the father and usurp his place—is an
echo of original sin. Freud thinks that
Jews are more neurotic than Christians
because they refuse to confess their
crime—killing the father. In my view,
Freud gives Christianity too much
credit. Recognition of original sin notwithstanding, Christians nevertheless
have regarded themselves as morally
superior to Jews, whom they accuse of
being the killers of Christ—the incarnation of the heavenly father.
Freud also shared the Christian view
of morality. Echoing St. Augustine,
Luther, and other Christian fathers,
Freud thought that the moral law of

God is at odds with human nature.
In “The Moses of Michelangelo,”
Freud surmised that Moses, as represented by Michelangelo, came
down from the mountain with the
Ten Commandments tucked under
his arm, looking anxious and serene.
Why? Supposedly because he knew
the libidinal cost involved in following the moral law. For Freud as for
Christianity, morality is not integral to
human fulfillment but an ascetic renunciation of natural instincts, self-abnegation, and masochistic self-flagellation, which are antithetical to natural
human happiness.

“Freud was a
charlatan, a fraud,
and a swindler.”

Freud replaces the conflict between
the flesh and the spirit in Christianity
with the conflict between the id and
the superego. Like the flesh, the id is
integral to the natural self. In contrast,
the spirit and the superego are foreign interventions. Morality is possible
only as a result of the conquest of the
soul by external forces. Conscience
is for Freud the internalization of the
authority of the superego, which he
describes as a “garrison in a conquered city.” This foreign usurpation
of the psyche mimics the “descent
of the spirit” in Christian lore. In both
cases, this colonization of the mind
alone makes human decency possible.
Once converted or socialized, one’s
actions are no longer one’s own. In
both cases, moral training amounts to
taming or domesticating the human
animal.
Crews is right to assert that the
Freudian view invites a Promethean
revolt against God and morality—not

because it is deeply anti-Christian,
as Crews maintains, but the reverse.
Christianity itself invites a revolt against
morals. After all, what self-respecting
creatures can submit to the project
of being tamed, domesticated, and
despoiled? Every fiber of their being
rebels in the name of the authentic
self. However, when the authentic self
is painted in the darkest brush-strokes,
then the quest for authenticity (the
desire to be true to oneself) becomes
a valorization of evil.
Crews is also right in thinking that
Freud had contempt for humanity. Far
from maintaining that human beings
were ruled by the “pleasure principle,” Freud thought that the masses
were masochistic. They longed for
strong autocratic leaders to tyrannize
over them and abuse them (Moses
and Monotheism, p. 140). In contrast
to the masses, great men dare to
defy the taboos, trample on the prohibitions, gratify their instincts, and
affirm nature. Only the “great man”
can give us a glimpse into the original
nature of human beings prior to their
domestication by the civilizing forces.
Crews gives us plenty of evidence for
thinking that Freud imagined himself
to be a great man.
Far from liberating humanity, Freud
joins Christianity in augmenting guilt,
contrition, self-loathing, and submission to autocratic forces as the necessary price for our survival. In my view,
all these uncanny similarities to
Christianity explain the mystery—the
swift readiness with which our culture
has imbibed Freudian ideas—for they
are the same old ideas in pseudoscientific garb.
Editor’s note: Please see the January/
February 2018 issue of our sister magazine, Skeptical Inquirer, for an alternative review of this book.

Shadia B. Drury is professor emerita at the University
of Regina. Her books include Terror and Civilization:
Christianity, Politics, and the Western Psyche
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), which includes a
detailed discussion of Freud and Christianity.
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America’s Sense of Mission

Russell Blackford

B

urton L. Mack is a prominent
scholar in the field of early Christian history. He is the author of
an extensive body of work examining
the origins of Christianity up to and
including the all-important fourth century CE, when it became the official
religion of the Roman Empire. He’s especially noted for investigating Christianity’s pagan sources and influences
and is well placed to tell the story of
its rise to a position of power under a
series of late Roman emperors beginning with Constantine the Great. This
is also the story of how Christianity,
with its pacifist elements and its emphasis on humility, became an aggressively proselytizing and exceptionally
persecutorial religion.
During the reign of Constantine,
the Church consolidated its doctrines
and established its canon of sacred
texts. Thereafter, throughout the fourth
century and beyond, it swelled in
worldly power as well as moral and
spiritual authority. After the fall of the
Western half of the Empire, the Church
became the dominant political force in
Europe, involving itself in all aspects of
public and private life in the Empire’s
successor kingdoms. This arc could be
thought of as the rise of the Christian
myth, but Mack’s new book, The Rise
and Fall of the Christian Myth, tells us
little about it. True, there is some interesting discussion of Christian origins
in the first few chapters but with little
detail or novelty. Thereafter, the whole
idea of a rise of the Christian myth falls
away. Unexpectedly, Mack also tells us
very little about the fall of the Christian
myth, if this signifies the Church’s loss
of power and credibility since the
arrival of European modernity (say, five
hundred years ago).
According to Mack’s account, the
Church invented a model of religion
60
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The Rise and Fall of the Christian Myth: Restoring Our Democratic
Ideals, by Burton L. Mack (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2017, ISBN 9780300222890) 310 pp. Hardcover, $28.00.

based on the ancient idea of an “aristocratic temple-state and its cosmic
myth of the Kingdom of God.” It
developed a notion of divine sovereignty to structure its own hierarchy
and “to preside over the actual kingdoms within its sphere of influence as
their moral conscience.” In the end,
however, its power was eroded by a
series of grand historical changes:
But [the Catholic Church] was
hardly prepared for the Enlightenment or the Protestant Reformation, the demise of feudalism, and
the emergence of the nation-state.
All of these historical changes in
social practice and formation were
rooted in interests other than cultivating righteousness or indulging
the church’s interest in piety.

This makes for a fascinating story,
but you’re warned that Mack simply
does not tell it. There is still much
to uncover about how and why
Christianity declined in its political
power and its intellectual and moral
credibility. There’s a lively debate
among historians as to the relative
impacts of urbanization, the rise of
modern science, and other tendencies
that arguably undermined its role. But
the two sentences that I’ve quoted
immediately above this paragraph are
fairly much all that Mack has to say on
the subject.
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Thus, his focus is not in any sense
on the rise and/or fall of Christianity
or of the Christian myth (however
that is understood). If anything, his
subject matter is the remarkable persistence of the Christian myth—at
least in a restricted sense and at least
in the United States of America. He
describes and laments certain aspects
of continued religiosity in the United
States, but what has persisted, in
his view, is no more than a certain
mentality that he understands as a
Christian one. This has survived in
the attitudes of the U.S. government
and military, even after losing its hold
on the imaginations and loyalties of
ordinary Americans. It underlies ideas
of American exceptionalism and the
influential conception of the United
States as a global policeman:
We have pared down “Christianity” to its “myth” and then to its
“mythic grammar” and finally to its
cultural mentality. It will be the unacknowledged cultural mentality of
the Western tradition in its American formation that we will want
to trace as the underlying cultural
logic that allows our representatives to rationalize our “missions”
abroad.

Thus, Mack blames most of what
he sees as wrong with the world,
and especially with American society,

on the “lingering strength” of a certain kind of religious mentality within
American politics. He claims that many
aspects of American politics reveal
“an unexamined acceptance of the
Christian concept of being the chosen
people, having divine privilege, and
being charged with a mission to lead
the world” and so interfere with the
affairs of many other nations. In this
account, the U.S. government/military
attitude has been one of evaluating
foreign cultures as essentially fallen or
worse, “and thus in need of instruction
and conversion, never appreciation
and understanding.”
Looking back on the book, near
the end, Mack alleges that a culture of
late capitalism (a term that he borrows
from Fredric Jameson) has displaced
the mentality of Christianity for most
Americans, but that a Christian mentality of mission prevails within governmental and military circles, wreaking international havoc. Summarizing
the entire thesis, Mack states: “We
discovered that what was left of
Christendom’s big picture was not the
memory of an epic narrative couched
in a cosmic universe but only a mentality that gave privilege to Western
attitudes of superiority and power.”
Speaking for myself, I doubt that I
discovered any such thing in the process of reading The Rise and Fall of the
Christian Myth. Though Mack makes
numerous assertions about the political effects of an ongoing Christian
mentality, he provides little detailed
evidence and connecting argument.
At most, he offers one way of looking
at, or interpreting, Western (especially
American) history and politics.
Much as I dislike any religious influence on government actions, it is not
clear to me, at least from reading
The Rise and Fall of the Christian
Myth, that Christianity itself, anything
that could be called the Christian
myth, or even a Christian mentality
of some kind, has exerted a major
influence on recent American foreign
policy. If there’s a case to make out, it
must be found elsewhere—not in this
book—and developed independently.
It would have been far easier for Mack
to demonstrate a Christian influence

on the widespread resistance, in the
United States and elsewhere, to LGBT
rights and women’s abortion rights,
but he shows no interest in these
issues. Likewise, he might have discussed America’s relative sexual puritanism compared with most of Europe.
(If anything, however, he seems to dislike contemporary “libertine” Western
morality.)
Much of the book consists of lengthy
denunciations of corporate capitalism. They may be justified, at least in
part, because capitalism’s imperative
of constant economic growth does
indeed require restraints, especially
to obviate the environmental impacts.
On its face, however, this seems to
have little to do with Christianity or
a Christian myth or mentality. Early
last century, Max Weber argued that
Protestantism, especially its Calvinist
variants, historically encouraged capitalist enterprise. However, Weber’s
thesis is out of favor with historians,
and Mack does not rely upon the
same reasoning or provide convincing
evidence of his own.
We can blame Christianity for the
persistence in the United States of
Christian conservative politics and thus
a focus on so-called “values issues.”
But Christianity may deserve little, if
any, blame for nuclear pollution, conflicts about nuclear proliferation, outof-control weapons manufacturing,
the rapid arming of militias in developing countries, global warming from
human activities, very great national
and global wealth inequalities, ongoing violence and instability in the
Middle East, and political deadlocks
in Washington, D.C. Could a case be
made to implicate Christianity, or a
Christian mentality, in at least some of
these problems? Yes, almost certainly.
My frustration is that The Rise and Fall
of the Christian Myth never makes the
case. Its style of argument is far too
loose and impressionistic.
Mack does offer a positive vision
of a desirable social and international
order. This, I infer, is what is meant by
the subtitle Restoring Our Democratic
Ideals. He urges that the United States
become a social democracy and
embrace cultural diversity. He asks

for America to work with the established European social democracies,
the European Union, and the United
Nations “for a global world of social
democracies” and “a polycultural
global civilization.” This is possibly
noble, but there is no detail about how
it could be achieved or how it would
operate.

“Though Mack makes
numerous assertions
about the political effects
of an ongoing Christian
mentality, he provides little detailed evidence and
connecting argument.”

A few paragraphs ago, I quoted a
passage that commences with talk of
paring Christianity down to its myth
and then to its mythic grammar and
cultural mentality. In just those two
sentences, Mack places the words or
expressions Christianity, myth, mythic
grammar, and missions in quotation
marks, though he is not discussing
them as linguistic items but using them
in the ordinary way. Such profligate use
of scare quotes is typical of his prose.
For example, he writes, “Then there
was the 9/11 ‘attack’ on the World
Trade Center towers that traumatized
all of us Americans.” But why place
the word attack in scare quotes as if
it were not really an attack? Similarly,
he discusses “the 9/11 event that the
Bush administration called a ‘terrorist
attack,’” and he continues throughout
the volume to place the word terrorist
in scare quotes.
To be fair, the boundaries of what
counts as terrorism are contested by
jurists, political scientists, political philosophers, and others. However, Mack
ought to provide his own analysis of
the concept if he is going to use scare
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quotes continually, with the implication that 9/11 and other atrocities
usually regarded as clear-cut examples
of terrorism were not really terrorism.
Elsewhere, he places ordinary words
and expressions such as selfies, social
media, and texting in quotation marks
in contexts where they are being used
straightforwardly and are not being
identified and analyzed as linguistic
items.
Some of this is explicable. As he
spells out clearly at one point, Mack
rejects, or at least doubts, much of
the terminology used in contemporary
political discourse. Hence, he strives
continually to create a sense of distance from it. Filling the text with scare
quotes that are largely unexplained
certainly conveys that much, as well
as a certain distaste, but it is taken to
such lengths that it renders some of
the book’s prose almost unreadable.
To make matters worse, Mack also

employs knowing, insider wordplay
such as his unexplained and repetitive
use of “dis-ease” to mean “uneasiness” or “anxiety.” A point is conveyed, of course, but the device palls
quickly.
By contrast, he is happy enough
to write as follows: “Planet Earth has
been talking back to the industrial civilization of the West. America has been
having trouble hearing what the planet
is saying to us.” Notice that there are
no scare quotes around the words
talking back, hearing, or saying. This
is just as well, since the text is clear
without them, but none of these words
or phrases applies literally. Mack is
thus willing to use figurative language
when it suits his rhetorical purpose,
all the while liberally sprinkling scare
quotes around language that is not
figurative. This is a linguistic performance calculated to appeal to the
like-minded, but it will surely make the

A Short but Essential Read on Secularism

N

umerous books offer an introduction to humanism. Many
more acquaint the reader with
naturalism. There’s an absolute torrent of “primers” on atheism. But
secularism? Despite its importance,
books delivering a concise, objective
introduction to the topic of secularism
are rare. Andrew Copson’s short, engaging, impartial introduction thus fills
a genuine void in the literature, and it
does so impressively.
Copson is chief executive of the
British Humanist Association, first
vice president of the International
Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU),
and coeditor (with no lesser personage than philosopher A. C. Grayling)
of the Wiley-Blackwell Handbook on
Humanism. So he knows whereof he
speaks. In this highly accessible book,
Copson profiles the various forms of
secularism now active in the world.
Have you wondered about the differences between American-style church62
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book less persuasive to anyone who is
not already sympathetic to its politics.
The Rise and Fall of the Christian
Myth discusses important issues to do
with America’s current political mindset. It is not really about the historical
rise and fall of the Christian myth or
even, exactly, about restoring democratic ideals. Rather, it proposes a new
direction for American politics: one
that is more welcoming of non-Western cultures and in general more along
the lines of European social democracies. This might be independently
defensible, but Mack does not justify it
convincingly, and in that sense his
book is disappointing.

Russell Blackford is a philosopher, critic, and legal
scholar based at the University of Newcastle, NSW,
Australia. He is a F ree I nquiry columnist. His books
include Freedom of Religion and the Secular State
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2012).

Tom Flynn

Secularism: Politics, Religion, and Freedom, by Andrew Copson
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2017, ISBN 978-0-19880913-5) 176 pp. Hardcover, $18.95.

state separationism and the French
laícité? Copson will set you straight.
He ably describes the historic progression from the Protestant understanding of freedom of religion to today’s
ideals of freedom of conscience. He
presents common arguments for and
against secularism as advanced by
their respective proponents, treating
anti-secularist arguments respectfully,
though he offers refutations for each of
them. In his closing chapters, Copson
even-handedly surveys today’s dilem-
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mas that pit the rights of free speech
against the presumptive (and sometimes compelling) right of religious
believers not to be belittled in the
public square.
If you read one introduction to secularism this year, it should be this one.
The fact that there probably isn’t
another one is beside the point; this is
just an excellent little book.

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree I nquiry .

Community Life or Disbelief?

POEM

Tom Flynn

The Ages of Man
(After Hesiod)

The Reluctant Agnostic, by Loren Bauman
(New York: Page Publishing, 2017, ISBN 9781-64027-843-9). 196 pp. Paper, $14.95.

Sharon Portnoff
Homer: the song
Is eternal
An olive tree the bed

A

s a rule, Free Inquiry does not
review books that are self-published or issued by subsidy or
vanity presses. An exception is made
for A Reluctant Agnostic because of
the work’s unique character. Loren
Bauman spent much of his life in the
Old German Baptist Brethren Church,
a “plain people” denomination that
shares some qualities with the Amish
and Mennonites. Bauman describes
his former theology as fundamentalist
and his community life within the sect
as warm and rewarding. When doubts
undermine his Biblical faith—Bauman
describes the process as “like being
born yet again”—he adopts a naturalistic, agnostic viewpoint. Yet he writes,
“I’m still fond of the Christianity I now
disbelieve.” He knows his faith is bankrupt, yet he remains nostalgic for the
community life he knew. It’s a juxtaposition of viewpoints seldom seen in the
how-I-lost-my-religion literature.
Sophisticated atheists may find
Bauman’s theological journey naive
at points. He began as one of those
young-Earth creationists who have no
trouble accepting that God stuffed the
ground with fossils that seem falsely
ancient and the skies with new light
that only appears to come from distant
stars. The whole of Bauman’s Christian
faith collapsed when he attained the
insight that the evidence for an Earth
far older than Genesis permits was irresistible. We profit by being reminded
that this is how countless real people—

as opposed to theologians and atheist
atheologians—approach questions of
belief or disbelief. This is how deconversion happens in the real world—or
at least one way in which it can happen.

Of home

Virgil: the song
Lifts the actual
War is our bed
Resoiled

“Bauman … knows his
faith is bankrupt, yet he
remains nostalgic for the
community life he knew.”

The actual: the song
Regrows the simple
As the profound
And war

The Reluctant Agnostic offers a
deconversion story whose start and
end points differ meaningfully from
those presented in most such books.
Also, in welcome contrast to so many
subsidy-press titles, it is well written
and decently edited. It is a unique
entry in a crowded field.

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree I nquiry .
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Is eternal as the tree

Sharon Portnoff holds the Elie Wiesel Chair in Judaic
Studies and is associate professor of Religious
Studies at Connecticut College. Her poems have
appeared in Midstream, The Wallace Stevens
Journal, The Poetry Porch, and the collection
Rumba Under Fire: The Arts of Survival from West
Point to Delhi, ed. Irina Dumitrescu (Punctum,
2016). Poems are forthcoming in Blake: An
Illustrated Quarterly and Moment.
February/March 2018
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Thinking Inside the Box

A

rlindo Oliveira, president of the
Instituto Superior Técnico (Lisbon, Portugal) and a professor
of computer science and engineering,
wishes to inform us of our possible
digital future by explaining the development and present state of work in
computer science, cell biology, and
neuroscience. The import of these discussions is to lay the groundwork for
“educated guesses” about the eventual creation of digital minds, possibly/
probably superior to ours but possessing emotions, free will, and consciousness indistinguishable from our own.
These minds, alive in a virtual environment, will be constructed from binary
scratch or by uploading human brains
in all their complex neuronic entirety.
In the book’s closing chapters, Oliveira
considers sundry issues that may then
arise: What are an artificial mind’s legal
rights and responsibilities? If I upload
my mind and make copies, can I go
back to some point in my past in one
of those copies and relive my life differently? If an artificial mind commits a
crime and must be punished by being
literally erased, should its copies also
be deleted?
If all of this sounds fascinating,
permit me to dampen your enthusiasm. Although Oliveira insists he has
“tried to make this book easy to follow
for anyone interested in the topics it
addresses,” even for those with “no
previous knowledge of any of the
many areas covered,” this is not the
case. Oliveira seems to realize this, for
he feels obliged to suggest that we
might wish to ignore not only his many
equations, circuit diagrams, and charts

Brooke Horvath

The Digital Mind: How Science Is Redefining Humanity, by Arlindo
Oliveira (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2017, ISBN 978-0-262-03603-0)
xxii + 317 pp. Hardcover, $29.95.

“Perhaps there are two
books here: one for
technically minded people
who aren’t quite me and
one for people who find
their speculative thrills
in scientific fact.”

but most of the book itself—the eight
chapters (out of twelve) devoted to
computer science and brain research.
It is certainly the case that these chapters, despite their clear, no-nonsense
prose, go into excessive detail given
the intended audience and the ends
toward which the book is heading.

I do not need to know how to find
a Hamiltonian path in a graph, how
the BAC-to-BAC sequencing method
works, or the proper way to consider
the number 0.αβγδε to understand
Oliveira’s speculative conclusions.
Which is not to say The Digital Mind
does not contain much interesting
information—that nanochips will soon
“[make] it possible to identify and
remove cancer cells from blood”; that
Lord Byron’s daughter is considered
the first computer programmer; that
humans have fewer genes than rice
and share with fruit flies a “common
ancestor—a sort of flatworm that lived
about 600 million years ago.”
Perhaps there are two books here:
one for technically minded people
who aren’t quite me and one for people who find their speculative thrills in
scientific fact.
Brooke Horvath’s most recent review for FI was of
Ann Neumann’s The Good Death (October/November
2017), and his most recent poem was “Hoarding”
(October/November 2016).
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LETTERS

continued from p.13

the good atheists—the secular humanists—and all those other bad
atheists you may have heard about.
That’s not us!
I would love to see us become
simply an institute of secularist freethinkers who accept that science
says that morality evolved just as
our other social traits did: because it
gives a survival advantage. Then we
could get down to the fundamental
scientific question of just how the
brain produces these wonderful sensations of consciousness and free
will, not to mention religious beliefs.
Courage!
Sandra Bidwell
Tucson, Arizona

In “The Corruption of Philosophy,”
FI, December 2017/January 2018,
Tom Flynn discusses a famous experiment by the Templeton Foundation to prove that prayer helps a
patient to get better more quickly.
The result was a resounding “no.”
G. Fung and C. Fung, in “What Do
Prayer Studies Prove?,” Christianity
Today, May 15, 2009, admit that
much but then completely turn the
argument around, with “God wants
this” and “God does that.” If you
have a good library handy, look the
article up. It is truly funny.
Ernst Kallenbach
Gainesville, Florida

Re: “The Corruption of Philosophy”
by Tom Flynn and “I Question” by
James Haught on the religious
beliefs of scientists (FI, December
2017/January 2018), we should
look at the surveys of the beliefs
of scientists by psychologist James
Leuba in 1914 and 1933 and the
replication of his surveys in 1996 by
Edward Larson and Larry Witham.
Belief among “greater” scientists
Belief in a personal God (%)
1914
1933
1996
Personal belief
27.7
15
Personal disbelief
52.7
68
Doubt or agnosticism
20.9
17

7.0
72.2
20.8

Belief in human immortality (%)
1914
1933
1996
Personal belief
35.2
18
Personal disbelief
25.4
53
Doubt or agnosticism
43.7

29

7.9
76.7
23.3

Sources: The Reformation of the
Churches, by James Leuba (Beacon
Press, 1950); “Leading Scientists
Still Reject God,” by Edward Larson and Larry Witham (Nature, 23
July 1996). The percentages do not
tally exactly, but that is how they
appeared in Nature.

Edd Doerr
Silver Spring, Maryland

Doerr’s Way
As a longtime subscriber/donor to
National Geographic and Union
of Concerned Scientists and one
who has attended several lectures
and viewed videos on the subject
of global warming, it never ceases
to amaze me that all these lecturers
believe that we have to plan for X
amount of population increase in Y
years. The root cause of the problem is too many people consuming
the planet’s resources and thereby
trashing our environment. In short,
overpopulation. Edd Doerr seems
to be an uncommon “voice in the
wilderness” who understands this.
It’s fine to “go renewable” and cut
back on fossil fuels, but we should
be donating to organizations such
as Population Connection that are
trying to do something about the
real problem. Thanks for your article
in the latest Free Inquiry, Edd.
Herb Stubbmann
Ocean, New Jersey

Evidence for ‘Miracles’
I always enjoy reading your fine

magazine, and the December issue
was the best yet. Congratulations.
Some of the articles mentioned
the Christian myth of walking on
water. I want to state, for the record, that no miracle is required.
It happens regularly, does not require divine intervention, and even
a camel can do it.
Go to the Red Sea, between
Elath and Sharm el Sheikh, and
stand about 200 feet from the
edge of the water. This is an arid,
barren place, and in the Mediterranean sun, the sand is too hot for
bare feet. The air next to the sand
is also hot, which lowers the index
of refraction and creates the most
intense, beautiful, and absolutely
convincing mirage I have ever
seen: the water’s edge appears to
be about fifty feet away. Then a
man walks by with his camel, near
the real water’s edge where the
sand is cooler. There he is, folks,
walking on water, about 150 feet
away from the (apparent) shoreline!
Utterly realistic. I had to hold my
breath. Doubtless a source of wonder in superstitious Biblical times
and surely part of the local folklore
that spread inland. Add that to the
mix of wonders that emerged from
the blender of credulity, fabrication,
and devotion, and you have a great
Biblical story with a perfectly natural
explanation.
Donald C. Dilworth
East Boothbay, Maine

You can make a lasting impact on the future of secular humanism . . .
when you provide for Free Inquiry in your will.
The Council for Secular Humanism and Free Inquiry are leading voices of dissent and discussion in fields ranging from religion to church-state
separation, civil rights, and ethical living. You can take an enduring step to preserve their vitality when you provide for Free Inquiry in your will.
Your bequest to the Council for Secular Humanism, a program of the Center for Inquiry, Inc.,
will help to provide for the future of secular humanism as it helps to keep Free Inquiry
financially secure. Depending on your tax situation, a charitable bequest to the Council may have little impact on the net size of your estate—or may
even result in a greater amount being available to your beneficiaries.
We would be happy to work with you and your attorney in the development of a will or estate plan that meets your wishes.
A variety of arrangements are possible, including: gifts of a fixed amount or a percentage of your estate; living trusts or gift annuities, which provide
you with a lifetime income; or a contingent bequest that provides for Free Inquiry only if your primary beneficiaries do not survive you.
For more information, contact:

Martina Fern, Vice President for Philanthropy, at (716) 636-7571, ext. 426.
All inquiries are held in the strictest confidence.

66

Free Inquiry February/March 2018

secularhumanism.org

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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