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Freethought’s
History Mustn’t Be
Forgotten

E

“

xplore forgotten history.”
That’s been the motto of the
Freethought Trail—the Council
for Secular Humanism’s celebration of radical reform history
in west-central New York State—
since its 2005 debut. At first, the
Trail focused on west-central New
York State because that’s where the
Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace
Museum is located (to this day, all
of the Trail’s 115 sites are within a
two-hour drive of the museum in
the Village of Dresden). As research
continued, it became apparent that
the choice had been more apt than
we knew. The region (roughly, the
Erie Canal corridor between the cities of Rochester and Utica) was an
enormous engine of social, cultural,
and intellectual innovation, much of
it under-appreciated today. What
drove all that ferment was the flow of
people and ideas surging westward
along the Erie Canal. In the nineteenth century, west-central New
York State served America much as
southern California did during the
twentieth: as laboratory, social cauldron, and bellwether.
Over the years, Trail-related research widened its scope. Originally,
our primary focus was on what one
might call “The Big Three”: freethought, woman’s rights,1 and ab1. Yes, woman’s rights, not women’s rights.
Nineteenth- and early-twentieth−century
reformers spoke of woman’s rights; for example, the suffrage movement began with the
famous 1848 Woman’s Rights Convention
in Seneca Falls, New York, co-organized by
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olitionism. Over time, coverage expanded to deepen the exploration
of additional reform movements: sex
radicalism, dress reform, anarchism,
utopianism, and even scientific discovery of a religiously subversive sort.
Repeatedly I was struck by just how
much about freethought and other
radical-reform movements had been
forgotten. (Ready for a surprise?
Today we hear that the movement
for the abolition of slavery was a
broadly church-based phenomenon. In fact, early abolitionists in the
North were mostly freethinkers or
members of fringe denominations,
particularly Quakers and radicals
among the then-barely-mainstream
Methodists.)
But to say that freethinkers, early
abolitionists, and other reformers were
forgotten suggests a passive process. What actually took place required greater agency: they were
actively disappeared.
To be sure, not every Freethought Trail figure got airbrushed
from history. Few have trouble remembering that Mark Twain (Samuel
L. Clemens) had deep ties to Elmira
or that Frederick Douglass spent his
most productive quarter-century in
Rochester. But much that could help
Americans appreciate the nation’s
development has been purged
from the history we commonly learn
because of a powerful, corrosive
force—the sustained antipathy of
conservative Christians.
Think of Robert Green Ingersoll
(1833–1899), in his day the nation’s
best-known and most controversial
orator. Some admired him; some
loathed him. But in Gilded-Age
America, everyone knew his name.
His cross-country lecture tours reliably filled the largest theater in
whichever community he visited. So
admired was his oratory that Mark
Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Women’s arose in
the early twentieth century; one early index of
the change came in 1920 when the National
American Woman Suffrage Association reorganized and became the League of Women
Voters, still active today. By the mid-twentieth
century, usage overwhelmingly favored women’s, and today woman’s rights looks archaic.
As it should; this is history, after all.

Twain—you know, that guy people remember—wrote of it, “What an organ
is human speech when it is played by
a master.” But once the generation
that heard Ingersoll speak was gone,
Christian disapproval persuaded libraries to dispose of his books and
discouraged historians (with a handful
of exceptions) from spotlighting him.
This effort succeeded so well that
today few not involved in organized
secularism have a clue who Ingersoll
was. (That’s why since 2009, the slogan of the Ingersoll Museum has been
“Meet the Most Remarkable American
Most People Never Heard Of.”)
Similar pressure eventually caused
early abolitionists to be remembered as far more religious—and
far more numerous in “mainstream”
churches—than they really were.
Want two more examples? Consider Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–
1902) and Matilda Joslyn Gage
(1826–1898). Okay, I hear the objections now: “Everyone knows about
Stanton!” There follows a brief pause.
“Wait, Matilda Joslyn who?”
The story of Stanton and Gage is
hugely instructive.
During the 1880s, the woman’s
suffrage movement had three principal leaders: Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Matilda Joslyn Gage. Their collaboration was so
intense that they were referred to as
“the triumvirate.” In addition to their
leadership work, they coedited the
first three volumes of The History of
Woman Suffrage (1881, 1882, and
1886).
The three had dissimilar stances
on religion. Though most likely agnostic, Anthony (of Rochester, New
York) largely kept her religious views
to herself. Her activism was focused
single-mindedly on getting the vote
for women, and her approach was so
pragmatic that she once engineered
a coalition with what we would now
call a religious-Right organization,
the Women’s Christian Temperance
Union. Stanton (of Seneca Falls, New
York, when she entered the public eye) was a freethinker, having
rejected hellfire Christianity in her
student days. She kept quiet about

her heterodoxy until her old age,
when she made it extremely public.
As lead author of The Woman’s Bible
(2 vols., 1895 and 1898), Stanton
fashioned a devastating indictment of
traditional Christianity for its oppression of women. Gage (of Fayetteville,
New York) grew up in a freethinking
family and had always been open
about her irreligious views. Her 1893
masterwork Woman, Church, and
State traced its development to an
incendiary speech she had given at
a nationally significant freethinkers’
convention held in 1878 at Watkins
(today Watkins Glen), New York.2
We can place Anthony, Stanton,
and Gage on a continuum regarding
their relationship to traditional Christianity:

Anthony

Stanton

Gage

First there is Anthony, who criticized religion at most implicitly; then
Stanton, who built a towering reputation as a suffrage leader before
issuing her controversial freethought
manifesto at the age of eighty; finally
Gage, always an open critic of religion.
We could draw another continuum, plotting how successfully the
three women were purged from history, but there is no need—the one
we just drew will do fine.
Anthony, the reticent pragmatist:
Her reputation was unsullied. History
never forgot her name.
Stanton, who outed herself at age
eighty: From 1898 (when the second
volume of The Woman’s Bible was
published) until her death in 1902,
suffrage activists and organizations
shunned her. So few suffragist journals would accept her writings that
instead she penned a regular column
for a freethought periodical. By the
early twentieth century, notwithstanding her role in convening the 1848
convention that launched the suffrage movement, Stanton’s memory
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had been brushed pretty thoroughly
under the rug.
Gage, never closeted: She became so controversial that she retired from the suffrage fight in her
sixties; historical opinion is divided
as to whether she was ejected from
the movement or left voluntarily. In
1890, Gage launched a new organization, the Woman’s National Liberal
Union, with a mission far broader
than merely securing the vote for
women. It, like her, largely vanished
from history.
By the time of the Great Depression, Anthony was the only pioneer suffrage leader whose name
most Americans recognized. As far as
mid-twentieth–century students were
concerned, Anthony had worked
alone; the triumvirate was forgotten. Stanton lay neglected until second-wave feminists of the 1960s and
1970s rediscovered her and rehabilitated her memory. Almost sixty years
later, Anthony and Stanton are now
understood as collaborators of equal
stature.
Gage, however, remains in history’s woodshed. That is no accident;
she was the most outspoken freethinker of the trio. Thanks in large
part to an epic, almost single-handed
campaign by feminist historian Sally
Roesch Wagner, Gage has been
rediscovered, at least partially: her
name is well-known among specialists. This year a regional theater in
Syracuse, New York, offered a staged
reading of a new opera dramatizing
Gage’s expulsion from the suffrage
movement. Among the general public, though, Gage remains historically obscure, much as Ingersoll is. (I
sometimes kid Wagner, with whom I
co-imagined the Freethought Trail,
that Gage, not Ingersoll, may be the
“Most Remarkable American Most
People Never Heard Of.”)
If space allowed, I could introduce many more freethought activists who’ve been disappeared from
the history books. Put up your hand if
you’ve heard of Lucy Colman … Obadiah Dogberry … Elias H. Gault …
Ernestine L. Rose … Michael Higgins
… C. D. B. Mills … D. M. Bennett …
6
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or James Madison Cosad. (Actually,
Free Inquiry’s readers constitute one
of the few audiences whose members might recognize some of these
names. In the larger culture, though,
it is as though these people never
existed.)
This would be less disturbing if
the nineteenth-century freethought
movement were unimportant. Today,
when it is so little-known, one might
be forgiven for supposing the movement trivial, for imagining that in
losing our memory of it we forsake
little of value. But Allan Nevins begs
to differ. Nevins (1890–1971), a journalist-turned–Columbia University
historian, published over fifty books,
won two Pulitzer Prizes for historical
titles, and at various times served as
president of the American Historical
Association, the Society of American
Historians, and the American Academy of Arts and Letters. Writing in
1943, when there yet remained living
witnesses to freethought’s Golden
Age—when an event like Ingersoll’s
death in 1899 was no more historically distant than the releases of the
motion pictures Blazing Saddles and
The Godfather, Part II are from us
today—Nevin wrote of “the vigorous
contest between freethinkers and religionists which was so important a
part of the cultural history of the nineteenth century” (emphasis added). In
his judgment, “the battle which the
freethinkers waged was in great part
a wholesome and beneficial effort. …
[T]he freethought movement,” this
authoritative historian concluded, is
“worthy of respectful study.”
Freethought’s historical suppression has real consequences. Some
years ago, a University at Buffalo student who considered herself knowledgeable about Stanton’s writings
visited the Center for Inquiry Libraries, the world’s largest repository of
English-language freethought literature. She was astonished to discover
Stanton’s post-1898 columns in Freethought Magazine, a body of work
encompassing more than four years
not included in the standard Stanton
bibliographies. If Stanton’s many students and admirers could know more
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about the freethinking side of her
life, their understanding might be far
more complete.
It stands to reason that public
understanding of other important aspects of our history is impoverished
because radical-reform movements,
including freethought—and the relations between them and higher-profile historical events—remain concealed.
The Center for Inquiry and the
Council for Secular Humanism are
committed to rediscovering this forgotten history, bringing it before
wider audiences, and ensuring that
it will not remain forgotten. We do
so with the Freethought Trail, by encouraging the development of additional Freethought Trails (see my “A
Trail for the Heartland,” FI, April/May
2018), and by operating the Robert
Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum,
now open to the public for its twenty-fifth
anniversary season.
The Museum’s silver anniversary
will be celebrated at an event in Syracuse, New York, featuring one day
of historical lectures and a second
day of visits to the Ingersoll Museum,
the Matilda Joslyn Gage Center, and
two important abolition sites in Peterboro, New York. To attend, see the
announcement on this issue’s back
cover and the registration form on
page 44.
I hope you enjoy this issue’s
cover section, which focuses further
on the freethought history phenomenon.
Reference
Nevins, Allen. Untitled introduction to
Sidney Warren, American Freethought,
1860–1914 (New York: Columbia
University Press).

Tom Flynn is the editor of Free Inquiry, the executive
director of the Council for Secular Humanism, and the
editor of The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief
(Prometheus Books, 2007).

SARAH HAIDER

OP-ED

Facebook vs.
Freethought

A

peculiar side effect of becoming known for voicing controversial views is that you become
the recipient of the private confessions
of others. As a loud critic of Islam, I
am in the unique position of receiving
private letters of support from fellow
liberals who would never dare speak
of this support out loud. They say that
they wish they could be as forthright
as I am, often revealing that it isn’t
just fear of violence that stops them.
They are afraid of the blowback from
their social and professional circles.
There is too much to lose, they say,
and I am one of the few people they
can come to for release. They feel safe
speaking to me candidly—sharing the
politically incorrect opinions they otherwise would never dare to verbalize.
It is interesting to be in this position,
as my experiences have convinced me
that the political climate does not at
all reflect the thoughts of the average
person—or at the very least, the average atheist.
My social circle is composed largely
of self-identified “freethinkers”—those
who pride themselves on independent,
fearless thinking. But their behavior tells
a different tale. Nonconformity appears
to be as rare a trait in “freethinking”
circles as anywhere else.
Perhaps some of the fault lies in the
platform so often used for communication: social media. Tech innovators
have hoped their platforms would enrich dialogue and (in the words of Mark
Zuckerberg) “give everyone a voice.”
This freedom of expression, however, appears to be tied to the level of
anonymity.
No longer held back by the fear of

social stigma, anonymous platforms
certainly allow us to speak more freely,
a freedom that can occasionally set
loose our worst instincts. However,
platforms that deny anonymity and
force us to combine our offline and online worlds give rise to a host of other,
more complex, issues.
Facebook is anything but anonymous; it forces the use of real identities even when its users would prefer
otherwise. Despite pushback, it has
maintained a “real-name policy” that
requires users to use their authentic
identity. Instead of creating a climate
that gives “everyone a voice,” Facebook in particular may exacerbate a
tendency described in the “Spiral of
Silence” theory, first proposed by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in 1993. According to this theory, our perceptions
of public opinion influence our willingness to self-censor. We are always
monitoring our social landscape, and
when we feel our opinion is contrary
to that of the majority, we silence ourselves due to a fear of social isolation.
The Pew Research Center tested
the “Spiral of Silence” theory on social
media in 2014, focusing on an important (and controversial) public issue:
the Snowden leaks about the National
Security Agency (NSA)’s surveillance
program. Not only was the “Spiral
of Silence” effect present online, the

study found that people were actually
“less willing to discuss the SnowdenNSA story in social media than they
were in person.” In addition, one’s
level of Facebook use appeared to
affect subjects’ willingness to discuss
the matter in person. The average
Facebook user was “half as likely as
other people to say that they would
be willing to voice their opinion with
friends at a restaurant.”
This shouldn’t come as too much of
a surprise. On Facebook, we can more
effectively monitor the opinions of our
friends and family—all the better to
pinpoint the intellectual no-go zones.
We can pick up on shifts in political climate too minute to sense without the
help of the nearly endless Facebook
feed. In addition, our opinions are
broadcast to a larger group of people simultaneously, so each expression
may “cost” us far more than an offline

“Nonconformity appears
to be as rare a trait in
‘freethinking’ circles as
anywhere else.”

secularhumanism.org June/July 2018

Free Inquiry

7

encounter.
Perhaps most insidiously, the permanence of the internet leaves little
room for mistakes. A tasteless joke
said aloud may not linger in memory longer than a few minutes, but
online it can come back to haunt us
years later. It is not a coincidence
that social media witch-hunting and
pile-ons have become so routine.
Not only is the humanity of the witch
easier to ignore behind a keyboard,
with an endless supply of permanently accessible communication it
is a cakewalk to piece together disconnected encounters and create a
villain out of thin air.
In his book Delete: The Virtue of
Forgetting in the Digital Age, Viktor
Mayer-Schonberger describes another side effect of this permanence.
As much of what we say and do
is stored and accessible through
digital memory, our words and
deeds may be judged not only by
our present peers, but also by all
our future ones … . We may thus
become overly cautious about
what we say—in other words,
the future has a chilling effect on
what we do in the present.

“Good!” you might say. “Perhaps
my boss should think twice before
inflicting his abhorrent humor on
us.” But the effects won’t target
offensive people alone (in fact, as
Donald Trump exemplifies, the truly
shameless will not be hindered at
all). We are all affected, particularly
the cautious and sensitive among us.
“If we have to imagine how somebody years—perhaps decades into
the future—may interpret and weigh
our words,” Mayer-Schonberger
continues, “we would be even more
careful in formulating them.”
Humor, which is always a game
of chance, isn’t the only casualty. The
loss is a more general conversational
spontaneity. If a political opinion or
tasteless joke is more likely to cost
us tomorrow, we will be less likely
to take conversational risks. We may
be less likely to wonder aloud and
less likely to explore novel ideas or
approaches in dialogue. The future
is unknown, and it can be difficult
to predict what we may regret later.
8
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The “safest” course of action may be
to refrain from saying anything that
could ever conceivably do harm.
In another time, being picky
about what we write wouldn’t
amount to an enormous change in
our social behavior. Today, where
chatting and instant messaging have
replaced a substantial amount of
verbal communication, what we say
online is an important part of our
casual social interactions.
Freethinkers aren’t immune from
these effects. One recent study
found that, as in real life, on Facebook “in an opinion climate where
one’s friendship network is hostile
to or does not share one’s political
views, there is a greater incentive
to self-censor if a person has strong
attachments to that network.”
The nonreligious are still a minority
in America—and, more broadly, in
the world. This means that social
media is often crucial for finding
and maintaining connections with
others like us. These networks can
be vital to our happiness. Ironically,
the price of these online freethought
networks may be the dampening of
free thought.
As the shock of Donald Trump’s
election should have demonstrated,
gauging opinions by what people
choose to declare publicly is not always informative. A silenced opinion
is not a nonexistent one. As our social world continues to transform, we
can look forward to more nasty surprises. What we may never know,
however, are the opportunities for
progress that are stunted. Many
ideas we treasure today were once
controversial in their own time. But
perhaps today we wouldn’t support
them. It just isn’t worth the risk.

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.
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RUSSELL BLACKFORD

OP-ED

A Step Closer to
Human Cloning?

A

n article published in February
2018 in the peer-reviewed journal
Cell announced the successful
cloning of macaque monkeys by a
Chinese research team employing the
somatic cell nuclear transfer technique
(SCNT). SCNT is the same method
that Ian Wilmut’s team at the Roslin Institute used to create Dolly the Sheep
in 1996, as reported by Nature in early
1997. It has since been used to clone
many other non-primate mammalian
species. In essence, the DNA is extracted from the nucleus of a cell other
than a germ cell, then it is transferred
into an enucleated oocyte (egg cell).
The offspring that results is almost exactly identical in its genetic makeup to
the animal providing the nuclear DNA.
As reported in “Cloning of Macaque Monkeys by Somatic Cell Nuclear Transfer,” authored by Zhen Liu
and colleagues, the Chinese team succeeded in creating two healthy macaque monkey clones.
When Dolly was announced to the
world twenty-one years ago, there was
an immediate outcry from politicians,
religious leaders, and many other commentators and self-appointed moralists because it was obvious that SCNT
could, in principle, be used for human
reproduction. For a range of reasons,
most of them lacking in any evident
rationality, this possibility was viewed
as a moral outrage. There was much
talk of “playing God” and “violating
human dignity.” In the years that immediately followed, numerous laws
were enacted in jurisdictions around

the world to prohibit human reproductive cloning.
Since then, however, some heat has
gone out of the issue. Partly this has
been because of more immediately
frightening developments, such as
those involving jihadist terrorism and
intractable warfare in the Middle East.
In part, though, the issue of human
cloning lost steam as research labs
encountered great difficulties even
in cloning non-human primates. As
the new millennium began to unfold,
human reproductive cloning came to
seem as far away as ever.
The Chinese team’s cloning of macaque monkeys is the first such success
with primates. The prospect of little
cloned humans appears a baby step
closer. But let’s not get carried away.
Although this is exciting research, it is
also important to emphasize that the
researchers failed to produce healthy
clones of adult macaque monkeys.
Rather, they used fetal DNA to induce
six pregnancies from attempts involving twenty-one surrogates. Ultimately
this led to the birth of just the two
healthy monkeys already mentioned.
In addition, they induced twenty-two
pregnancies, from attempts involving
forty-two surrogates, using DNA from
adult somatic cells. This led to another
two baby monkeys, but they were
short-lived. Two decades post-Dolly,
we remain a long way from being able
to create clones of fully-formed human

beings at will. We’re a long way, that
is, from using SCNT as a practical
method of human reproduction.
What will be the public and political reaction to the latest developments? Many readers will recall the
major moral panic following Dolly’s
announcement, and we heard a small
echo of this in 2015 and 2016 with
the development of CRISPR-Cas9, a
powerful technique for “editing” DNA
strands. In principle, CRISPR-Cas9
could be used to alter human DNA
for the purposes of genetic therapy or
enhancement of human capacities.
The advent of gene-editing technology has not, at this point, received
anything like the level of panic and
backlash prompted in the 1990s by
SCNT and the possibility of cloning.
This might show fatigue over worries
about genetic technology, or it might
be because of more urgent issues.
Either way, the reaction will surely
change if CRISPR-Cas9 or something
similar (perhaps more advanced) is
ever employed to modify human embryos for purposes that are not indisputably therapeutic.
Some of the ethical doubts about
using high-tech methods to produce
(or to modify the genes of) human
babies do not strike me as serious.
At a minimum, however, we need to
wait until the available technology is
further advanced and demonstrably
more reliable. Given the current rate of

progress, this could take many more
years. For now, using SCNT and CRISPR-Cas9 as technologies of genetic
choice, readily available to the public,
would be worse than playing Russian
roulette with the lives and well-being
of children. (The odds in Russian roulette are relatively good, after all.)
This concern gives a secular and
metaphorical meaning to the phrase
“playing God.” That is, there’s a need
for caution in how we tinker with complex living systems using techniques
that we don’t yet fully understand. But
talk of “playing God” usually indicates
a more literal-minded attitude toward
God’s prerogatives. There’s an idea at
large in the community that some decisions are beyond human authority to
make: they fall solely in God’s domain.
Often, these are decisions at the beginning and end of human life.
Once we obtain an adequate scientific understanding of what we’re
doing, the best choices in these areas
are very much up to us. God has
nothing to do with it, and as secular-minded people we have much
work ahead of us to keep religion out
of bioethics.

Russell Blackford is a regular columnist for F ree
I nquiry . His books include Humanity Enhanced:
Genetic Choice and the Challenge for Liberal
Democracies (MIT Press, 2014).

“The prospect of little cloned
humans appears a baby
step closer. But let’s
not get carried away.”
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SHADIA B. DRURY

OP-ED

Disenchantment
and History

T

he election of Donald Trump has
left many Americans shaken to
the core. How could the United
States elect someone so vulgar, autocratic, and xenophobic to be the
leader of the free world? How could
Americans abandon their global mission in favor of his odious nationalism
of “blood and soil”? The anguish,
hopelessness, and despondency that
the election has evoked are rooted
in at least two naive expectations: a
romantic view of democracy and a
messianic view of history. This essay
will focus on the latter.
The messianic view of history is a
secularization of Christian eschatology
with its linear trajectory of creation,
fall, and salvation. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) applied this
eschatology to the history of humanity.
He believed that only the West could
lead human history toward freedom,
which Hegel did not distinguish from
morality. For him, history was a story
of human perfectibility.
Hegel was a believer in the Christian idea that there is a rose in every
cross, so he was not discouraged by

10
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the atrocities of the French Revolution
in his time. He regarded every setback,
outrage, or defeat as a prelude to a
spectacular triumph—at least in the
history of the West. He thought that
Oriental history was largely irrelevant
for the progress of humanity. In this
way, Hegel was the architect of faith
in progress driven by the West. Unfortunately, Hegel’s view was adopted by
liberal champions of colonialism, such
as John Stuart Mill, who believed that
the duty of the West was to civilize the
rest of humanity.

“[Hegel] believed that
only the West could lead
human history toward
freedom.”
In the twentieth century, the Holocaust led to a temporary decline in this
progressive view of history. However,
with the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the end of the Cold War, there
was a new resurgence of optimism.
But the election of Trump has led to
the return of disenchantment. In The
Retreat of Western Liberalism, Edward
Luce gives voice to the prevalence of
this sentiment. He recalls the euphoria of his youth in 1989 by echoing
Wordsworth on the French Revolution:
“Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, /
But to be young was very heaven.” In
1989, it looked as if the two scourges
of the twentieth century—fascism and
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communism—had been defeated.
The liberal global order of peace and
prosperity was at hand. Western liberal democracy was triumphant. The
march of freedom was unstoppable.
But now, this naïveté is giving way to a
temporary dose of realism.
In 2000, American neoconservatives enthusiastically embraced this
quasi-Hegelian naïveté. They thought
that their “unipolar moment” was an
opportunity to clean up after history—
starting with Afghanistan and Iraq,
moving quickly to Iran, and finally to
the remaking of the entire Middle
East. However, the eradication of a
few bad guys who were on the “wrong
side of history” proved more difficult
than they imagined. They found themselves bogged down in an endless
“war on terror” with “black sites” in
which opponents of the new global
order were secretly apprehended,
caged, tortured, and held indefinitely
without charges or due process. As Alexandre Kojève anticipated, the “end
of history” is bound to be a global
tyranny that must continually destroy
its enemies. The ascendancy of the
Democrats in 2008 provided some relief, but it did not call into question the
indispensability of American “global
leadership.”
Then, in 2016, there came along
a demagogue who understood the
sentiments of the people. He promised that the “stupid wars” would
come to an end. The billions spent on
Iraq and Afghanistan will be spent on
building American roads, airports, and
infrastructure. From now on it will be
“America First.” The demagogue was
elected—not because the people are
suckers, but because he had the common sense to break with the Washington consensus.
It is time to reject the triumphalist
view of history—which is not the same
as rejecting Western thought. Western
philosophers have never been of one
mind about progress. Sober minds,
including those of Homer, Sophocles,
Plato, Aristotle, and Edmund Burke,
have always assumed that civilizations
will rise and fall. It follows that history
is not guided by any particular end or
goal; there is no supreme and unsur-

passable model by which human society
must be organized. This does not mean
that some societies are not better than
others. However, a world in which only
one flower can bloom is bound to be
intolerable, because no single arrangement of society, including liberal democracy, can be superior to all others in
every respect. Every human civilization
has flaws, which eventually get the better of it. So, no matter how magnificent
it might be, every human civilization is
bound to decline and fade. The cyclical
view of history is not just a testament to
human folly but to human limitations.

“The ‘end of history’
is bound to be a global
tyranny that must continually destroy its enemies.”
In contrast, the messianic view of
history is not only naive, it undermines
the capacity for self-criticism because
the prospect of the salvation of humanity makes one’s atrocities seem paltry in
the balance. It is laughable for devotees
of the status quo to complain that the
economic protectionism of the new administration will destroy the liberal world
order—as if preemptive wars, targeted
killings, and secret prisons did not.
This is not a paean to the new administration, which is autocratic, divisive,
and contemptuous of the institutions of
liberal democracy: freedom of the press,
independence of the judiciary, and
equality before the law. The new administration seems adept only at creating
chaos, increasing corruption, augmenting inequality, antagonizing allies as well
as foes, and itching for war with Iran.
Nevertheless, a return to the status quo
is not an option; instead, a break with
the historical naïveté of America’s messianic nationalism is vital.
Shadia B. Drury is professor emerita at the
University of Regina in Canada. Her most recent
book is The Bleak Political Implications of Socratic
Religion (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

OPHELIA BENSON

OP-ED

The Prison
of Self

O

ne of the things I resent most
(personally resent most, as
opposed to fear most, hate
most, or despair at most) about Life
Under Trump is the way he makes it
impossible to think about anything
else. I resent having my thoughts
dragged back to him all the time, because there is so much more to think
about, so much that’s more important, more interesting, more valuable.
Trump himself is remarkably uninteresting—it never ceases to amaze
how empty his head is, how repetitive
and dull his words are, how shallow and embryonic his thoughts. The
phenomenon of him and the consequences of him do have a morbid sort
of interest, as he keeps demonstrating
how childishly outrageous he can be,
but that’s a function of his position
and not his own nature. Stripped of
the role and the money and plopped
down in a bus station, he would be
just another boring, cranky guy who
won’t stop talking; no one would give
him the time of day.
So how embarrassing and shameful is it that someone that vacuous
and ordinary managed to grab the
spotlight in such a thoroughgoing
way? More so than we can fathom,
which is why we can’t drag our attention away from him. I try to make
lemonade from this diabolical lemon
by viewing him as an object lesson
in the horrors of a Self that blots out
all other selves, a Moloch that sees
everyone else as mere tribute. Trump’s
inability to grasp or even perceive the
reality of other selves, other minds,
is so extreme it amounts to a handicap. He’s always artlessly informing
us that “everybody” says or thinks X

when what he means is that he thinks
X. Understanding the difference is a
well-studied stage in child development, and Trump hasn’t attained it
yet. The normal age is between four
and five.
It’s a major theme in literature as
in life, this business of grasping that
other people are as real as we are
and have their own thoughts and
desires. Characters who pay too much
deference to their own egos are a
staple, for reasons of plot but also because they tend to interest us. There
is a morbid fascination in watching
how far Trump will go in unabashed
self-involvement and self-serving, and
literary egotists have the same edge.
Often the story is one of redemption
from self-obsession to an awakening
to care for others. We can never hope
for that for Trump, but we can be
moved by it in stories.
We can be moved by it in King
Lear, for instance. Lear in the first half
of the play is very like Trump, in fact:
self-centered, demanding, and prone
to rage. Like Trump, he is greedy for
praise, and his method of dividing
his kingdom among his three daughters is to stage a flattery contest—an
act reminiscent of the notorious cabinet meeting at which everyone competed at telling Trump how amazing
he is while he nodded and beamed
with delight. When Lear’s youngest
daughter refuses to play the game, he
doesn’t just give her a smaller share of
the goods, he disowns her and curses
her. (Has anyone seen much of Tiffany
lately?)
But unlike Trump, Lear remains
capable of learning better, though he
has to lose everything and go mad
before he can do it. The two flattering daughters promptly turn on him
and strip him of all the royal perks,
right down to the golden faucets,
and he wanders out into A Storm On
A Heath—and that helpless vulnerability is what turns him around. He
was a royal blowhard who shouted
impatiently for his dinner ten seconds
after getting home, but once the cold
rain is falling on his head he realizes
it falls on other people too, and he is
left alone onstage to say so.
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Poor naked wretches, whereso’er
you are,
That bide the pelting of this pitiless
storm,
How shall your houseless heads
and unfed sides,
Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you
From seasons such as these? O, I
have ta’en
Too little care of this! Take physic,
pomp;
Expose thyself to feel what
wretches feel,
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show the heavens more just.

He’s meant to be “mad” at this
point, but in his madness he notices
what he never noticed before; it’s a
moment of secular redemption that
poor, limited Donald Trump will never
have. That’s our tragedy: that unlike
playwrights and novelists, we can’t
just write a change of heart into a
president’s script and make it happen.
Trump is stuck in his prison of self, and
we’re stuck with a selfish narcissist bent
on wrecking the joint.
So being stuck with him, what do
we do with him? If nothing else, he is
useful as a kind of moral scarecrow, a
Horrible Example, a model to point to
when we need to explain what’s wrong
with cruelty or lying or corruption. That
may be the one way Trump is remarkable: the many-sidedness of his badness and the complete absence of any
detectable good qualities. With most
baddies there is a “but” somewhere—
some talent or charm or skill to relieve
the bleak row of zeroes. But Trump?
I’ve tried hard to think of something,
and I turn up blanks. He’s a kind of substitute for the old devil-figure as a
model of pure evil: don’t be a bully or
an egomaniac or a liar, unless you want
to end up like him.
Ophelia Benson edits the Butterflies and Wheels website. She was formerly associate editor of
Philosopher’s Magazine and has coauthored several
books, including The Dictionary of Fashionable
Nonsense (Souvenir Press, 2004), Why Truth Matters
(Contiuum Books, 2006), and Does God Hate
Women? (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009).
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GREGORY S. PAUL

OP-ED

How Giant Birds
Help Disprove the
Existence of a
Good God

A

s you may recall, in my last
column I refuted the perverse
thesis of Christian apologists
such as William Lane Craig that because animals are too stupid to know
they truly suffer, the massive suffering of wild creatures does not argue
against the existence of a good god.
In this column, I’m going to examine a
related issue of animal anguish. Again,
we turn to Craig in his debate with
Stephen Law:1

“Because moas and
elephant birds were not
seriously preyed upon,
evolution did not adapt
them to reproduce
rapidly!”
Now let me say one more thing
about animal predation and suffering, since this featured largely in
[Law’s] argument. Animals are part
of a broader ecosystem in which
the human drama is played out.
And such an ecosystem must be
balanced if it’s to be viable. It is
no accident that every ecosystem
involves predators of some sort.
For example. I also recently saw a
program on television about how
the Canadian authorities are re1. www.reasonablefaith.org/does-godexist-the-craig-law-debate.
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introducing wolves into the wild
in Canada. Why? Because in the
absence of these predators the
caribou herds were over populating
because there was no one to pick
off the diseased and the aged. And
as a result they were overgrazing
and therefore dying of starvation!
The predators actually enhanced
the survivability and the health of
the caribou herds on which they
preyed, so that predators are an
essential part of an ecosystem. In
a world without predators, the insects would take over, since there
would be nothing to eat them, and
all the animals would soon die because all the vegetation would be
consumed by insects. And once the
insects had consumed all the vegetation, they would die off as well.
So any viable ecosystem needs
to have predation in it in order to
succeed.2

A giant elephant bird settling down to incubate its one gigantic egg. © Gregory Paul.

One reason Craig’s argument can
fool so many is because he makes
an assumption that almost everyone
does: that all creatures reproduce as
fast as they can. If the reproduction
of any given species is not culled by
some form of predation, it will overpopulate the planet and it will be a big
mess. Right?
Wrong.
Craig lied when he said it “is no accident that every ecosystem involves
predators of some sort.” There have
2. Quick notes: Craig does not know that
insects are animals. Specifically, invertebrate
animals; he should have said insects versus
vertebrates. Nor is it possible for herbivores
to totally wipe out the plants they munch on. I
have to tell bio-naive Craig everything.

Imagine a future where science and reason
serve as the foundation for our lives.
A future where free expression is guaranteed
everywhere around the world.
A future where old sectarian divisions have been
overcome by the common bond of secular ideals.
This is the future CFI is working toward. Together, we can achieve it.
It’s never too early to consider a planned gift—a legacy of reason.
Call today to reserve your copy of our
new gift-planning brochure—a helpful guide
through the many options available to you.
Then speak to your trusted financial advisor
or attorney. It’s as simple as that.
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Call Martina Fern today
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been places where big animals do not
fear big predators.
Before we get to those happier
locales, let us consider the big modern
ratites: your ostriches, rheas, emus,
and cassowaries. They all live on continents where they are subject to predation by big cats, hyenas, and canids—and on Australia, until recently,
thylacines. These big ground birds are
all fast breeders, what biologist call
r-strategists, a category that also includes rabbits and rodents. Every year
a given female ratite deposits half a
dozen to dozens of eggs in a communal nest, almost all of which are eaten

“The ‘balance of nature’
in which predators are
vital to keep things running right is … based on
flawed early bioscience
about a century ago and
long since refuted.”

as chicks by predators small and large.
Now let’s go back in time, but not
very long ago, less than one thousand years, when Europe was a Christian-dominated feudal hell of castles
and armored knights—and let’s move in
space to New Zealand and Madagascar.
There were gigantic birds then and
there: super ratites. On New Zealand nine species of moas, of which
the most titanic were twelve feet tall
and weighed over a third of a metric
ton. Madagascar sported the elephant
birds, a couple of species of which
were ten feet tall and also over a third
of a metric ton.
An interesting thing about the
moas and elephant birds: While living
ratites all have elegant, slender legs
14
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for running for their lives, the legs of
the island ratites were massive, clunky
affairs, even among the smaller species. Moas and elephant birds were
not adapted to run.
Why? Because there were no big
land predators to run from on Madagascar and New Zealand. So ecosystems can lack major predators. And
here is where things get very interesting when it comes to the non/existence of a good creator.
You see, we know how the super
birds of the islands reproduced. We
have preserved eggs and nests. When
an elephant bird nested, it laid only
one big egg per year. Moas deposited
just two eggs. The island ratites were
slow reproducing k-strategists.
Do you see where we are going
here, dear reader—and William Lane
Craig? Because moas and elephant
birds were not seriously preyed upon,
evolution did not adapt them to reproduce rapidly! Fast reproduction is
expensive in terms of the energy that
has to be put into all the eggs or fetuses and in the food that has to be
provided to the juveniles when such
parental care is provided. So most herbivores have to over-reproduce—but
only in order for enough juveniles to
survive all the blasted predators!
For a contemporary example of locales where herbivores do fine without
the presence of the loving god’s murderous large predators, try Darwin’s
Galapagos, where the giant tortoises
enjoy not constantly dreading being
mauled for lunch, the chronic fear that
afflicts most of the world’s beings.
The “balance of nature” in which
predators are vital to keep things running right is an old eco-trend concept based on flawed early bioscience
about a century ago and long since
refuted. Nature is out of control and
chaotic. Because predators force their
poor “victims” to adapt by evolving
survival mechanisms, including fast reproduction, to make up for the otherwise-unnecessary culling of so many
juveniles and adults, the predators are
causing the very problem that most
people think they are helpfully solving—rather like how the gun industry
urges people to purchase more guns
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to protect themselves from all the
guns the industry has already sold.
Think about it for a minute. Whether
pious or secular, some people like to
patter on about how the balance of
nature is okay because the predators
kill off the excess young and the defective, diseased, and aged. Say what?!
How can killing animal babies be a
good thing? And keep in mind, it’s
juveniles that are by far the most numerous targets of predators—as well
as those afflicted by birth defects and
disease or who are getting old. That’s
like Nazism.
All the more so because being
killed by predators is a form of death
by torture. There is no pressing biological need for a creator of our planet
to have either specially created or allowed the evolution of predators—or
parasites and diseases, for that matter.
If a creator had real intelligence and
true ethics, then it could have simply and caringly ensured (one way
or another) that all herbivores would
breed at a rate that would not result in
overtaxing the resources they depend
upon. When a given animal gets too
old to function properly, the creator
could arrange things so it would just
painlessly keel over and die. Remember, we are talking about a supernatural entity of immense if not infinite
power. It could set things up that way
if it wanted to.
That we instead live on a planet
plagued by ruthless killers is compatible with the following: There is no supernatural creator, and mindless evolution has stuck us with a dangerous
world of a whole lot of suffering. With
no one in charge, enormous amounts
of bad stuff has happened. Or, the
creator is sufficiently immoral to either
directly create or allow the evolution of
torturous killing organisms for no critical reason biologically or ethically. It’s
one or the other, folks.

Gregory S. Paul is an independent researcher,
analyst, and author. His latest book is The
Princeton Field Guide to Dinosaurs (Princeton
University Press, 2010).

JAMES A. HAUGHT

OP-ED

Secular Surge

T

he long-foreseen Secular Age
is arriving at a gallop. Survey
after survey finds snowballing increases in the numbers of Americans
who say their religion is “none.”
The 2017 American Family Survey
found that “nones” have climbed past
one-third of U.S. adults—the highest
ratio yet tallied. These churchless people have become the nation’s largest
“faith” category.
Released in November by Brigham
Young University, the nationwide poll
found that 34 percent of respondents
called themselves atheist, agnostic,
or “nothing in particular.” They outstripped Protestants (33 percent),
Catholics (21 percent), Jews (2 percent), Muslims (2 percent), Mormons
(1 percent), Hindus (1 percent), and
“other” (4 percent).
Meanwhile, a 2017 Pew Research
poll found that the ratio of Americans
who identify as religious has fallen
to about half. Only 48 percent chose
“religious and spiritual.” Twenty-seven
percent picked “spiritual but not religious”; 18 percent chose “neither religious nor spiritual”; and 6 percent said
they’re “religious but not spiritual.”
Also in 2017, the Public Religion
Research Institute (PRRI) issued a report saying: “Today, only 43 percent
of Americans identify as white and
Christian. In 1976, roughly eight in ten
(81 percent) of Americans identified as
white and identified with a Christian
denomination.”
Of course, part of this stunning
decline stems from demographics. A
flood of Asians, Hispanics, blacks, Pacific Islanders, and others swells America’s populace, reducing the ratio of
traditional European whites. However,

relentless retreat of religion is also a
major factor in the change.
Based on a survey of more than
100,000 responders in all fifty states,
PRRI said those who answer openly
that they have no religion now constitute one-fourth of adults, exceeding
Catholics (21 percent), white evangelicals (16 percent), and all lesser groups.
Several previous studies have
found a relentless retreat of religion
in Western democracies. It began in
Europe after World War II and then
spread to Canada, Australia, Japan,
New Zealand, and the like. At first,
America seemed an exception—but
the trend has finally arrived in full
force.
The first U.S. victim was tall-steeple mainline Protestantism with its
seminary-educated ministers and progressive political views. Mainline denominations began collapsing in the
1960s and have since lost millions of
American members. Next, Catholics
deserted their church in droves—an
exodus so great that one-tenth of U.S.
adults today are ex-Catholics. Finally,
belatedly, losses began hitting white
evangelicals.
PRRI founder Robert P. Jones, author of The End of White Christian
America, commented:
This report provides solid evidence
of a new, second wave of white
Christian decline that is occurring
among white evangelical Protestants just over the last decade in
the United States. Prior to 2008,
white evangelical Protestants
seemed to be exempt from the
waves of demographic change and
disaffiliation that were eroding the
membership bases of white mainline Protestants and white Catholics. We now see that these waves
simply crested later for white evangelical Protestants.

PRRI Research Director Daniel
Cox said young Americans especially
are quitting religion—many of them
disgusted by intolerant, bigoted values among fundamentalists who denounce gays, try to outlaw abortion,
protest Hollywood sexuality, want to
keep marijuana illegal, and the like.
“The young are much less likely to
believe this is a ‘Christian nation’ or
to give preference to Christian iden-

tity,” Cox said. “It’s no longer the
case among young people that being
religious is necessarily a positive attribute.”
Gays renounce religion at nearly
double the rate of “straights.” The
PRRI study found that 46 percent of
them say their faith is “none.”
America’s church losses have political implications. White evangelicals
are the heart of the Republican Party,
while younger, college-educated
“nones” loom large in the Democratic
base. The GOP segment is shrinking
while the liberal group is growing.
Unfortunately, many “nones” don’t
vote—but their rise nonetheless shifts
America’s culture and values.

“PRRI said those who
answer openly that they
have no religion now
constitute one-fourth
of adults, exceeding
Catholics (21 percent),
white evangelicals
(16 percent), and all
lesser groups.”

Western civilization moves through
epochs—the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the
Colonial Era, the rise of democracy,
and so on. I think the West now is
firmly in the Secular Era, when supernatural religion fades to a discredited
fringe. The Muslim world remains
mired in magical faith, with tragic consequences, but the West is shifting
toward mental honesty.
James A. Haught is editor emeritus of West
Virginia’s largest newspaper, The Charleston
Gazette-Mail, and is a senior editor of F ree
I nquiry .
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GARY WHITTENBERGER

OP-ED

The Myth of
Rationalist Dogma

W

hen I receive my copy of Free
Inquiry in the mail, I usually
read it cover-to-cover within
a week or maybe two. When I read the
February/March 2018 issue (Volume
38, Number 2), I was shocked and dismayed by a couple of the articles, especially “Rationalist Dogma” by Greta
Christina. While I have agreed with
and liked most of Christina’s previous
essays in FI, I strongly disagree with
most of what she said in this one. Let
the sunshine in.
First, I strongly disagree with Christina when she claims that rationalists
have dogma. They don’t. A dogma is
a set of beliefs impervious to change.
Rationalists embrace the belief that
all beliefs, including their own, should
be subject to change if given good
evidence, reasons, or arguments to
change them. Even that core belief
is subject to change. That said, it is
always possible that some people who
identify as rationalists are just mistaken
about themselves.
Christina claims that one belief of
rationalist dogma is that “we should
always be willing to listen to people
who disagree with us.” Here she is
setting up a “straw man,” or maybe I
should say “straw woman.” Rationalists almost never direct or recommend
anyone to “always” do something.
We should usually be willing to listen
to people who disagree with us but
not always.
Christina asserts that when we listen
to ideas with which we strongly disagree “we’re making these ideas seem
reasonable.” Nothing could be further
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Free Inquiry June/July 2018

from the truth. Ideas are made reasonable or unreasonable by the processes
by which people reach them, not by
whether they are listened to or not.
Nobody doubts Christina’s claim
that she has many times heard assertions that women are inferior to men
or that women are born to serve men.
Haven’t we all heard these ridiculous
claims? But Christina and others seem
to be getting more and more satisfied
with labeling the remarks “contempt
and abuse” and moving on rather than
challenging and debating the persons
who make them. We rationalists still
need some “firebrands” in our ranks
to stand up and civilly challenge these
unfounded ideas.

“Ideas are made
reasonable or
unreasonable by the
processes by which
people reach them, not
by whether
they are listened
to or not.”

While we don’t have the time or
energy to challenge every false or
probably false idea, we should take
the initiative in some cases—yes, even
in the cases of street preachers with
bullhorns. We should patiently listen
and then say, “I disagree, and here is
why.”
Christina asserts that bad ideas
beat good ones all the time. That is
certainly true, but it is not a satisfactory
objection to say “The best response
to a bad idea is a good idea.” Good
ideas beat bad ideas most of the
time, and that is one reason we rationalists should challenge and debate
bad ideas. Christina is correct that
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good ideas often require work, but
frequently the work can’t start until
the good idea is presented against a
contrary bad idea.
Christina worries that “when we
calmly debate bad ideas, we’re giving them a certain amount of credibility and a wider platform.” Wider
platform? Yes. More credibility? No.
When a bad idea is juxtaposed with a
contradicting good idea, the bad idea
or the presenter of it loses credibility!
Of course, when a rationalist agrees to
debate somebody, this may increase
the audience.
Christina has doubts about whether
we should debate creationists. Doesn’t
she realize that belief in evolution is a
minority view in American culture? We
certainly should debate creationists!
In this context by “we” I am talking
about articulate rationalist biologists.
Here is a general rule that might be
helpful in deciding when to enter a formal debate: “If a bad idea is believed
by half or more of the anticipated audience, then enter the debate. If not,
then stay out.” In my opinion, Bill Nye
was right to debate Ken Ham.
Christina says “Good ideas are
often an effective response to bad
ones ... . But that’s not the only tool
in the toolbox.” This is another “straw
woman.” Which rationalists have said
that opposing bad ideas with good
ones is the only tool in the toolbox?
Please identify these rationalists.
Christina advocates “open, passionate contempt” as an effective response to a bad idea, and it often is.
However, it is made more effective
when paired with a good idea in opposition to the bad one.
Christina seems to support a kind
of censorship. She implies that neither
rationalists such as her nor the government should give “platforms and
microphones to bad ideas.” Really?
Such an approach would unnecessarily obstruct freedom of speech, one
of our most cherished values. Bad
ideas are going to get “platforms and
microphones” whether Christina or
other rationalists like it or not. The only
question is whether she or other rationalists will step up and demand equal
time to challenge, doubt, and debate

the bad ideas. Shining the light on bad
ideas makes them both more visible
and vulnerable.
Christina is correct that “for years
now, thousands of online discussion
sites have been unmoderated—or
barely moderated with few guidelines
and little enforcement,” but this shows
a lack of disinfecting sunlight, not an
abundance of it. Moderators should
have a few basic rules—no threats, ad
hominems, personal attacks, encouragements of violence, and so forth—
and should enforce these rules with
progressive discipline. This is part of
the needed sunlight. However, Chris-

tina fails to recognize the opposite
problem: some moderators simply
quickly ban people who civilly present
bad ideas or ideas, either good or
bad, which they personally disagree
with. If Christina were a moderator,
would she ban a person who politely
expressed any of these bad ideas:
“Women should never have been
given the right to vote”; “All atheists
are going to hell”; and “All Trump
voters were stupid”? I was recently
quickly banned from one discussion
because I presented rationally the idea
that “fetuses in the third trimester are
persons.” Unfortunately, in the world

of Internet discussions, moderators
make both false negative and false
positive errors.
In her essay, Christina ends with:
“When we replace nuance and context with absolutism, we turn ideas
into dogma.” She is right about this.
However, none of the three ideas she
ranted against are dogmatic or absolutist. They are just general ideas that
are usually correct or helpful. Let the
sunshine in.
Gary Whittenberger is a retired psychologist, current president of CFI Tallahassee, and author of
the book God Wants You to Be an Atheist.

Stephen Hawking, Theoretical Physicist
and Atheist, Dies at Seventy-Six
Stephen Hawking was born January 8, 1942, in Oxford, England. He studied at University College, Oxford, and later at
the University of Cambridge. In 1966, Hawking wrote his thesis,
Properties of Expanding Universes.
Only three years prior, Hawking had received the diagnosis
of a rare early-onset slow-progressing form of motor neurone
disease (commonly known as ALS or Lou Gehrig’s Disease). The
disease gradually paralyzed him over his life, limiting his movements and speech. He was widely known for his robotic speech,
which he chose himself and grew to identify as his own voice.
While he was most known for his work in theoretical physics,
Hawking was also an atheist. Some say he held hidden religious
beliefs because in his 1988 book, A Brief History of Time, he
wrote, “The whole history of science has been the gradual realization that events do not happen in an arbitrary manner, but
that they reflect a certain underlying order, which may or may
not be divinely inspired. … It would be the ultimate triumph of
human reason—for then we should know the mind of God.”
Later, in various interviews, his atheism became clearer. In
2011 in a Discovery Channel documentary, Hawking stated
“We are each free to believe what we want and it is my view
that the simplest explanation is there is no God. No one created
the universe and no one directs our fate.”
To solidify his lack of beliefs, Hawking revealed his true
intentions in a 2014 interview with the Spanish newspaper El
Mundo: “What I meant by ‘we would know the mind of God’ is, we would know everything that God
would know, if there were a God. Which there isn’t. I’m an atheist.”
The simple fact that Hawking thought that we all have just one life, despite his one life including the
debilitating Lou Gehrig’s Disease, strengthened some atheists’ lack of religious belief.
Stephen Hawking died on March 14, 2018, at the age of seventy-six, after living more than fifty years
with Lou Gehrig’s Disease despite having been told at its onset that he’d only live a few more years.
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LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“James Madison Memorial Committee
“A national committee is being formed to honor James Madison, the fourth
president of the United States. This new group, being organized by [University of Richmond Professor] Robert Alley, will seek to have Montpelier, Madison’s Virginia home, declared a National Historic Landmark.
“Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan [D.—New York] will introduce legislation
in the Senate to make this possible. One of the goals of the committee is to
enlist citizen support. For further details, write to Professor Alley ... .”
—Boxed announcement, Free Inquiry, Volume 3, No. 2 (Spring 1983)
Editor’s Note: Robert S. Alley, the author of numerous books defending the
separation of church and state, became a contributing editor to Free Inquiry.
He died in 2006. The James Madison Memorial Committee was promptly
successful, facilitating Montpelier’s private owners in transferring the estate to
the National Trust for Historic Preservation in 1984. Public and private funders
raised $25 million to restore the estate to its Madison-era appearance; it was
rededicated in 2008 and now operates as James Madison’s Montpelier, a
museum property in Orange, Virginia.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“Any impulse to solve mysteries could be seriously inimical to the spread of
a mind virus. It would not, therefore, be surprising if the idea that ‘mysteries
are better not solved’ was a favored member of a mutually supporting gang
of viruses. ...
“Roman Catholics whose belief in infallible authority compels them to
accept that wine becomes physically transformed into blood despite all appearances refer to the ‘mystery’ of the transubstantiation. Calling it a mystery
makes everything O.K. you see.”
—Richard Dawkins, “Viruses of the Mind,” Free Inquiry, Volume 13, No. 3
(Summer 1993)
Editor’s Note: “Viruses of the Mind” was one of the first articles by Dawkins
to appear in a U.S. publication applying his theory of memetics to the transmission of religious ideas, which he compared to viral contagion.
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Rationalist Dogma
Greta Christina (“Rationalist
Dogma,” FI, February/March 2018)
would have us believe that open
debate is an overrated vehicle for
free speech and, worse, an exercise that often subverts social
justice while masquerading as
the free exchange of ideas in the
civic square. When we bring “bad
ideas” under debate, we harm society by rendering them credible to
persons whose minds are corrupt
or susceptible to evil persuasion.
The implicit remedy for such
dysfunction, instituted by the fallacies of “rationalist dogma,” supports current deplatforming activism: Self-appointed “trust-me”
authorities should ban “bad ideas”
from as many public platforms
as possible—whether online or
at universities—thereby preventing “unacceptable thought” from
reaching a wider audience and further harming marginalized people.
Democracy offers a liberal if
messier alternative: Protect the widest range of speech, generally permitting vulgar and hateful speech
in the cacophony of the blogosphere and in shouting matches
on street corners while prohibiting
violence, threats, or incitements to
violence. More productively, promote numerous venues of debate
regulated by order and civility at
universities, conferences, town
hall meetings, and, of course, online sites where people can argue
diverse adversarial views from
multiple perspectives. Through
continuous dialogue, we-the-people may well develop better and

better ideas for human flourishing.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California
Greta Christina recommends open,
passionate contempt for those we
oppose, since people believe based
on what other people believe. This
seems more like indulging in the
emotional pleasure of insulting your
enemies than a rational strategy.
And while she’s right that much of
what people believe they get from
what others tell them, this only
works when they like and respect
the person who’s doing the telling.
A far better strategy is
to be likable and show that
negative stereotypes others have about us are wrong.
Listening to people you disagree with can be very useful. It
is helpful to know more clearly
what they think so we can better
devise strategies for changing
their minds. But perhaps more
important is that thoughtful listening helps to gain their respect.

Robert Korn
Cary, North Carolina

Skinner’s View
In his op-ed “Go Ahead, Beat Your
Dog—If You’re a Christian” (FI, February/March 2018), Gregory Paul
suggests that B. F. Skinner made the
claim that “since we can’t really tell
what’s going on inside the brains of
animals, we may presume they are
automatons.” Nothing could be
further from the truth. Skinner was
fully aware that non-human species
have emotions, and he was far from
indifferent to them. One of his early
studies was on measuring anxiety in
the rat (Estes, William K., and Burrhus F. Skinner. “Some quantitative
properties of anxiety.” Journal of
Experimental Psychology 29, no. 5
[1941]: 390), and he was famously
against the use of punishment
in general. He devoted an entire
chapter of his book Science and
Human Behavior to punishment,
subtitled “A Questionable Technique,” and he and his students de-

veloped a method called “errorless
learning” so that pigeons and rats
could learn to discriminate between
two stimuli without ever experiencing punishment for mistakes. Skinner and his colleagues went on
to use the principles of errorless
learning to develop positive reinforcement–based methods of programmed instruction for humans.
Perhaps the clearest indication of Paul’s error with respect to
B. F. Skinner and animal cruelty is
Karen Pryor’s development of an
entirely positive approach to dog
training based on Skinner’s research. Pryor’s book Don’t Shoot
the Dog! has been one of the
most popular and highly praised
guides to pet training for decades.
Paul seems to have confused
B. F. Skinner with the French philosopher René Descartes, who
did compare animal behavior to
the movements of automatons.

Stuart Vyse, PhD
Psychologist, Author, Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry Fellow

Gregory Paul responds:
My quick mention of Skinner reflected the ubiquitous claims in
late twentieth century biological literature and media that the
famed Skinner’s work was widely
promoted as a scientific reason
to avoid the anthropomorphization—or as used to be said, the
“Disneyfication”—of animal minds.
In The Chronicles of Higher Education, B. Keim explains Skinner’s
insistence that other animals are
only “conscious in the sense of
being under stimulus control” and
experience pain with no more conscious resonance than “they see
a light or hear a sound” (https://
www.chronicle.com/article/Animal-Minds/237915). The basic idea
is that because we cannot directly
read the minds of cats and cows,
and because they are not humans,
we should avoid the conceit that
like people, they possess a deep
conscious experience of emotions.
Instead the latter are mere stimuli
that compel animals to take actions
made without conscious contemplation. My point was that because

biology was once dominated by
this Skinnerian-derived paradigm,
a bio-naive Craig still imagines that
modern science can be misused to
excuse the massive suffering of animals allowed by his perfect God.

Jesus: Mything the Point?
Regarding Bill Cooke’s articles,
Jesus: Mything the Point?, FI, February/March 2018: We know that
there was no active settlement in
Nazareth in the early first century
because we have no writing at that
time outside of the Bible about
Jesus. We know there was no “census” as proposed in Luke 2 bringing
Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem. We
know that the Romans would have
never crucified a man for blasphemy
nor crucify those two “thieves.”
Cooke even says the Gospels were
probably about Yeshua ben Yosef.
Isn’t he saying the same thing
as Robert M. Price, Rene Salm,
Earl Doherty, Frank Zindler, Richard Carrier, et al.—that “Jesus
of Nazareth” did not exist and
the Bible Jesus is an amalgam
of various religious zealots, one
of whom might have been a real
man named Yeshua ben Yosef?

Michael Paulkovich

Melbourne Beach, Florida
Regarding the February/March
2018 issue: Why still another issue
feature on the “myth or non-myth
nature of Jesus”? It’s like thinking
about the concept of hell: “What’s
the point of it?” I suggest the authors debate it among themselves
and leave the rest of us free of this
inquiry. Considering the majority
of American Humanist members
are atheist/agnostic, why shouldn’t
we feel this way about articles on
just another god-man? Would
you feature learned writers discussing the existences, attributes,
and deeds of Paul Bunyan or the
search for Cinderella’s glass slipper?

Carl Scheiman
Walpole, Maine

(Continued on p. 65)
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Appreciating the Unknown Ingersoll
Tom Flynn

I

n my editorial in this issue, I contend that agnostic orator
Robert Green Ingersoll was all but stricken from history
thanks to conservative Christians who used their influence
to “disappear” him, along with other Gilded Age reformers including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Matilda Joslyn
Gage. (If you’re thinking, “Elizabeth Cady Stanton was
disappeared? She’s famous!,” perhaps you skipped over
my editorial. I’ll wait.)
One of the few American communities that bucked this
trend has been the humanist/atheist/freethought movement, where Ingersoll’s memory has been enthusiastically
preserved. Yet even among Free Inquiry readers, there are
things about Ingersoll that hardly anyone knows. In this
issue, as we celebrate that the Robert Green Ingersoll
Birthplace Museum has now greeted the public for twenty-five consecutive summers and falls, I’d like to spotlight
little-known facts about Ingersoll. I’ll begin with some
curiosities. Then I’ll review some aspects of Ingersoll’s legacy that we might justly find disturbing. After all, if we are
realists who live up to our rhetoric about free inquiry, then
we should not have idols. And if we insist on having idols
all the same—and let’s face it, Ingersoll pulls many of us
in that direction if anyone can—then we must never lose
sight of their feet of clay. Indeed, we can take heart when
we glimpse the pasty glint of kaolin on our idols’ boots. It
reminds us that they were human beings like us, and that
we are not as far removed from them as we might think
when we stand in awe of their achievements.
So here are some little-known aspects of the Gilded
Age phenomenon that was Robert Green Ingersoll: the
quirky and the unsettling.
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Charlton Heston owed it all to Ingersoll. Well, half of it.

The Quirky
Another Fine Messala. In 1876, Ingersoll encountered a
former Civil War general and future governor of the New
Mexico Territory on a train. Asked whether there existed
a god, a devil, and a heaven, Ingersoll replied each time,
“I don’t know: do you?” He then improvised a two-hour
recitation of the case against religion. After that fateful
rail journey, the former general and future governor reflected on Ingersoll’s words. His faith briefly wavered. But
ultimately he recommitted to Christianity—fiercely so. He
resolved to write a popular novel that would encapsulate
his restored convictions.
That former general and future governor was Lew Wallace, and that novel was Ben-Hur, the number-one bestseller of the entire nineteenth century. It inspired a 1925

INGERSOLL MUSEUM SILVER ANNIVERSARY
silent-film spectacular, the still-beloved 1959 adaptation
starring Charlton Heston, and the leaden 2016 remake that
so deservedly fell stillborn from the screen.
Heston owed half his fame to his portrayal of Moses in
The Ten Commandments (1956) and most of the other half
to his portrayal of Judah Ben-Hur in William Wyler’s towering if saccharine epic. If not for Ingersoll, the latter film
might never have been. The mind reels.
Sartorial Stereotyping. Though he championed birth control, Ingersoll was otherwise no friend of sex radicals. In one
of his most popular lectures, he declared: “I hold in utter
contempt the opinions of those long-haired men and shorthaired women who denounce the institution of marriage.”
In the twentieth century, the famed evangelist Billy Sunday
(1862–1935) revived “long-haired men and short-haired
women” as a label for cultural radicals. From Sunday’s
rhetoric, the phrase moved into cultural currency; during
the 1960s, it was frequently hurled at hippies and so-called
“women’s libbers.” Few who used it then knew they were
borrowing from Billy Sunday. Fewer still knew that Sunday,

would be prominent among patrons of the arts in Washington and New York, enjoying access to (and often influencing) the latest intellectual and cultural developments. Still,
given Ingersoll’s background, it is remarkable how often
and in how many areas his thinking was ahead of its time—
so much so that his best-loved passages read as though
composed decades later than they were. Others, however,
are thumpingly obvious products of their day.
For example, to modern readers Ingersoll’s portrayals of
the oppressiveness of church life often read as overblown.

“Famed evangelist Billy Sunday …
(unknowingly?) borrowed one of his
trademark figures of speech from the
Great Agnostic.”

perhaps the most prominent revival preacher of his era, had
(unknowingly?) borrowed one of his trademark figures of
speech from the Great Agnostic.
Where There’s Smoke, There’s … Asked by an earnest
young businessman to lend his name to a new brand of
cigars, Ingersoll not only agreed but supplied a motto: “Let
us smoke in this world and not in the next.” (He endorsed
an Ingersoll whiskey, too; you can see a label at the Birthplace Museum.)
The Unsettling
Ingersoll Had His Limits. Ingersoll was a popularizer, not
a philosopher. Originally a frontier autodidact with little
formal education, his thought was unsystematic and sometimes inconsistent. He was an intuitive radical, well-read but
irregularly exposed to the most sophisticated scholarship of
his time; at least this was true during his young adulthood,
when he formed many of his key concepts. Later in life he

Robert Green Ingersoll, studio portrait by famed photographer Matthew Brady. Image restored by Ralph McGeehan.

To place Ingersoll’s thinking about religion in perspective, it is worthwhile to consider the religious landscape of
his youth. While Ingersoll was growing up, popular religion
was ubiquitous, demanding, and burdensome in ways
twenty-first century Americans may find difficult to imagine.
Theological and Biblical literalism were the norm. Many
American Christians accepted harsh Calvinistic doctrines,
including predestination (a small number of souls had
been pre-selected by God to be saved; the rest would be
damned, and nothing could be done about it) and human
depravity (people were innately evil; each of us deserved
damnation, and none could do better except by unmerited
grace). Most churches, Calvinist or not, set great store by a
secularhumanism.org
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literal and horrifying vision of hellfire. Sunday services usually consumed several hours; religious restrictions on dress,
food, and behavior imposed harsh boundaries on everyday
life. In two brief passages describing the time of Thomas
Paine, Ingersoll vividly captured the religious atmosphere
of his own early years: “Sabbaths used to be prisons. Every
Sunday was a Bastille.” “[T]he world was religious, the
pulpit was the real throne, and the churches were making
every effort to crush out of the brain the idea that it had the
right to think.”
For contemporary readers, then, Ingersoll’s religious
critique has a tilting-at-windmills quality; some of it was
judged naive by religion scholars of his own time. But for
the audience to whom it was addressed—ordinary Americans, most of whom had grown up within literalistic and repressive traditions—Ingersoll’s critique was bold, revelatory,
and often liberating.

ually explicit text on animal husbandry. Ingersoll found all
this unseemly. Still, after Bennett’s first such arrest, Ingersoll
successfully advocated to get the charges dropped. After
the second, Ingersoll’s personal entreaty to President Rutherford B. Hayes to pardon Bennett was rebuffed. The third,
in 1879, led to a high-profile prosecution and to Bennett’s
imprisonment. (The case would also furnish a murky standard for obscenity on which American law would rely until
1959.) Bennett’s defense attorney was one Thaddeus Burr
Wakeman. Wakeman was also president of the National
Liberal League, the nation’s principal freethought organization; Ingersoll was a vice president of the League.
Wakeman championed motions committing the League
to defend anyone accused of violating the Comstock
laws and demanding the laws’ unconditional repeal. This
might have led the League to defend pornographers
and to favor opening the mails to obscene materials. Ingersoll lobbied ardently for counter-proposals under which the League would
defend only persons whose work had
been judged non-obscene and germane
to freethought; he wished to leave the
“Given Ingersoll’s background, it is remarkable
obscenity statutes otherwise intact. At
a tempestuous League meeting in Chihow often and in how many areas his thinking
cago in September 1880, Ingersoll actuwas ahead of its time.”
ally spoke in favor of destroying obscene
works: “There is not a man here who is not
in favor, when these books and pictures
Another reason Ingersoll may seem “dated” to modern come into the control of the United States, of burning them
readers is that so many of his once-radical ideas about up when they are manifestly obscene.” For once Ingersoll’s
religion became the norm in the decades immediately fol- eloquence came up short. Wakeman’s motions passed, and
lowing his death.
Ingersoll angrily resigned from the League.
The Conservative Radical. Ingersoll’s social ideas seemed Ingersoll and Scientism. Ingersoll shared with many liberals
decades ahead of their time, especially his bold visions of his day a tendency toward scientism, the belief that sciof equality for women. Yet those coexisted with deeply ence alone can render true judgments about the world or
conservative ideas about marriage and the family (see that science should be elevated above all other disciplines.
his “long-haired men and short-haired women” passage In one oft-quoted passage, he called science “the only
above). And yes, he actually said, “The marriage of the one possible savior of mankind.” In his popular lecture “Superman to the one woman is the citadel and fortress of civili- stition,” Ingersoll thundered:
zation.” He also declared, “I regard marriage as the holiest
We know that science has given us all we have of value.
institution among men. … Anything that tends to destroy
Science is the only civilizer. It has freed the slave, clothed
the family is perfectly devilish and infamous.” (For all that,
the naked, fed the hungry, lengthened life, given us homes
his own marriage and family life were by all accounts nearly
and hearths, pictures and books, ships and railways,
idyllic.)
telegraphs and cables, engines that tirelessly turn the
countless wheels, and it has destroyed the monsters, the
This dichotomy strained Ingersoll’s relations with the
phantoms, the winged horrors that filled the savage brain.
freethought organizations of his day. Among the moveScience is the real redeemer. … It will destroy bigotry
ment’s other leaders was D. M. Bennett, founder and editor
in all its forms. It will put thoughtful doubt above thoughtof the influential freethought newspaper The Truth Seeker.
less faith. It will give us philosophers, thinkers and savants,
Bennett frequently reprinted Ingersoll lectures. He was
instead of priests, theologians and saints. It will abolish
also a ruthless critic of Anthony Comstock, the relentless
poverty and crime, and greater, grander, nobler than all
else, it will make the whole world free.
decency crusader to whom in 1873 the U.S. Congress had
granted extraordinary police powers. Comstock repeatedly
It’s a grand dream, but we’re still waiting.
contrived to arrest Bennett for distributing “obscene” materials, usually sex-radical tracts or, more amusingly, a sex- Ingersoll’s Odd, Odd Ideas about Eternity. Among Inger22
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soll’s major contentions, the one that rings strangest today
is his fervent belief in eternity—for the universe. He saw
the cosmos as governed by rigid Newtonian mechanism:
“Nature is but an endless series of efficient causes.” From
this he somehow concluded that matter is necessarily indestructible and time necessarily without end: “There was no
beginning, and there can be no end.” In terms of twenty-first
century science, Ingersoll was just wildly wrong. Yet he
drew from this a puzzling argument that God’s existence is
impossible, reasoning that if matter and force “can neither
be increased nor diminished … [i]t follows that nothing has
been or can be created; that there never has been or can
be a creator.”
Ingersoll’s lecture “What Is Religion?”
contains a typical statement of his determinism:
That which has not happened, could not.
The present is the necessary product of
all the past, the necessary cause of all the
future.
In the infinite chain there is, and there
can be, no broken, no missing link. The
form and motion of every star, the climate
of every world, all forms of vegetable and animal life, all instinct, intelligence and conscience, all assertions and denials, all vices and virtues, all thoughts and dreams, all hopes
and fears, are necessities. Not one of the countless things
and relations in the universe could have been different.

turer in medicine at the University of Tübingen, Büchner
published a sensational philosophical work, Kraft und Stoff
(Force and Matter, 1855), in which he presented the dubious argument for the indestructibility of matter and force on
which Ingersoll drew. Büchner’s physicalist materialism represented an extrapolation of scientific findings to the realm
of philosophy; it was as much a protest against Hegelian
idealism as against Christian views of the cosmos. The work
created a scandal that drove Büchner from Tübingen, but it
was enthusiastically received by freethinkers. A major figure
in his day, Büchner now stands as a curiosity of science and
philosophy.

“For contemporary readers … Ingersoll’s religious
critique has a tilting-at-windmills quality.”

In this Ingersoll was roughly in agreement with many scientists of the day, though scientists were more likely to posit
an eternal cosmos based on incomplete empirical data or
theoretical grounds.
Critics of orthodox religion since the Enlightenment had
drawn support from the idea of an eternal and mechanistic
universe. An eternal cosmos flatly contradicted the Genesis
narrative of God creating the universe at a specific point in
time. And a mechanistic universe made it easier to imagine
an order of the heavens that did not involve a designer. But
Ingersoll’s determinism sprang from a very specific philosophy of science rooted in European radical materialism.
“It is the crowning glory of our century,” Ingersoll proclaimed, “to have demonstrated the indestructibility and
the eternal persistence of force. Neither matter nor force
can be increased nor diminished. Force cannot exist apart
from matter. Matter exists only in connection with force,
and consequently, a force apart from matter, and superior
to nature, is a demonstrated impossibility.” Ingersoll openly
credited the source of his thinking: “This has been shown
by several scientists, but most clearly, most forcibly by
Büchner.”
Friedrich Karl Christian Ludwig Büchner was a physician,
philosopher, and a founder of the German freethought
movement. With Carl Vogt and Jacob Moleschott, Büchner
carried forward the radical materialism of eighteenth-century
French thinker Julien Offray de La Mettrie. While a lec-

Following Büchner led Ingersoll into some curious presumptions:
It has been demonstrated that the earth would fall to the
sun, only for the fact, that it is attracted by other worlds,
and those worlds must be attracted by other worlds still
beyond them, and so on, without end. This proves the material universe to be infinite. If an infinite universe has been
made out of an infinite god, how much of the god is left?

Summing Up
Though much of Ingersoll’s thinking was startlingly advanced, in other ways he was, indelibly, a thinker of his time.
How could it be otherwise with someone who spent more
than four decades in the public eye, opining on almost
every issue that crossed his path? (Don’t get me started on
his ideas about monetary policy.) Nonetheless, he deserves
to be treated far better by history than he has been.
Warts and all, Robert Green Ingersoll remains “the most
remarkable American that most people never heard of.”
Adapted from Tom Flynn, “Robert Green Ingersoll, 1833–1899”
in Tom Flynn and Julia Lavarnway, eds., Religions Are for a Day:
Robert Green Ingersoll Appreciated (Amherst, N.Y.: Inquiry Press,
2014), portions of which earlier appeared in S. T. Joshi, ed., Icons of
Unbelief (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing, 2008).

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree I nquiry and director of the Robert Green Ingersoll
Birthplace Museum and the Freethought Trail. He was a founding board
member of the New York Cultural Heritage Tourism Network.
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Ingersoll, the Premature Feminist
Susan Jacoby

I

tation in late nineteenth-century America.
Yet Paine was one of the many male Enlightenment
thinkers who were sympathetic to women’s rights in private
but did little to promote them publicly. As the Thomas Paine
National Historical Association notes, many Enlightenment
figures, even though they personally believed in women’s
equality, feared that a challenge to the sexual power structure of society would hurt the primary revolutionary goal
of overturning autocracies and hereditary monarchies and
replacing them with a society based on the rights of man.
And I do mean man, not woman.1
While men such as Paine believed that women were
entitled to human rights, they viewed the function of the
female sex in society as intrinsically different from that of
men. In “An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex” (1775),
Paine observed that women of every era in all countries
had, almost without exception, been “adored and
oppressed” by men. If a woman were to defend
her sex, Paine speculated, she might remind men
that “Our duties are different from yours, but they
are not therefore less difficult to fulfill, or of less
“Paine was one of the many male
consequence to society. They are the fountains of
your felicity, and the sweetness of life. We are the
Enlightenment thinkers who were sympawives and mothers.”2
thetic to women’s rights in private but did
There is scholarly disagreement over whether
little to promote them publicly.”
Paine was actually the author of this essay, but it
is entirely consistent with his writings throughout
his life. He believed in the goodness and humanity
Even if I did not have numerous other reasons to admire of women, but there is little evidence that he considered
Ingersoll, I would revere him for speaking about the rights women the equals of men in intellect or public affairs. A
and wrongs of women in a passionate, forthright, and con- woman’s rights were based on the “feminine difference.”
sistent fashion absent from the discourse of most male free- Despite the emergence of many exceptional women during
thinkers who gave birth to the Enlightenment and who took the Enlightenment (among them Mary Wollstonecraft, the
part in the secular movements of the nineteenth century.
Thomas Paine, whose critical role as a propagandist for 1. The Thomas Paine National Historical Association has a rather weaselly
the American Revolution was downplayed in the nineteenth statement on the subject at http://thomaspaine.org/aboutpaine/whatwas-thomas-paine-s-stance-on-women-s-rights.html.
century as a result of his irreverence toward religion, was 2. This excerpt comes from The Life and Writings of Thomas Paine (New
one of Ingersoll’s heroes. The Great Agnostic played an York, Vincent Parke and Company, 1908), p. 186. It is my view that the
important role in the well-deserved revival of Paine’s repu- essay does reflect Paine’s thinking on the subject.
n 1890, Robert Green Ingersoll wrote a powerful essay
in which he denounced the neglect and oppression of
women workers by both their emerging unions and their
bosses. Economic justice, he insisted, must apply to women
as well as men. Instead, women were the worst-paid, worsttreated workers in the United States. “Think of the sewing
women in this city,” he said, “and yet we call ourselves
civilized.”
Men must understand, Ingersoll argued, that just as all
who labor are their brothers, “all women who labor are
their sisters.” Ingersoll wrote these words more than two
decades before the Triangle Shirtwaist fire. The fire, which
killed 145 workers (123 of them women), remains the deadliest workplace “accident”—in fact, the catastrophe was a
predictable consequence of abysmal contemporary labor
practices—in New York City history.
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Ingersoll sided with Stanton in making a broad critique
author of A Vindication of the Rights of Women and a personal friend of Paine), the promotion of rights for women of the injustice endured by women from the factory floor to
outside their homes—from education to the ownership of abusive marital relationships.
property—was not a male Enlightenment project.
He saw suffrage not as a final goal but as an essential
On the subject of discrimination against women, Inger- first step in the emancipation of the female sex—an emansoll was not only more enlightened than nineteenth-century cipation that required better wages and working conditions
freethinkers. He was roughly a century ahead of his own for the millions of women who, though generally portrayed
time, because he understood (as some female suffragists with Victorian sentimentality as “angels in the home,” had
of his own generation did not) that it would take more than to work outside their homes to help support their families.
the vote to achieve justice for women. Indeed, many of “The question of wages for women is a thousand times
Ingersoll’s views about women had more in common with more important than sending missionaries to China or
twentieth and twenty-first century feminists, from the 1970s India,” he declared.
through the MeToo movement, than with the
suffragists of his own generation.
In an odd twist of history that seems predictable only in hindsight, Ingersoll rose to
prominence as an orator in the 1870s, when a
split within the woman’s suffragist movement
“[Paine] believed in the goodness and humanhad raised some of the same issues that had led
male Enlightenment figures to dismiss women’s
ity of women, but there is little evidence that
rights as a distraction.
he considered women the equals of men in
Most female freethinkers—nearly all of them
intellect or public affairs.”
former abolitionists—had been appalled when
the Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution,
ratified in 1870, gave the right to vote to former
slaves but not to women of any color. The excuse offered
Ingersoll knew that women were more religious then
by male legislators who passed the amendment was men, but he sharply disputed the conventional wisdom of
roughly the same as the excuse offered by Enlightenment his day that maintained that women were drawn to relithinkers for shunting aside women’s rights: giving the vote gion because they were “purer” by nature. In a preface to
to women, male abolitionists argued, would create such Gardener’s book Men, Women and Gods (1885), Ingersoll
controversy that it might scuttle any effort to extend the attributed women’s greater religiosity not to a purer nature
franchise to emancipated slaves.
but to lack of education and economic dependency on
In the last two decades of the century, when Ingersoll husbands—yet another consequence of low female wages
became the most famous freethought advocate in the na- in factories and offices.
tion, suffragists were deeply divided over whether women
“Woman is not the intellectual inferior of man. She has
should pursue any campaign for justice that went beyond lacked—not mind—but opportunity.” He noted that there
the vote. Suffragists included both nonreligious and reli- were universities for men before most women had been
gious women. The latter generally came from denomina- taught the alphabet. “At the intellectual feast,” he recalled,
tions such as the Quakers, who—unlike most sects—had “there was no place for wives and mothers. Even now they
long recognized the importance of women’s rights and sit at the second table and eat the crusts and crumbs. The
championed the cause of education for girls. But most suf- schools for women, at the present time, are just far enough
fragists, whatever their personal religious views, believed behind those for men, to fall heirs to the discarded; on the
that associating their movement with ungodliness, anticleri- same principle that when a doctrine becomes too absurd
calism, and the growing freethought movement would taint for the pulpit, it is given to the Sunday school.”
their cause in respectable, religiously orthodox society.
Were he living today, Ingersoll would no doubt be surThe most notable exception was Elizabeth Cady Stan- prised to find that although educational barriers to women
ton (although there were other, less famous, figures such as largely disappeared in the second half of the twentieth cenMatilda Joslyn Gage and Helen Hunt Gardener). Stanton tury, what is known as the secular movement today remains
declared bluntly in 1885, “You may go over the world and predominantly male. According to the Pew Research Cenyou will find that every form of religion which has breathed ter, roughly two-thirds of Americans who identify as atheists
upon the earth has degraded women.” Stanton’s close or agnostics are men.3
friend Susan B. Anthony, an agnostic, took the opposite
approach and downplayed her views about religious re- 3. Michael Lipka, “10 Facts About Atheists,” Pew Research Center, June
pression of women.
1, 2016.
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The reasons for this disparity have not been studied
thoroughly, but it would be foolish to ignore the possibility
that some women do not feel welcome in secular organizations or at meetings dominated by men. There is no prominent man in the secular movement today who is noted, as
Ingersoll was, for reaching out to women and making them
feel that their particular concerns are a central part of secularism and freethought.
This is not to say that secular women and men do not
share concerns of utmost importance, such as the separation of church and state, but secular organizations do not always pay as much attention as they should to subjects such
as the relationship between fundamentalist interpretation
of “sacred” books and violence against women.

Nature that affect their well being, will be horrified at the
thought of making intelligence the master of passion,” he
wrote.
On the subject of violence against women, Ingersoll’s
statements in the 1880s could have been made yesterday.
In 1888, the New York World published an extraordinary
interview in which Ingersoll commented on the case of a
woman in New York City whose eye had been torn out of
its socket by her drunken husband. A year later, he returned
in another alcoholic rage and tore out the other eye. (Adultery was the only grounds for divorce in New York State
before 1967—largely as a result of effective lobbying by the
Roman Catholic Church.)
Ingersoll asked:

“Ingersoll was not only more enlightened than
nineteenth-century freethinkers. He was roughly a
century ahead of his own time.”
Of all the positions taken by Ingersoll on “the woman
question,” none resonate so strongly over time as his
emphasis on the importance of birth control—before any
reliable means of birth control existed—and his recognition
of the vulnerability of women to male violence. It is hard to
overestimate the unacceptability in the late 1800s of talking
about unwanted pregnancies and rape as concerns for “respectable society” and as burdens that deformed the lives
not only of poor women but of women who led supposedly
safe middle-class lives.
Women, Ingersoll emphasized repeatedly, could never
be truly free as long as they must rely on the good will and
self-control of men to prevent unwanted pregnancies.
“Science must make woman the owner, the mistress of
herself,” he wrote. “Science … must put it in the power of
woman to decide for herself whether she will or will not
become a mother.”
Only when women had the ability to control their fertility, Ingersoll emphasized, would children be raised in
dignity and with respect. “This is the solution of the whole
question,” he said. “This frees woman. The babes that are
then born will be welcome. They will be clasped with glad
hands to happy breasts. They will fill homes with light and
joy.”
Ingersoll understood that such talk was offensive to
those who thought that male control over female bodies—
and female ignorance about sex—were desirable pillars of
society. “Men and women who think that light is the enemy
of virtue, that purity dwells in darkness, that it is dangerous
for human beings to know themselves and the facts in
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Must a woman in order to retain her
womanhood become a slave, a serf,
with a wild beast for a master? ... Has
not the married woman the right of
self-defense? Is it not the duty of society
to protect her from her husband? ... She
may not remain in the same house with
him, for fear that he may kill her. Do
they sustain any relationship except that
of hunter and hunted—that is, of tyrant
and victim?

Of all the historical figures I admire but can know only
through books, Ingersoll is the person I would most like to
meet in the flesh. He was a man who loved women with a
gallantry that was already beginning to seem old-fashioned
in his own time, but it was a gallantry that assumed intellectual equality and did not demand that women be placed
on a pedestal.
In one of his most famous, frequently delivered speeches,
“On the Liberty of Man, Woman, and Child,” he combined
a defense of equal rights for women with a meditation on
love that expressed his feelings about his own wife. He
would say:
And do you know, it is a splendid thing to think that the
woman you really love will never grow old to you. Through
the wrinkles of time, through the mask of years, if you really
love her, you will always see the face you loved and won.
And a woman who really loves a man does not see that
he grows old; he is not decrepit to her; she always sees
the same gallant gentleman who won her hand and heart.

Ingersoll was truly a man for all seasons—an iconoclast
who saw no contradiction between loving women’s bodies
and respecting their intellect and reason. The first volume
of his collected works is dedicated “To Eva A. Ingersoll, My
Wife, A Woman without Superstition.”

Susan Jacoby is the author of The Great Agnostic: Robert Ingersoll and
American Freethought (Yale University Press). Her most recent books are
The Age of American Unreason in a Culture of Lies (Vintage) and Why Baseball Matters (Yale University Press).
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Freethought and Fury
Sally Roesch Wagner

A

fiery speaker is calling out Christianity’s “immense
persecutions, tyranny, and oppression,” when suddenly two cops break into the convention and arrest
three people.
It’s 1878 in Watkins (now Watkins Glen), New York, and
the convention-goers are freethinkers. The crime these
progressives are accused of? Selling obscene and indecent
books, primarily Cupid’s Yokes, a marriage reform tract
and birth-control manual. Josephine S. Tilton (sister-in-law
of Ezra Heywood, author of Cupid’s Yokes) had asked her
friend D. M. Bennett, publisher of The Truth Seeker, the nation’s largest-circulation freethought newspaper, to watch

“[Gage] quickly connected the
arrest—and the illegality of women
having the knowledge to control their
reproduction—to the larger issue of
body rights.”
her bookstand while she stepped away for a moment. No
sooner had she left than up walked a plainclothes cop who
bought the book, and boom, Tilton and Bennett were arrested, along with another freethinker, W. S. Bell.1
In the audience was noted suffragist Matilda Joslyn
Gage. She shared leadership in the National Woman
Suffrage Association with Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and edited the organization’s newspaper,
The National Citizen and Ballot Box.
Gage spoke shortly after the arrest, pointing out to the
audience that “you have seen a great deal of excitement
* Three sites related to this event are included on New York’s Freethought
Trail (www.freethought-trail.org).

Arrested at the 1878 Watkins freethought convention were (left to
right) D. M. Bennett; Josephine Tilton, sister-in-law of sex radical Ezra
Heywood, author of the pamphlet the trio had been selling; and
Prof. W. S. Bell of Boston. At their arraignment, an onlooker sarcastically compared them to the Holy Trinity. The enterprising threesome
quickly had this photo taken, which they sold under the title “The
Trinity” to defray costs of their legal defense.

here this afternoon, especially intensified by the fact that a
woman was arrested and taken to a town jail because she
dared to sell certain literature.” She quickly connected the
arrest—and the illegality of women having the knowledge
to control their reproduction—to the larger issue of body
rights. Women didn’t even have the right to the children
they gave birth to in the state of New York. Dying husbands
could will away unborn children, and live ones had absolute
control over any they fathered. “Do you know that every
woman here who chances to be a married woman has the
same danger of arrest if she dare to claim her child for her
own?” Gage challenged.
The “theory that woman brought sin and death into
the world” is the “foundation of the Christian Church,”
Gage continued, and woman was placed in a “condition
of subjection, of subordination” to man as punishment.
secularhumanism.org
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Anthony Comstock may have been the greatest enemy
of freethinkers and feminists in the nineteenth century,
since these were the groups he especially targeted. Often
they were the same, as the freethought movement was
perhaps the biggest supporter of reproductive justice after
the woman’s rights movement became more conservative
toward the turn of the nineteenth century and dropped the
issue.
Gage knew the danger of this man. She watched her
friend Victoria Woodhull be arrested by Comstock in 1872 for
exposing in her newspaper the hypocrisy of the most famous
minister in America, Henry Ward Beecher, who preached
against “free love” from his Brooklyn pulpit on Sunday morning while using his position to pressure his woman parishioners into having sex with him on Saturday night.
Gage had her own run-in with
Comstock when her major work,
Woman, Church and State, a brilliantly documented analysis of the
primary role of the Christian church
in the oppression of women, was
“Anthony Comstock may have been the
published in 1893. Among other
religious atrocities, Gage boldly degreatest enemy of freethinkers and feminists in
scribed a 500-year history of Caththe nineteenth century, since these were the
olic priests using their position as
groups he especially targeted.”
presumed agents of God to sexually
violate children and women with impunity. Nor did she leave Protestant
clergy who were violators off the
hook. She also exposed sex trafficking in the United States.
Comstock went ballistic when the copy of Gage’s book
she had given to her local Fayetteville, New York, school
library was sent to him for evaluation by a Catholic school
board member. Threatening to arrest Gage and the school
board members if they put the book in the school library,
Comstock warned, “The incidents of victims of lust told
in this book are such that if I found a person putting that
book indiscriminately before the children I would institute a
criminal proceeding against them for doing it.”
Obediently, the school board returned Woman, Church
and State to an outraged Gage. Despite the threat of arrest, Gage didn’t mince words when a newspaper reporter
asked her opinion of Comstock. She answered:

Women’s “political, legal, educational, industrial, and social
disabilities of whatever character and nature” result from
“this prevailing religious idea,” she accused.
The agent of the church who had caused the arrest of
the three freethinkers was one Anthony Comstock: an orthodox religious zealot obsessed with the sin of sex, who
had relentlessly (and successfully) lobbied Congress in 1872
and 1873 for the authority to determine what was obscene
in the United States and, as postal inspector, arrest anyone
who crossed his line. He opposed anything related to sex,
especially targeting birth-control and abortion information
and materials. The federal legislation empowering Comstock quickly became known as the “Comstock Law.” Similar Comstock Laws spread like wildfire through the country,
with twenty-four states passing similar legislation.

I look upon him as a man who is mentally and morally
unbalanced, not knowing right from wrong or the facts
of history from “tales of lust.” Being intellectually weak,
Anthony Comstock misrepresents all works upon which he
presumes to pass judgment, and is as dangerous to liberty
of speech and of the press as were the old inquisitors,
whom he somewhat resembles. A fool as a press censor is
more to be feared than a knave, and Comstock seems to
be a union of both fool and knave. Buddha declared the
only sin to be ignorance. If this be true, Anthony Comstock
is a great sinner.
Matilda Joslyn Gage
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Was she frightened by the threatened arrest? No, she
told the reporter, she was invigorated:
You wish to know the effect of this Comstock-Catholic
attack upon me? It has acted like a tonic. I have not been
well through the summer, not having recovered from overwork on Woman, Church and State, but the moment I
learned of Comstock’s letter and read the falsities so freely
printed in regard to my book, I grew better and feel myself
able to meet all enemies of whatever name or nature.

ences” as obscene, regardless of its artistic or literary merit.
The constitutionality of the Comstock Law became firmly
established when a federal judge upheld Bennett’s obscenity conviction using the Hicklin standard in 1879. The U.S.
Supreme Court adopted the Hicklin test as the appropriate
test of obscenity in 1896. That definition prevailed in U.S.
law until the Supreme Court determined in 1957 that obscenity should be determined by “whether to the average
person, applying contemporary community standards, the
dominant theme of the material taken as a whole appeals

The enemies arrived. Newspapers reported that Catholics and Protestants alike were calling for the suppression of Woman,
Church and State. An energized
Gage wrote to her son: “All it now
needs is to get into the papal Index
Expurgatorious.”
Gage ultimately had the last laugh
“Not until the church is destroyed will
in her Comstock battle. A dozen
women be freed.” —Matilda Joslyn Gage
years ago, a descendant of Gage,
Mac Hudson, brought a copy of
Woman, Church and State to Fayetteville and made a formal presentation of it to the school board to put
in the library. Hudson’s scathing denunciation of Christian to prurient interest.” That standard still prevails today.
When Comstock died in 1915, he left a legacy of 3,600
orthodoxy in his presentation speech was worthy of his
great-great-great-great-grandmother, causing the school people imprisoned, fifteen suicides, more than 120 tons of
superintendent to place his head on the desk in dismay. But literature burned, and 100 years of loss of legal access to
he accepted the gift, and Woman, Church and State sits in contraceptives and abortion until the last of the Comstock
the Fayetteville library today, ready to enlighten the young Laws was finally overturned by the Supreme Court in Griswold v. Connecticut in 1965.
and old alike.
“Not until the church is destroyed will women be freed,”
Gage wrote to the editor of Lucifer the Lightbearer, a freethought paper. “I strike the church.”
Oh, and whatever happened to those arrested in 1878
at the Watkins convention of the New York Freethinkers Association (despite its name, a national organization)? That
prosecution fizzled out, but Comstock came away bent on
getting Bennett any way he could. He did so later, arresting
Bennett for selling Cupid’s Yokes by mail. Bennett was sentenced to thirteen months of hard labor and a $300 fine. He
was given thirteen months, not twelve, because that extra
month meant he couldn’t serve his sentence in a local jail
but had to be sent to the prison in Albany, New York. President Rutherford B. Hayes ignored a petition with 200,000
signatures demanding that Bennett be pardoned, and he
served his full sentence. Hayes also ignored agnostic orator
and Republican campaign speaker Robert Green Ingersoll,
who personally lobbied the president to pardon Bennett
but met with no greater success.
Bennett’s prosecution proved an important obscenity
case. For years, lower courts had used the Hicklin standard
of obscenity (named for a famous case at English common
law), which defined all material tending “to deprave and
corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influ-

Rummaging around in her local library, Sally Roesch Wagner “discovered”
freethought in Aberdeen, South Dakota, at the age of fourteen, and it
has focused her thinking and work ever since. Awarded one of the first
doctorates in the country for work in women’s studies (UC Santa Cruz)
and a founder of one the first college-level women’s studies programs in
the United States (CSU Sacramento), Wagner has taught women’s studies
courses for forty-eight years. She currently serves as an adjunct faculty
member in The Renée Crown University Honors Program, Syracuse University, and the St. John Fisher Executive Leadership Program and is a Public
Scholar with Humanities New York. Author of numerous women’s history
books and articles telling “untold stories,” her upcoming suffrage anthology
will be published by Penguin Classics in February 2019. She wrote the
faculty guide for Not for Ourselves Alone, Ken Burns’s documentary on
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony and appeared in that film
and other PBS women’s history programs. Wagner was selected as one of
“21 Leaders for the 21st Century” by Women’s E-News in 2015. Founder
and executive director of the Matilda Joslyn Gage Center for Social Justice
Dialogue in Fayetteville, New York, and author of articles on historic house
museums, she received the Katherine Coffey Award for outstanding service
to museology from the Mid-Atlantic Association of Museums in 2012.
Wagner serves on the New York Suffrage Centennial Commission.
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‘Radically’ Redesigned:
Re-Experience the Freethought Trail
Paul Fidalgo and Tom Flynn

N

ew for 2018, the website of the Freethought Trail has undergone a major overhaul and redesign. The
Council for Secular Humanism’s celebration of radical-reform activism in west-central New York State
now includes a record 115 sites. A wholly redesigned website made its debut in February 2018 and
can be visited at www.freethought-trail.org.
The revamped site is fresh with gorgeous visuals, simple navigation, and, most importantly, a trove of
information on the individuals, groups, places, and social movements that made the region stretching from
Rochester to Utica, New York, such a flashpoint of progressivism, radicalism, and reform.
Deeply researched and painstakingly organized, the new Freethought Trail website is a way to delve
deeply into another era, to be enlightened by historical scholarship, and to be surprised by the discovery of
facts and stories too seldom told. It’s America’s freethought history, newly experienced.
Development of the new site and of a redesigned companion brochure available at tourist information
booths along the New York State Thruway were funded by a generous grant from the James Hervey Johnson Charitable Educational Trust. Web design was by Ingenious, Inc., of Buffalo, New York.

This vintage apartment building in Penn Yan (about six miles west of Dresden, site of the Ingersoll Museum) was built as a Wesleyan
Methodist church. In 1855, Susan B. Anthony chaired a woman’s rights convention there, a successor to the original 1848 convention
in Seneca Falls. Anthony was the most religion-friendly of major suffrage leaders; oh, to have been there and watched her face as she
listened to one of the guest speakers, atheist firebrand Ernestine L. Rose.
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The Freethought Trail site sports a new look and enhanced interactive features. It displays accurately on any device.

Among the new features are fifteen Curated Trails, custom tours tailored to specific visitor interests.

secularhumanism.org

June/July 2018

Free Inquiry

31

The God of the Holocene Epoch Is Dead:
Religion’s Fatal Flaw
Daniel C. Maguire

T

he “world religions” suffer from their provenance.
They are, one and all, children of the naively hopeful Holocene Epoch. Our species was born around
200,000 years ago, right at the end of the horrific Pleistocene, when for two and half million years the planet was
roiled by glaciation and rampaging volcanic eruptions. It
almost wiped us out. Seventy-five thousand years ago, we
were down to 15,000 fertile adults huddled in a corner of
what we now call Ethiopia.
Then, 10,000 years ago, the Earth, which has an erratic
orbit around the Sun, took a happy turn: we entered the
comparatively gentle Holocene Epoch. Agriculture started,
and fertility boomed. No problem at first. There was always

some gods and devils wreaking mischief. After all, we still
got sick, suffered, aged, and died; and the weather often
whacked us. Some evil deities explained that. Still, we liked
the idea of the top god being a kindly, parental sort.
The Vatican Council in 1870 gave a florid and typical
expression to the “nice god” hypothesis. Its heart-warming
words: “God, who created all things protects and governs
everything in the universe with gentle sweetness and with
strength.”
That is a lovely thought. But it does not square with
what we know of the universe or of our planet, with its five
great extinctions that wiped out 95 percent of all living species. We preferred Hamlet’s take: “There is a divinity that
shapes our ends rough hew them how
we will.” Muck up the earth; the divinity
will, like an indulgent parent, clean up the
mess and tuck us in.
This “nice god” hypothesis does run
into some knotty problems; take mosquitoes, for example. What kind of a
nice god would create blood-sucking,
disease-spreading needles with wings? There is no “gentle
sweetness” about malaria—or about the Ebola and Zika
viruses, or tsunamis, or childhood cancer. And beyond that,
there is nothing nice—and something decidedly sociopathic—about an “intelligent designer” who would create
a world where all species, including ours, are doomed to
extinction.
In the secular response to theodicy, “technology” substitutes for “God.” Technology will protect us with “gentle
sweetness” and “strength.” There is a technical fix for everything, so party on!

“The Holocene holiday is over. We wrecked it.”

land to move to as we over-reproduced. And so it was that
the most dangerous species ever to evolve spread over the
planet.
As the good times rolled, we, like any nouveaux riches,
got drunk with optimism. We quickly forgot what the violent earth, when stirred, can do to us. And it was in this
heady mood that we fashioned our religions.
In the Beginning, We Created God
The gods do not create us; we create them in our own
image and likeness. For the most part, the gods we made
were an ebulliently hopeful lot, reflecting the bonanza
mood of the Holocene. It was easy then to imagine, as
many did, a benign divinity presiding over the universe.
Since not all was perfect, most religions also imagined
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Then We Created the Anthropocene Epoch
The Holocene holiday is over. We wrecked it. We are now
in the ominous Anthropocene Epoch, and the Sixth Great

Extinction has us in its sights.
In the greatest act of collective denial in human history,
we reject all the bad news, telling ourselves that the “nice
god” or the “technology” won’t let that happen.
But here are the terrifying prospects:
With Arctic sea ice in a death spiral and the Greenland Ice
Sheet melting, two-thirds of our coastal cities are threatened.
There have been almost 400 months in a row of temperatures above historic average. Warming oceans are
putting hurricanes on steroids. Crop production goes down
as heat goes up. Arable land diminishes, and more people
keep arriving.
Methane buried in the melting permafrost is a time
bomb containing more heat-trapping gases than we have
produced since industry boomed two centuries ago.
The feeble Paris 2015 accord hoped to limit the heat-up
to a 2 degree Celsius temperature rise above pre-industrial
levels. Many climate scientists see that as a pipe dream and
predict a rise to 4 degrees C. As one scientist put it, the
difference between 2 degrees and 4 degrees is human civilization. Scientist James Lovelock sees humanity reduced
to 500 million people within a century huddling near the

Get

North and South Poles with the rest of the planet scorched
and uninhabitable. Stephen Hawking saw our plight as
hopeless and urged plans to migrate into space.
Is There Any Hope?
Hopeful scientists such as Johann Rockstrom say we have
the technical genius (shown by dramatic advances in renewable energy and agriculture in countries such as Holland,
Germany, and Scandinavia) to extend life for a few centuries—if the planet goes fossil-fuel-free in twenty-five years.
If not, it’s doomsday.
Bottom line: We may be able to slow the decline. But
there is no deus ex machina. This one’s on us.

Daniel C. McGuire is a professor at Marquette University. His article “Christianity Doesn’t Need God” appeared in F ree I nquiry ’s October/November 2014
issue. Reprinted with permission from Religion Dispatches. Read more at
www.religiondispatches.org.
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JESUS

THE LOVING – JUST – MERCIFUL – AND FORGIVING JESUS
IS THE JESUS PEOPLE LOVE AND WORSHIP
UNTIL ATHEISTS CONFRONT THIS FACT
THEY ARE FAILING MILLIONS OF INTELLIGENT PEOPLE
WHO WILL NOT LEARN THE TRUTH WITHOUT HELP
It is the Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount, the Jesus who
forgives his crucifiers, the Jesus who will not allow a single
hair on the heads of innocent children to be harmed, who is
loved — the Jesus in the flower garden and of countless beautiful and affecting hymns.
There is no intellectual argument which can begin to
cope with this powerful fact for the millions—but still only
a fraction—of intelligent people who do not and will not read
or hear our brilliant philosophic, historical, and scientific reasons why the whole story is man-made.

We should, for a change, try critiquing the religion on its own
terms, and present the demonstrable scriptural and creedal
facts in a way that, for some, will generate such moral dissonance that it will open them to learn more, while delivering a
never-heard-before moral rebuke to the rest. And we have it!
The theologians have armed us with dogmas and creeds
which make our case a logical certainty: These are:

1. God’s attributes as defined by virtually all, if not all,
Christian denominations and sects: He is unchanging, allpowerful, needs nothing, knows everything, past, present,
future, and even possible; he a loving, just, merciful, and
forgiving Father, who cares for us, and always hears our
prayers. In every respect he is perfect.

2. The Holy Bible—Both Roman Catholic and the Protestant denominations with the vast majority of adherents,
declare it to be true and without error. The Catholic Church
states: "For Holy Mother Church, relying on the faith of the
apostolic age, accepts as sacred and canonical, the books
of the Old and New Testaments, whole an entire, with all
their parts, on the ground they have God as their author
and have been handed on as such entirely." (Catechism of
the Roman Catholic Church—The Profession of Faith—
105, page 31)
3. The Holy Trinity Doctrine, which making Jesus ONE
with the “Lord” of the Old Testament, always and forever.

With these as our authorities, our logical certainty is also
an irreconcilable disaster by the moral standards of the
Sermon on the Mount.

By the standards of our civilization, nothing could be so
fundamentally unjust and reprehensible as punishing the
innocent for the conduct of others, as God did to the descendents of Adam and Eve.
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BUT THIS WAS ONLY GOD’S SECOND SIN. WE RARELY
HEAR OF HIS FIRST AND GREATEST SIN, THE ONE
EASIEST TO EXPLAIN, IMPOSSIBLE TO DENY, AND AS
DIFFICULT TO DEFEND AS A SQUARED-CIRCLE.
It occurred BEFORE THE BEGINNING, before anything
could be blamed on man. There, he created human beings
out of their innocent nothingness, KNOWING he would later
send most of them to Hell to suffer forever—never to die and
never to receive mercy or forgiveness! [Jesus said ‘many’ to ‘a
lake of fire’ and only a ‘few’ saved.]

Where is the forgiveness in being forever damned? This
must be denounced as the moral abomination it is, as Robert
Ingersoll did so brilliantly.

The young, naturally open to new ways of thinking, and
always highly sensitive to issues of justice and fairness, can
be expected to be especially responsive to this undeniable and
very simple argument. They are already our richest and
largest source for new recruits.
After God’s first and second sins, dozens more of morally
indefensible deeds fill the Bible. And thanks to the Trinity
Doctrine, they are all incontestably the doings of gentle Jesus:
ONE with God always! And thanks to God being, in the words
of the Catholic Catechism, “the author of the Old and New Testaments, in all its parts, whole and entire”, Christians can only
defend them by reversing the meaning of words.
HOW MANY CHRISTIANS REALLY UNDERSTAND THAT
THE TRINITY DOCTRINE MAKES JESUS RESPONSIBLE FOR
ALL THE ATROCITIES RECORDED OF GOD IN THE OLD
TESTAMENT, GENOCIDE AS WELL AS SINGLE CRIMES?

From the Old Testament:
• God/Jesus ordered, “… kill every male among the little
ones, and kill every woman who has known man by lying
with him. But all the young girls who have not known man
by lying with him, keep for yourselves.” (Numbers 31:17-18)

• God/Jesus was so insanely enraged that he struck
Uzzah dead for touching the Ark, when God knew Uzzah
was only trying to keep it from falling. (2 Samuel 6:1-7)
From the New Testament:

• We first learn of the greatest of all evil, eternal punishment in Hell. Jesus said the way to Hell was broad and
‘many’ would take it, while ‘few’ would be saved. No

exaggeration, considering that one is damned for not loving
and believing in Jesus as savior—about 70% of all alive in
this world!

• God/Jesus caused the cold blooded murder of Ananias, and three hours later, of his widow, Sapphira, for the
trivial offense of withholding some of their own property,
previously promised, to the commune “Saint” Peter had
established (Acts 5:1-11)
SO WHERE IS THE “HEART” POWER IN ALL THIS?

These examples show that the murders of infants and
other innocents, rape, genocide, mayhem and destruction,
including animals, detailed in the Old Testament, were all the
works of Jesus-God.
ANGER IS THE NATURAL REACTION WHEN IT FINALLY
REGISTERS, THAT YOU HAVE BEEN CHEATED,
DEFRAUDED, AND SWINDLED!

Of course, this is not a silver bullet. What is? But I suggest
it is the only arrow in the atheist arsenal which can possibly
counter the emotional appeal of the loving Jesus, whose allure
is compounded exponentially by his promise of a happy life
forever in heaven. If it is a new and fresh case, that alone
argues for its use.

It can only be expected to work on those already on the
weakest end of the faith curve. In addition to the young
mentioned above, others include, LGBTQ and their families,
unmarried couples and divorcees, who resent being told they
are living in sin and don’t believe it.

In addition, it can reinforce the “nones”—those answering surveys as having no religion—and other doubters, with
better more reasons why they are right.
These arguments will put us on the moral high ground,
force Christians onto the defensive, and humiliate them
with the task of defending the indefensible.
IT IS SO SIMPLE: GOD HAD INFINITE OPTIONS
AND INFINITE POWER. IT IS IMPOSSIBLE THAT HE
COULD BE A LOVING-JUST-MERCIFUL-FORGIVING
FATHER WHO CARES FOR US, AND DAMN ANYONE
TO SUFFER FOREVER.

In this very year I have taken this case to the 300,000
claimed readers of the South Bend Tribune, home of Notre
Dame University, in the form of advertisements to be delivered every Sunday for 14 straight weeks, in 6 full pages and
the rest at least half pages. CORRECTION! They were on this
schedule, approved by the paper, when after printing 9,
they refused to print 1, and within days, cancelled the
remaining 4, with no explanation! You can download
these—see below.

Why did I undertake this Quixotic task, and why in South
Bend, Indiana? I retired 26 years ago after running two of
the largest direct marketing firms in the country. Our job for
dozens of national companies and non-profits, was to write
copy, using print media, to persuade people in the mass market to buy something, donate, join, sign a petition, buy a foreign
trip, ask for more information, and more. Our results were
measured exactly.

I was absolutely confident that the methods used in that
work would be effective to sell these ideas. Also, I wanted to
make a public statement and leave a permanent record in the
public domain. I did NOT do it as the best way to reach our target market. That will probably be in social media about which
I know nothing—except that these messages will work, because human nature has not changed. But I must leave that to
others. I chose the South Bend Tribune because I ran ads like
these with them about three years ago, and they agreed to run
one every Sunday for 14 weeks, and, finally, because I could
afford it.
Should not the atheist community do something to
counter the multi-billion dollar Templeton Fund? Endlessly
reinforcing ourselves does nothing to educate the masses. Just
a couple of million dollars a year to fund an ongoing Research
& Development, educational effort would be a giant step forward. Programs can start small and evolve. Aren’t there rich
atheists too?
Do you agree:

1. That at the very least, the secular community should
add these simple and lethal arguments to our arsenal, and
aggressively look for opportunities to deploy them in talks,
debates, and writings?

2. That our organizations should be doing more to reach
those in the masses who are already most likely to be
receptive to the all the reasons the Christian religion is manmade and even evil?
Please email me at fellowfeather@gmail.com.

DOWNLOAD
These ads may be easily accessed and downloaded
at www.theingersolltimes.com. It will be in a tab titled,
The Infamous South Bend Atheist Ads.

Paid by fellowfeather@gmail.com. Comments pro or con will be answered.
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Myth Became Fact
Robert M. Price

C

“Mister Williams? Mister Williams? I hate to disturb
you …”
The doctor smiled as Williams rejoined him in the waking world.
“Oh, sorry, Doc! I didn’t mean to …”
“That’s quite all right! In fact, I’d like to see you take
more naps! You need more rest than your work seems to
allow. Frankly, you’re over-exerting yourself pretty badly,
you know.”
Putting his shirt back on, Williams did not know what to
say. He knew the doctor was right. And he knew that, as
a Christian, he had an obligation to take good care of the
body God had given him. Still, had not God
blessed him with a dynamic ministry? Surely
God would take care of him as long as he
pursued his assigned mission. But somehow
he didn’t think his reasoning would impress
the doctor much, so he kept it to himself.
“Granted, scripture had little to say of the
It wasn’t long before the doctor’s advice
transition to the afterlife, and it sure didn’t
proved prophetic. It was right in the middle
describe anything like this.”
of a vigorous exchange with Stan Parker,
president of the Revenge on Religion Foundation, when Williams began to sputter,
then collapsed right on stage. His opponent
debate. The wear and tear was nothing to the satisfaction at once rushed to his side, found him unresponsive, and
he felt from his work for the Lord Jesus. Not that his work yelled out: “Somebody call an ambulance for God’s, er, I
did not present temptations of its own. Who would have mean, for Pete’s sake!” The invincible defender of the faith
guessed that Christian celebrities such as he would attract had suffered a massive heart attack.
cute co-ed groupies? But he had politely resisted their adDeath came to him as he lay on the operating table, devances. The big danger was, of course, that of pride, but he spite the best efforts of doctors and nurses to bring him out
did his best to resist that one, too.
of it. Admitting defeat, the medical team shook their heads
But just now, Williams had a different problem to deal in sorrow. Some were familiar with his work; others simply
with. He sat, bare-chested, on the tissue-covered examina- regretted the passing of a man so young and vigorous. “I
tion table, awaiting the doctor’s verdict. It always took lon- guess God figured it was his time, huh?”
ger than they said it would, so he spent the time praying, at
Williams heard all this as from a distance. What did
least at first. But in a few moments he was dozing.
they mean? Who could they be talking about? All at once
raig Williams was a tireless and highly successful
Christian apologist. He was the superstar on the staff
of Campus Christian Crusade. His numerous debates
against atheists and skeptics had fortified the faith of many.
He had, for instance, recently kicked Robert Price’s unbelieving butt for all to see. YouTube videos of his lectures
and debates were many, with more being added all the
time, and they garnered record numbers of views. Dr. Williams spent precious few weekends at home, so few in fact
that he hardly thought of his apartment as home, more like
a garage with himself as the car. He parked himself there
on the rare occasions he was not flying here or there to
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he thought of a scene from Roger Corman’s movie The about something else, too. The relation between reality
Premature Burial with a paralyzed Ray Milland panicking as and illusion is not precisely what you may think. They are
the clods of earth piled up on his coffin. As if it were some different only in certain respects.”
theological hypothetical, Williams asked himself, “What
Williams was quite familiar with this doctrine. He made
gives? Am I dead or alive?”
it his business to study up on rival faiths in order to better
His confusion was only compounded when he felt him- refute them. But he found himself slipping into serious
self being sucked through some kind of wind tunnel toward disorientation. Was he failing his Theology final? And what
a faraway beacon of light. Granted, scripture had little to would happen to him when he got that “F”?
say of the transition to the afterlife, and it sure didn’t deSuddenly he had a sobering realization: he was standing
scribe anything like this. He thought of the story of Lazarus at the greatest apologetic opportunity of them all! To perand the Rich Man. Was he headed for Abraham’s Bosom, suade “God” himself of the truth of Christianity!
the antechamber of heaven? He expected he’d find out
“Behold, I have taken it upon myself to speak to the
in short order. Nor was he disappointed (though he soon Almighty!”
would be).
He hesitated, waiting for any reaction. There was none,
Williams knew he had left his physical form behind; and Williams took this as tacit permission to proceed. He
nevertheless, he felt like he was standing on some firm but went into default mode, condensing a spiel he had preunseen surface. In a moment the light he had glimpsed sented hundreds of times. He covered the proofs from
flared up before him. Was this an angel? C. S. Lewis had prophecy and miracle, the need for God as the basis for
described them rather like this in Out of the Silent Planet. morality, the eyewitness testimony of the gospels, and the
Of course, that wasn’t scripture, though many Christians futility of naturalistic alternatives to the resurrection. There
practically treated Lewis’s books that way.
His thoughts were racing, trying to insulate him from a rising fear he knew was
incompatible with faith.
The Light was speaking now, whether
to his ears or to his mind he did not know.
“Was he failing his Theology final? And what
“Welcome, Craig Williams.”
would happen to him when he got that ‘F’?”
The voice was deep and soothing,
also vibrant and, unless it was his imagination, with a hint of amusement.
“Who are you, Lord? Uh, are you the
Lord Jesus … or the Heavenly Father?” Should he have was little sense of time here, and he hoped he was not
recognized him as one or the other?
trying the Being’s patience. At length he rested his case.
“Fear not, Craig Williams,” the Being said. “But I must The featureless entity somehow conveyed the impression
tell you: things are not quite as you have supposed. I be- of listening with polite interest.
long to none of your religions. I am not like some sports
“Your knowledge and your zeal are remarkable! I must
fan rooting for a favorite team, as you all seem to think. But disappoint you, however. None of that is true. There was
the Hindus have come the closest. The ones, that is, who no Jesus. There were no apostles, no miracles, except in
believe in the creator Brahma. I rejoice to create and multi- ancient dreams. You must forgive me.”
ply worlds as it pleases me. And they are close to the truth
Williams felt a gathering storm cloud of dread and
panic. He muttered, to himself, “If Christ be not raised,
our faith is in vain and our preaching is in vain.” He had to
think fast.
“But … it should be true! Without the gospel, what
hope is there? Er, but you can make it true, can’t you, whoever you are?”
There was silence in heaven for the space of half an
hour. Then the voice emerged again from the Light. “In
fact, I can. Time is part of the illusion, and I am able to manipulate it. I am intrigued by your suggestion! It is in many
ways a grand story. Perhaps you are right. Perhaps it ought
to be true. All right, let it be true! Behold!”
Dreams are supposed to elapse in a moment while
seeming to the dreamer to last for hours. The dying are
said to see their whole lives flash before their mind’s eye.
In some such way, Williams now witnessed a panorama of
gospel scenes—not in real time, but as if remembering
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things once seen—in rapid succession. He saw shepherds
and three kings flanking the Bethlehem manger. The boy
Jesus working in Joseph’s carpenter shop. His baptism, a
dove descending onto his shoulder. A voice, similar to that
of the Light Being, saying first, “Thou art my beloved Son”
and, immediately thereafter, “This is my beloved Son.”
Retreating into the Judean desert, Jesus met the
Tempter, who, Williams was surprised to see, tempted
Jesus four times, suggesting he transform stones into
bread, offering him the kingdoms of the world, telling him
to jump from the temple rooftop, then repeating the offer
of the kingdoms. It made sense now! At Cana, he turned
the water into grape juice. Jesus rode a donkey into Jerusalem and ejected the money-changers and livestock.
He gave the Sermon on the Mount, then, soon after, the
similar Sermon on the Plain. Jesus healed one blind man
as he entered the town of Jericho and another on his way
out. Williams was amazed to see his Lord restoring missing
limbs, resurrecting rotting corpses. He heard Jesus say to
the crowds, “I am God incarnate. Who else could do such
deeds?”

“Jesus entered Jerusalem again,
this time precariously balanced on the
backs of two donkeys.”
Nicodemus approached by night, and Jesus answered
him, “Unless a man is born again and accepts me as his
personal savior, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven.”
When a scribe asked Jesus about the greatest commandment, he replied, “Thou shalt invite me into thy heart as
personal Lord and Savior. Why not pray with me right
now?” The rich young ruler addressed Jesus as “Good
teacher,” and Jesus replied, “Think about what you’re saying! Only God is good, no? So what does that make me?”
The man bowed and exclaimed, “My Lord and my God!”
Something about all this struck Williams as wrong but also
as entirely right.
Jesus entered Jerusalem again, this time precariously
balanced on the backs of two donkeys, one smaller than
the other. He cleansed the temple again. At the Last Supper he gave the disciples a cup, the bread, and a second
cup, saying “This cup of grape juice figuratively symbolizes
my blood,” etc. He predicted that Peter would deny him
at least three times that very night. Before the Sanhedrin,
when asked if he was the Christ, he replied, “I Am That I
Am!” Peter denied him six times, speaking to a series of
several individuals.
On the way to Golgotha, Jesus began carrying his
cross, then stumbled under its weight, whereupon a soldier
grabbed a bystander by the collar and ordered him to carry
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the heavy beam the rest of the way. Jesus was crucified
at six a.m., then taken down to be crucified again at nine.
Despite his suffering, Jesus made a series of seven different
statements from the cross.
For the first time Williams got a clear look at Jesus’s
face—and Jesus looked just like him!
Easter morning rolled around, and the scene was surprisingly confusing, with Jesus appearing and disappearing, two angels morphing into one, then splitting apart
again. Mary Magdalene, Peter, and John performed an
elaborate dance of sorts, arriving and departing and returning in various combinations.

“L

ook, why don’t we give it one more try?” This
time the medical team managed to resuscitate
him. His heart began to beat again, timidly at first,
then more steadily. He was not yet conscious, but there was
clearly brain activity. “That was a close one!”
Williams finally woke up later that evening in a hospital
bed. Smiling faces of friends and colleagues greeted him.
But all he could think of was his Near Death Experience
(NDE). He asked himself the same question all who had the experience asked:
Was it all a dream? He resolved at once
not to share the story with anyone until he
could determine the reality of the matter.
There was no question now whether
to take his doctor’s warnings seriously.
Williams had his secretary cancel his upcoming appearances and convey his apologies. He was itching to get back in the
saddle, but for now he must rest and
recuperate. He decided to use the time to study, especially
on NDEs. But that didn’t last long. Everyone who sojourns
on the internet finds himself quickly distracted by the siren
song of click-bait. Even so, Williams found himself straying
from the path as soon as something shiny grabbed his attention. And the result was some big surprises.
For one thing, the scientific community was in an uproar over the announcement of new genetic research that
rendered the theory of evolution obsolete and untenable.
Mainstream scientists admitted it was time for a major paradigm shift and suggested Darwinism be given a respectful
funeral. The new research had suddenly revived the fortunes of the once-discredited Intelligent Design theory. It
was a game-changing event on the level with the dawn of
quantum physics, and the larger implications had yet to be
worked out. But one thing was clear: evolutionism could no
longer be wielded like a club over the head of the Christian
faith! Williams felt a thrill of long-delayed vindication. It was
much like the sense of relief Americans felt with the end of
the Cold War. He whispered a brief prayer of thanks. But a
moment later it occurred to him to wonder exactly whom
he was thanking.
Only days later, even more stunning news awaited him.
He saw the report, typically dumbed-down, first on cable
news, then he went online to find more detailed coverage.

It seemed that new manuscript discoveries in the Judean a relationship with Jesus Christ!” Williams truly rejoiced in
Desert provided solid evidence for Jesus’s resurrection! these confessions, though he was noncommittal about his
Papyrologists and archaeologists, usually very cautious in own spirituality.
issuing such news, were agreed that the cache of early
And he certainly felt disinclined to share his now-solidChristian letters dated from the first third of the first cen- ified explanation for the new spiritual climate, for he had
tury AD, and that the eye-witness descriptions of Easter become convinced that his Near Death Experience was, to
encounters contained in them appeared genuine, bearing use his apologist jargon, “veridical.” In other words, it had
none of the usual marks of apocryphal forgery. He sank been real. It had been a real encounter, not just in his head.
back into his desk chair stricken with wonder. Apologetics Christianity had become true—and in his image! Christiansuch as he practiced would now be much easier, if not actu- ity according to Craig Williams!
ally obsolete. If so, he would be the first to rejoice. It had all
Instead of rejoicing, Williams found himself increasingly
been but a means to save souls, and if it should no longer worried. At first he could not pinpoint the reason for his
be necessary, all the better!
anxiety. But he knew one thing: he had to abandon apoloBut the news imparted by a stream of visitors was even getics, once pretty much his main reason for living. As he
more astounding. A few were ex-students of his, apprentice explained to so many who were distressed at his announceapologists. Others were colleagues at Campus Christian ment and his immediate resignation from Campus Christian
Crusade. Every one of them was bursting with exciting Crusade, he felt his efforts were no longer useful. The war
reports of city-wide revivals, once-staid churches now burst- had been, for all intents and purposes, won.
ing at the seams with newly rededicated backsliders and
“But Dr. Williams, what about straight evangelistic
new converts alike.
preaching? You’re such a gifted speaker!”
“Craig, I swear it’s like the days
of Charles Finney, Dwight Moody!”
Others shared with him testimonies of strikingly answered prayers
for the conversion of hitherto-stubborn relatives and even dramatic
spontaneous remissions of deadly
“Jesus was crucified at six a.m.,
diseases! They were starry-eyed,
almost as if they had just fallen in
then taken down to be crucified again at nine.”
love. Clearly, a great movement of
the Holy Spirit was underway.
But for Craig Williams, there was
a fly, perhaps even a horsefly, mired
in the ointment, tainting what should have been unalloyed
“That’s still needful, of course, but I’m afraid it’s just not
joy. None of his excited informants was inclined to look a
gift horse in the mouth. No one ventured to ask just why my corner of the vineyard. From now on, I’m planning to
this Holy Spirit renaissance had dawned all at once at this hunker down and do something I’ve been missing for a
particular time. Though these developments occurred long time: writing in depth on biblical exegesis and theolmore or less at the same time as the news concerning evo- ogy.” As soon as these comments appeared in Evangelicallution and the manuscript discoveries, Williams knew there ism Today, publishers including Eerdmans and Inter-Varsity
could be no direct connection. Most lay people, whether hastened to offer him book contracts. But his efforts soon
Christian or non-Christian, were not engaged with issues flagged, along with his interest in the once-favored subsuch as these. They were mainly of concern to “profession- jects. These things, too, Williams set aside, refunding the
als” like him and his debate opponents, a tiny subgroup of sizeable advances he had received.
Several of his friends, marking these dramatic changes,
the population.
This became even clearer once Williams’s closest Chris- urged him to get counseling. “You sound like you might be
tian friends began to confide in him. They told him of real clinically depressed. This sudden loss of interest—it’s one of
progress in personal sanctification. Nor did he have to the classic signs. There are a number of excellent Christian
take their word for it; subtle but real changes in demeanor, psychologists I could put you in touch with. Would you like
increased serenity and unselfconscious holiness, spoke for some phone numbers?”
Williams replied noncommittally, implicitly discouraging
themselves. Neither they nor he said it, but Williams and
his friends seemed to share the recognition that the for- further contact. In reality he was quarantining himself. “If
mulaic promises of evangelical rhetoric were finally being I had spoken thus, I should have betrayed the generation
fulfilled. What a frustrating sham it had been up till now! of thy children.” Having suffered the loss, one by one, of
These sentiments were typical: “I’m telling you, Craig, for every comforting, evasive rationalization, Williams had
the first time in my Christian life, I am actually hearing the finally been left alone with the truth he had been hiding
inner voice of Jesus in dialogue with me! I’m actually having from himself.
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If Christianity was not true in and of itself but was artificially made true, then was it really true at all and not a
simulation? Couldn’t the playful deity change his mind and
decide to make Buddhism or, for that matter, the Aztec
religion of human sacrifice “true”? In establishing his faith,
Craig Williams had, ironically, destroyed it.
He began to receive calls, e-mails, and even personal
visits from a whole different quarter: the atheists and
skeptics he had once avidly debated. They had surmised
he must have become disillusioned with his faith. What a
coup it would be if they could enlist him to their cause!
Dave Goldman, head of the Westboro Atheist Association,
was typical: “Imagine the star apologist publicly recanting!
Heh-heh, it’d be like Paul on the road to Damascus, only in
reverse!”

“I appreciate your concern, Evelyn, but it’s nothing I
could explain very easily.” He forced a smile and walked
away.
So it went until the day something dawned on Williams.
He had dedicated himself to mitigating human suffering,
never thinking that he himself, the one-time champion of
Christianity, was single-handedly responsible for unthinkable torment, compared with which the trials of his precious street people were the ecstasies of Paradise. While
the Christian belief was still no more than a creation of the
human imagination, there was neither a biblical heaven—
nor a hell. But now there was. Now the “unsaved” were
writhing in unquenchable flames and covered with worms
that would never die, and it was his doing!
This he could not live with.
The next afternoon, Evelyn and another
coworker, dropping by to give him a ride to
the shelter, discovered “Bill’s” corpse hanging by a belt from a rafter in his apartment.

S

tanding again before the Being of Light,
Williams fairly groveled in self-reproach.
“Christianity had become true—and in his
The Being knew what was on his mind.
image! Christianity according to Craig Williams!” But he waited for Williams to say it.
“Can we change it again? Get rid of hell?
Have everybody go to heaven?”
“I’m afraid not, Craig Williams. And I
think you know why. It is all interconnected.
“I’m afraid you’ve got me wrong, Dave. I don’t want to If there is nothing to be saved from, where is the need for
switch teams; I just want to quit the damn game and be a savior?”
“Is there no way to undo what I have done?”
done with it. But you’re kind to think of me.”
“There is indeed! And you know what that is, don’t you,
Besides, though no longer a Christian (as he had to
Craig
Williams?”
admit), neither was Williams an atheist. He had, after all,
“Make Christianity false again?”
encountered some sort of deity.
“Correct. Are you sure you want that?”
He knew he had no chance of escaping the spotlight
Eyes shut tight, Williams muttered, “Hell is too high a
if he stayed where he was. So he began the process of
price to pay for Christianity to be true …”
legally changing his name, pulling up stakes, and moving
“It is done. Now you may consider yourself the savior,
to another state. He quietly sold his extensive theological
as you have quenched the flames of perdition. Come, sit at
library to one of the huge dealers in secondhand religious
my right hand, good and faithful servant.”
books. He told no one where, or even that, he was going.
Once relocated, he decided to roll up his sleeves and
ack in the world of the living, things changed quickly.
volunteer for local relief work among the homeless and
The papyri authenticating the resurrection were dedrug-addicted. In this he found a degree of satisfaction.
bunked by new Carbon-14 dating. And the genetic
With the obscuring veil of theology lifted, it now seemed research turned out to have been based on flawed methodplain to him that the fundamental thing was to pitch in and ology. There was plenty of embarrassment to go around.
alleviate human suffering.
Undaunted, new apologists entered the lists, well-trained in
He spent many months thus engaged, living modestly the traditional arguments that the mysteriously absent
on the money he had made during his years of speaking Craig Williams once employed so expertly. Christians enand writing. His mood and outlook did not much improve. tered a collective Dark Night of the Soul, newly bereft of
He felt strangely unmoored from the world, every belief their temporary revitalization. They buckled down and solstripped from him, unsure even of the fabric of reality. But diered on.
he was mostly able to set this confusion aside in his service
to others. His coworkers at the shelter were drawn to him,
admiring his compassion and dedication, but they could
not help noticing his glum demeanor.
Robert M. Price is the author of Beyond Born Again, The Incredible Shrinking
“Bill, you seem so, I don’t know … introspective, I guess. Son of Man, The Case Against ‘The Case for Christ,’ and other books. He is
Is anything wrong? I know it’s none of my business, but …” also the host of the podcasts The Bible Geek and The Human Bible.
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Separation of Church and State:
Ranking the Presidents
Bill Lehto

T

he founders had every opportunity to create religious creeds, mottos, and pledges, but they didn’t. In fact, they explicitly added the Establishment Clause to the U.S. Constitution to prevent the mingling of government with religion.
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof ...” reads
the beginning of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, adopted in 1791. But despite their intentions, it’s obvious
that religion still plays a big role in the U.S. government. Every president swears the oath of office with one hand on the
Bible. Witnesses in court swear to tell the whole truth “So help me God.” The Supreme Court opens its sessions after the
bailiff has asked God to save the Court and the United States. Congress starts its daily sessions with a prayer from a chaplain
whose salary is paid with tax money. Schoolchildren invoke God on behalf of our nation when pledging allegiance to the
flag. Our currency even announces “In God We Trust.” What gives? The truth is that despite the Constitution having the
separation clause—as well as no mention of religion—politics and religion have often intermingled in our history, and the U.S.
presidents get a mixed review on upholding separation. Throughout our relatively short history, American presidents have
taken various interests in upholding this part of the First Amendment, some holding it with reverence, others interpreting it
loosely or wanting to ignore it.
Here are the five U.S. presidents who were the staunchest advocates for the separation of church and state:

5. James A. Garfield (1881)
“The divorce between Church and State
ought to be absolute. It ought to be so absolute that no Church property anywhere, in
any state or in the nation, should be exempt
from equal taxation; for if you exempt the
property of any church organization, to that
extent you impose a tax upon the whole community.” —
James A. Garfield, Congressional Record, 1874
Garfield was assassinated only one hundred days after taking the oath, but in his short time in office he proved to be
one of the fiercest advocates of the separation of church
and state. A deeply religious man who converted to Christianity in 1850, joining the Disciples of Christ Church, he
actively preached until he became a member of Congress
in 1863. Upon becoming president, he left his position as
an elder in the church. In his inaugural address in 1881, he
spoke of the danger the Mormons posed, having established what he considered a theocracy in the Utah territory:
The Constitution guarantees absolute religious freedom.
Congress is prohibited from making any law respecting
an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof. The Territories of the United States are
subject to the direct legislative authority of Congress,
and hence the General Government is responsible
for any violation of the Constitution in any of them.

4. John F. Kennedy (1961–1963)
“It is my firm belief that there should
be separation of church and state in the
United States—that is, that both church
and state should be free to operate, without interference from each other in their
respective areas of jurisdiction. We live in a
liberal, democratic society which embraces wide varieties
of belief and disbelief.” —John F. Kennedy, Letter, 1959
In 1961, Kennedy became the first Roman Catholic to win
the presidency. Due to the controversy around his religion during the presidential campaign, in 1960 he gave a
speech in Houston directly addressing the issue:
I believe in an America where the separation of church
and state is absolute, where no Catholic prelate would
tell the president (should he be Catholic) how to act,
and no Protestant minister would tell his parishioners
for whom to vote; where no church or church school is
granted any public funds or political preference; and
where no man is denied public office merely because his
religion differs from the president who might appoint him
or the people who might elect him.

In 2012, GOP presidential candidate Rick Santorum,
also Catholic, said Kennedy’s 1960 speech made him want
to throw up. Santorum said, “The idea that the church can
have no influence or no involvement in the operation of
the state is absolutely antithetical to the objectives and
vision of our country.” When your views on church and
state make Rick Santorum want to throw up, you earn a
spot on this list.
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3. Ulysses S. Grant (1869–1877)
“Let us labor for the security of free
thought, free speech, pure morals, unfettered religious sentiments, and equal
rights and privileges for all men, irrespective of nationality, color, or religion;
… leave the matter of religious teaching
to the family altar, the church, and the private school,
supported entirely by private contribution. Keep church
and state forever separate.” —Ulysses S. Grant, Address,
1875
Known primarily as the Union general who won the Civil
War, during his presidency, Grant was a staunch advocate
for the separation of church and state. He was also one of
the least outwardly religious presidents we’ve had. He was
not a member of a church nor was he baptized. In his youth
he had a negative experience with organized religion, and

to practical Religion, to social harmony, and to political
prosperity.” —James Madison, Letter to F. L. Schaeffer, 1821
No other person did more work to assure religious liberty
in the United States than James Madison. A religious man
who was baptized in the Anglican Church, Madison was
deeply concerned with religious persecution by the state.
In Virginia, Madison led the fight for guaranteed religious
liberty, making his case in his Memorial and Remonstrance
against Religious Assessments: “We maintain therefore that
in matters of Religion, no man’s right is abridged by the institution of Civil Society and that Religion is wholly exempt
from its cognizance.” In 1786, due to Madison’s efforts,
Jefferson’s Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom finally
passed in Virginia. In 1787, Madison served as the primary
architect of the U.S. Constitution, and, following Virginia’s
model, the Constitution gave the federal government no
authority over religion. And after prodding from Jefferson,
Madison successfully supported an amendment to the
Constitution to guarantee religious freedom.
1. Thomas Jefferson (1801–1809)

“Grant was … one of the least
outwardly religious
presidents we’ve had.”
at West Point he got into trouble for missing religious services. During his presidency, Grant argued for a strict separation of church and state. In a speech in 1875 he called,
unsuccessfully, for a Constitutional amendment that would
mandate free public schools and prohibit the use of public
money for religious schools. The failed amendment read:
No State shall make any law respecting an establishment
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; and
no money raised by taxation in any State for the support of public schools, or derived from any public fund
therefor, nor any public lands devoted thereto, shall ever
be under the control of any religious sect; nor shall any
money so raised or lands so devoted be divided between
religious sects or denominations.

In the 1870s Grant fought, successfully, against an
evangelical Protestant effort to seek a constitutional
amendment that affirmed the existence of God, confessed Christ as savior, and acknowledged “true religion”
as the basis for civil government.
2. James Madison (1809–1817)

“The experience of the United States is a
happy disproof of the error so long rooted
in the unenlightened minds of well-meaning
Christians, as well as in the corrupt hearts of
persecuting usurpers, that without a legal
incorporation of religious and civil polity, neither could be
supported. A mutual independence is found most friendly
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“I contemplate with sovereign reverence that
act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should make no
law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibit the free exercise thereof, thus
building a wall of separation between church and state.”
—Thomas Jefferson, letter to the Danbury (Conn.) Baptists,
1802
While Madison was the workhorse in terms of the separation of church and state, Jefferson was the trailblazer, making the defense of religious liberty one of the hallmarks of
his career. The term separation of church and state can be
traced back directly to him. Like many of the “Founding Fathers,” Jefferson was considered a Deist who valued reason
over revelation and rejected traditional Christian doctrines,

“In every country and in every age,
the priest has been hostile to liberty.”
—Thomas Jefferson

including the virgin birth and resurrection of Jesus. He saw
Jesus not as divine but as a teacher of morals. In 1776,
Jefferson introduced to the Virginia Legislature the Bill for
Establishing Religious Freedom, and in 1787, he convinced
his friend James Madison to amend the U.S. Constitution
to include a guarantee of religious freedom. He won the
presidency in 1801 after a vicious campaign in which he was
vilified as an atheist. Even after his presidency, he continued
to advocate religious liberty. From 1814: “In every country
and in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty. He
is always in alliance with the despot, abetting his abuses in

return for protection to his own. It is error alone that needs
the support of government. Truth can stand by itself.” A
man of contradictions, even today the slaveholding Jefferson is seen as an icon of individual liberty.
And here are five U.S. Presidents with the worst records
for upholding the separation of church and state:

Lincoln’s greatest speech, its weaving of religion into our
nation has had a lasting impact.
3. George W. Bush (2001–2009)

“I trust God speaks through me. Without
that, I couldn’t do my job.” —George W.
Bush, during 2004 campaign

5. Ronald Reagan (1981–1989)

“The First Amendment was written not to
protect the people and their laws from religious values, but to protect those values
from government tyranny.” —Ronald Reagan, 1979 rally
Though not a regular churchgoer, Reagan openly encouraged and supported Christianity as president. In a 1982
letter, he wrote: “My daily prayer is that God will help me
to use this position so as to serve Him. Teddy Roosevelt
once called the presidency a bully pulpit. I intend to use
it to the best of my ability to serve the Lord.” That same
year, Reagan supported a constitutional amendment to
allow voluntary school prayer. A year later he awarded the
Rev. Billy Graham the Presidential Medal of Freedom and
proclaimed 1983 the “Year of the Bible.” He asked Americans to join him: “Let us take up the challenge to reawaken
America’s religious and moral heart, recognizing that a
deep and abiding faith in God is the rock upon which this
great nation was founded.”
4. Abraham Lincoln (1861–1865)

“The will of God prevails. … He could
have either saved or destroyed the Union
without a human contest—Yet the contest
began—And having begun He could give
the final victory to either side any day—Yet
the contest proceeds.” —Abraham Lincoln,
Meditation on the Divine Will, 1862
Lincoln had a lot on his plate as president (more than any
other) and keeping God out of government was not a priority. In fact, Lincoln did a lot of putting God into government. It was under his watch that in 1864 Congress passed
an act to allow, but not require, the addition of the phrase
“In God We Trust” to currency. Known as the theological
president, Lincoln’s speeches and writing became more
and more religiously toned as he tried to get the nation,
and himself, through the Civil War. This culminated in his
second Inaugural Address in 1865, which would be his final
address to the American people. A work of political theology now known as America’s Sermon, the second Inaugural
addresses the nation’s relationship to God in great depth;
within 701 words, Lincoln mentions God fourteen times,
quotes the Bible four times, and invokes prayer three times.
In it, Lincoln gave the Civil War sacred meaning and created
an American scripture of sorts, suffusing the very idea of the
United States with religious significance. Widely considered

Bush, one of the most openly religious presidents in our
history, seemingly sought to undermine the separation of
church and state at every turn during his presidency. He
claimed he was on a mission from God when he launched
the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. He promoted “faithbased” initiatives, federal programs that provided religious
organizations and other faith-based institutions with federal
funding to deliver government-mandated social services.
He advocated religious-school vouchers and praised the
teaching of Intelligent Design in public schools. He also
chose John Ashcroft as his attorney general; in a 1999
speech at Bob Jones University, Ashcroft said that America
recognizes “the source of our character as being godly and
eternal, not being civic and temporal. And because we
have understood that our source is eternal, America has
been different. We have no king but Jesus.”
2. Donald J. Trump (2017–present)

“We’re going to protect Christianity, and I
can say that. I don’t have to be politically
correct. We’re going to protect it.” —Donald
J. Trump, 2016 campaign speech
Since his presidency is only a month old at the time of this
writing, it might seem unfair to include Trump in this list. His
legacy is hardly complete. But his record on separation thus
far is so atrocious, especially when including his campaign
language and promises, that he nevertheless deserves the
number two spot on this list, and only doesn’t receive the
top spot because the courts have so far been successful
in blocking his most egregious attempts at violating the
establishment clause. During his presidential campaign,
Trump called for a temporary ban on Muslims entering the
country and also the creation of a Muslim registry. While
his actual attempts at the travel bans have not explicitly
named Muslims, they did call for temporarily barring travelers from Muslim-majority countries, and he stated that the
U.S. government would give Christians priority over other
refugees seeking to enter the United States. Trump also
recently called for the abolishment of a statutory barrier between politics and religion called the Johnson Amendment,
which prohibits tax-exempt organizations such as churches
and other places of worship, charities, and educational
institutions from directly or indirectly participating in any
political campaign in favor or against a political candidate.
The Trump administration is also expected to push for taxpayer-funded vouchers that could be used toward private
religious schools, and his appointment of Betsy DeVos as
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secretary of education is a strong step in that direction.

ple to the Almighty. To anyone who truly loves America,
nothing could be more inspiring than to contemplate this
rededication of our youth, on each school morning, to our
country’s true meaning. … In this way we are reaffirming
the transcendence of religious faith in America’s heritage
and future; in this way we shall constantly strengthen those
spiritual weapons which forever will be our country’s most
powerful resource, in peace or in war.

1. Dwight D. Eisenhower (1953–1961)

“Our form of government makes no sense
unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious
belief.” —Dwight D. Eisenhower, a month
before his inauguration in 1952
A deeply religious man, Eisenhower was the first and only
president to write and read his own prayer at his inaugural
ceremony. With the Cold War in the background, in 1954 Eisenhower signed a bill to add the phrase “under God” to the
Pledge of Allegiance. At the bill-signing ceremony he said:
From this day forward, millions of our schoolchildren will
daily proclaim … the dedication of our nation and our peo-

Two years later, Eisenhower signed a law officially declaring
“In God We Trust” to be the nation’s official motto (replacing
“E Pluribus Unum”) and also mandating that the phrase be
printed on all American paper currency.
Bill Lehto is the publisher at Freethought House press and editor of Atheist
Voices of Minnesota.

1993–2018

SILVER ANNIVERSARY

August 18–19, 2018

CELEBRATION

Crowne Plaza Hotel Syracuse, New York

REGISTRATION FORM
Conference registration, per person: $105 includes Saturday luncheon, motor coach transportation, and Sunday luncheon.
_______ persons at $105: $ ___________
Saturday evening banquet, per person: $65. Alcoholic beverages additional.

_______persons at $65: $ ____________

Make a Contribution: $ __________________

Name(s) ________________________________________________________Address____________________________________________________________________
City, State, ZIP ____________________________________________________Phone_________________________________E-mail_______________________________
TOTAL: $____________________ PAYMENT: • Check/M.O. payable to the Council for Secular Humanism or • Charge to my:

• AmEx

• Discover • MC

• Visa

Card Number:_____________________________________________Expiration: _________________Signature:_____________________________________CSC Code: __________
Paying by check/money order? Mail this form with your payment to: Council for Secular Humanism, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.
Paying by credit card? Mail this form to the address above, or call toll-free 1-800-458-1366. Online registration is available at: www.secularhumanism.org/silver.

HOTEL INFORMATION
Rooms are available at the Crowne Plaza Syracuse at the discounted conference rate of $119 per night (includes complimentary WiFi and parking). Room
accommodation is not included in conference registration. You must reserve your room(s) directly with the hotel by or before July 25, 2018, in order
to receive this discounted conference rate. Telephone the Crowne Plaza Syracuse at (toll free) 888-227-6393 or (Syracuse area) 315-479-7000. Mention
“Center for Inquiry” when making your reservation.

TRAVEL INFORMATION
Syracuse is located in central New York State. By car it is four hours west of New York City and two hours east of Buffalo. It is served by Hancock
International Airport (SYR); carriers include Air Canada, Allegiant, American Airlines, Delta, JetBlue, and United Airlines. For airport information, visit
http://www.syrairport.org.
44

Free Inquiry June/July 2018

secularhumanism.org

DOERR’S WAY

Damage Report: Humanae Vitae at Fifty

T

his year marks the fiftieth anniversary of Humanae Vitae, the
Vatican’s misogynist declaration
(“encyclical”) condemning abortion
and all forms of contraception. This
column will explore the consequences
of that catastrophic document.
But first let’s note that Pope Paul
VI issued Humanae Vitae in defiance
of the wise counsel of nearly all members of his own advisory commission;
that the overwhelming majority of
Catholics ignore the ban; that Catholics
have abortions at about the same rate
as non-Catholics; and that one of the
more important organizations defending women’s rights of conscience is the
respected Washington-based Catholics
for Choice, publisher of the excellent
journal Conscience. Catholics, including priests, the world over took issue
with the Vatican when Humanae Vitae
was issued. In Washington, D.C., the
Catholic archbishop suspended nineteen priests in the archdiocese for criticizing the contraception ban. (One of
the dissenting priests went on to oppose his church in another controversy,
becoming a spokesman for a coalition
defending public schools at legislative
hearings in Maryland over an effort
to divert public funds to Catholic and
other private schools.)
Less than a month after issuing
Humanae Vitae, Pope Paul flew to
Bogotá, Colombia, to head up an
outdoor “Eucharistic Congress” expected to attract a million participants.
I was there on holiday and can report.
Newspapers were publishing letters
by parish priests criticizing the ban.

Edd Doerr

We cannot stress too strongly or
too often the whole long list of the
concomitants, causes, and effects of
the climate change and overpopulation crises. Rather than list them all
again, let me just refer you to my column in the December 2017/January
2018 Free Inquiry, “Al Gore’s Good but
Incomplete Sequel” (available online
at https://secularhumanism.org/index.
php/articles/9648, no subscriber login
required).

The country’s foreign minister had
harsh words for the pope and had to
be replaced. When Pope Paul landed
in Bogotá, the motorcade bringing him
from the airport to the capitol made a
point of passing in front of the city’s
largest family planning facility. Then
the Eucharistic Congress was a flop, as
people stayed away in droves.
Of course the Vatican is not the only
culprit in our planet’s crisis over climate
change and overpopulation. There are
also the hordes of conservative evangelical preachers and their flocks who
make up 20 percent or so of the U.S.
population, not to mention conservative religious leaders and cultures the
world over. Add in to that general apathy and ignorance aided and abetted
by the serious inadequacies of the
media in informing their readers and
viewers.

“Paul VI issued Humanae
Vitae in defiance of the
wise counsel of nearly
all members of his own
advisory commission.”
At this point, let’s look at some
numbers. World population is at about
7.5 billion, quadruple what it was when
I was born in 1930. It is projected to
reach ten billion by 2050. How many
abortions have there been worldwide
since Humanae Vitae was released?
Over fifty million per year. How many
children and women die each year
worldwide from inadequate medical
care? At least ten million. How many
births were/are prevented by worldwide use of the various methods of
contraception available? Unknown, but
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The Four Horsemen of Apologetics
Roy W. Brown

“No I’m not an expert in ‘theology.’ There’s nothing in ‘theology’ to be expert about.
Anyway I’m busy revising for my degree in fairyology.” —Richard Dawkins

M

ost rationalists, I am sure, feel just as dismissive of
theology as Richard Dawkins. We are told, for example, that whatever created the cosmos did so in
order for his chosen species to eventually appear on Earth.
But why wait thirteen billion years, the first eight billion of
which were waiting for the earth to form? And why create
a further ten billion trillion stars as well as our sun, the only
star we need for our existence? Yet we are also told that this
creator actually cares about what every one of us does in
our bedrooms. Isn’t all of that just a tad improbable? Surely,

reductionist reasoning; they see science as being blind
to the transcendental. But just suppose for a minute that
there were a supernatural world undetectable by science.
Wouldn’t it be a good idea to try to discover its nature, how
it worked, and how it influences life here on Earth?
Theology

Theology is an intellectual process aimed at understanding
the mind and nature of God. Unlike other branches of philosophy, however, it starts from the premise it is seeking to
prove. We can phrase the key question posed by theology as: “Given
that we know that God exists, and
given what else we know about the
world and ourselves, what can we
deduce about the nature of God?”
To the continuing dismay of ratio“Millions of believers, not to mention governments
nalists, theology is thriving; eminent
and the media, do take theology seriously.”
theologians are able to command
a seat at the top table, and there is
more than a million dollars sitting
there awaiting the winner of the Temfor anyone who has given any serious thought to these pleton Prize each year.
mind-boggling propositions, it becomes utterly impossible
Theology, like much of human thought and understandto take seriously their study, the study we call “theology.”
ing, has evolved over the centuries. Probably the most
The problem for rationalists is that millions of believers, influential theologian of all time was St. Thomas Aquinas
not to mention governments and the media, do take the- (1225–1274), who attempted to reconcile the worldviews
ology seriously and are strongly influenced by theologians. of the Greek philosopher Aristotle and the Muslim thinker
Yet because so many rationalists dismiss them out of hand, Averröes with Christian belief. His ideas came to dominate
the musings of these “experts” rarely seem to face a seri- Catholic thinking for over 700 years. But as scientific knowlous challenge.
edge has grown since the seventeenth century, so theology
Many believers see science as overreaching itself, as has had to draw back from areas where God was once
failing to recognize any source of knowledge other than thought to have direct influence in the world.
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Modern theologians have therefore had to become far
more sophisticated in their arguments in order to accommodate the major discoveries of science, such as the sheer
scale of the cosmos and the now-certain knowledge that all
life on Earth, including us, evolved from earlier life-forms.
And they have done so.
William Lane Craig
One of the most popular current “proofs” of the existence
of God is the KaIam Cosmological Argument.1 This is a
variant on the “first cause” argument of Saint Augustine
and others; its current leading spokesman is William Lane
Craig.2 He presents the following syllogism:
- It is self-evident that everything that has a beginning
has a cause;
- We know that the Universe had a beginning;
- It therefore follows that the Universe had a creator.
So far so good. But Craig then goes on to argue that:
1. An entity capable of creating something as vast as the
Universe must be all-powerful;
2. That this creator was necessarily outside the Universe
before it created it;
3. That the Creator is now
inside it, everywhere; and that
4. The Creator didn’t need to
be created; it is sufficient unto
itself.

Lawrence Krauss and Victor Stenger3 have both argued
that it might be possible to create a universe from nothing;
that it could have arisen spontaneously from the quantum
vacuum. The void “before” the universe was created could
have been totally empty except for the laws of quantum
physics. And yes, having enabled the universe to come into
existence, these same laws of physics are present everywhere within it. This suggestion has been met by the objection that the laws of physics would have needed a creator.
But if Craig can claim that his God didn’t need a creator,
rationalists can claim with somewhat more justification that
the laws of quantum physics are a logically necessary property of the void, needing no creator; that like the uncreated
creator, they simply exist.
The killer argument, surely, is that whatever power it was
that created the universe, there is absolutely no justification
for going further along the path of wish-fulfilment to claim
that it is also conscious, present everywhere, and watches
what every one of us gets up to. Is it not rather the height

“Modern theologians have therefore had to become
far more sophisticated in their arguments in order to
accommodate the major discoveries of science.”

It is in these final points, of
course, that the weakness of his
argument lies.
As to Point 1, it is not necessarily so; the creative force
merely needs the potential to initiate a process.
Point 2 seems reasonable.
Point 3 is a non sequitur, a mere statement of what the
creator would need to be like if it was also the personal god
of the believer, but this is in no sense proof of its existence.
And the only reasonable reaction to Point 4 is to feel
that we must be missing something. Craig seems to be arguing that in order for the Creator to be uncaused you just
have to say it. Bingo! Problem solved.
Craig seems unfazed by the problem of an all-powerful,
all-loving god permitting evil. In response to Dawkins’s criticism of God’s nastiness, Craig hopes for Dawkins’s sake that
God doesn’t hate Dawkins as much as Dawkins hates God.
Craig obviously believes that whatever evil God is responsible for must, by definition, be beyond criticism.
The claim that having created the universe, the creator is now everywhere inside it is worth exploring further,
however, since this might indeed be the case. Physicists
1. http://www.philosophyofreligion.info/theistic-proofs/
the-cosmological-argument/the-kalam-cosmological-argument/.
2. http://www.reasonablefaith.org/
the-revolution-in-anglo-american-philosophy.

of hubris and rather self-indulgent to think that the great
creator would even know or care that we exist?
Richard Swinburne
Richard Swinburne, emeritus professor of philosophy at Oxford University, has been a formidable advocate of the idea
of a personal god that revealed himself to us through Jesus
Christ. In his many works, Swinburne argues for the existence of the immaterial soul and that personal experience
is sufficient evidence for the existence of God. For him, the
awe we experience at a sunset, the cry of a newborn baby,
or a myriad other “spiritual” experiences may be taken as
evidence of the existence of the soul. Swinburne’s influence
has contributed significantly to providing believers with
arguments for belief. He sees such experiences as proof
of the supernatural acting directly within the natural world.
Rationalists have no difficulty rejecting these arguments,
since all of the evidence we have from neuroscience suggests that there is a one-to-one correlation between brain
3. See: Lawrence Krauss, A Universe from Nothing: Why There Is
Something Rather Than Nothing (New York: Free Press, 2012) and
Victor Stenger, “A Scenario for a Natural Origin for our Universe Using
a Mathematical Model Based on Established Physics and Cosmology.”
Philo, Fall–Winter 2006.
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activity and conscious experience, including “spiritual”
experiences. And the idea that any kind of consciousness
can survive the death of the brain is simply irrational, as
Epicurus pointed out 2,300 years ago.
The larger proposition of Swinburne and others that
God acts directly within the natural world also lacks any
credible evidence. The rationalist sees our chaotic world
as fully explained by the competing forces—economic,
financial, environmental, and personal—which fight it out
here on Earth without supernatural intervention. The difficulty for the rationalist is in proving a negative; it is virtually
impossible to prove that this or that phenomenon arose
without any such divine intervention. But caution is recommended here and a little judicious use of Occam’s Razor. If
any natural explanation seems even remotely plausible, it is
probably justified before invoking or inventing any supernatural explanation.

haps not be too critical of this distinguished philosopher
for using this kind of argument; it is after all difficult to find
anything better when you are defending the indefensible.
Yet Plantinga was not too shy to attack Richard Dawkins
for poor philosophy when he took statements in Dawkins’s
The God Delusion out of context to show—falsely—that
Dawkins’s logic was flawed. He claimed that Dawkins had
argued that since evolution cannot be proven not to have
occurred, then, ergo, it must have happened. This completely ignores all of the detailed evidence that Dawkins
has presented in his many books, drawn from microbiology,
paleontology, and genetics—the list is nearly endless—of
which Plantinga cannot possibly be unaware. The evidence
shows quite clearly how evolution has happened through
purely natural processes, without any need for divine intervention. What Plantinga did was drive a bus through Popper’s principle of falsifiability,6 which Dawkins was invoking
in The God Delusion. This is not merely special pleading on
Plantinga’s part, but smacks of intellectual dishonesty. Pandering to the
hopes of the ignorant is reprehensible in anyone, but surely doubly so
in a leading academic.
Plantinga’s principal argument—
which I mentioned above and for
“If Craig can claim that his God didn’t need a creator, which he primarily owes his claim to
rationalists can claim with somewhat more justifica- fame in theological circles—is that
if a belief is “properly basic,” then
tion that the laws of quantum physics are a logically
that belief alone is sufficient warrant
necessary property of the void, needing no creator.”
for it to be believed. This idea was
rather more succinctly summarized
on a bumper sticker I once saw in
Texas: “God said it, I believe it, that
settles it.”
Plantinga was awarded the 2017 Templeton prize for
Alvin Plantinga
this penetrating insight.
Alvin Plantinga, a leading American Protestant theologian,
believes that if our belief in the divine is “properly basic”— John Polkinghorne
that is, not dependent on any other belief—then that fact Another highly influential advocate of the compatibility of
alone is sufficient warrant for the belief to be accepted. science and religion has been Sir John Polkinghorne. A
This argument—which takes up several volumes of his British physicist with many major publications behind him,
writings4—fails to demonstrate that such a belief would be he later became a priest and wrote extensively on religion.7
true, merely that it is warranted, without any supporting He is the only member of the Royal Society who is also an
evidence other than subjective feeling. But then, how could ordained priest. A recipient of the Templeton Prize, he was
it have?
knighted in 1997. His primary argument is that God acts in
Plantinga’s masterstroke was to suggest that since sci- the world through human agency, through his influence on
ence is the study of the physical world, it has nothing to say our hearts and minds.
regarding what lies outside it.5 Unsurprisingly, that’s where
Certainly, the idea of God has had a huge influence on
Plantinga’s god is lurking! If a cow were suddenly to appear human behavior, probably since Homo sapiens first came
in the middle of Times Square, it would be a miracle—but it down from the trees, but to equate the idea of God with acwould not breach the laws of nature, because by definition tual influence by a real god is simply unconvincing. There is
it would be an unnatural event, a miracle, and not subject no feature of the brain that has been identified as a receiver
to the laws of nature anyway. We have a name for this kind of divine messages, and no such physical transmission has
of argument; it’s called “special pleading.” We should per- ever been detected.
4. http://philosophy.nd.edu/people/alvin-plantinga/.
5. See for example: http://www.reasonablefaith.org/
an-interview-with-alvin-plantinga.
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6. See note 11 below.
7. See: http://www-history.mcs.st-andrews.ac.uk/Biographies/
Polkinghorne.html.

It is unfortunate, to say the least, that Polkinghorne’s The Question of Evidence
theological musings are given greater credibility because All of the arguments in favor of God rely on the idea of
he is also a scientist and a fellow of the Royal Society. Yet his a supernatural world, beyond the physical world that we
scientific training contributes nothing to his theological ar- inhabit, indeed outside the known universe—a world that
guments; they are not informed or validated by his science. is undetectable by means of our senses or our scientific
How could they be? And as a fellow of the Royal Society, instruments. Science cannot help us here but neither can
he can hardly be ignorant of the extent to which science theology, since we have no means of knowing what haphas undermined Christian mythology. It does seem rather pens outside the universe—or even whether such a place
odd that a professor of physics should have abandoned exists. Since such a supernatural world is by definition
science for a world of pure speculation. Perhaps, like many beyond nature, its existence must always be the object of
theologians, he was motivated by an overwhelming desire unprovable conjecture.
Many of us, it seems, interpret our feelings of awe and
to validate what he desperately wanted to be true. A further
wonder
as other-worldly, as our being in touch with the diclue may lie in his interest in ethical issues. Perhaps, like
Jefferson, he was persuaded that the
teaching of Jesus of Nazareth was the
best guide we have to ethics and was
keen to promote his ideas. Certainly
his participation on numerous government committees on medical ethics
“The larger proposition of Swinburne and
would add weight to this belief.
Theological Revolution

others that God acts directly within the
natural world ... lacks any credible evidence.”

Despite all of the objections one might
make to these modern theological arguments, what William Lane Craig has
called “a revolution in Anglo-American
Philosophy”8 has indeed taken place. Craig’s revolution was
the alleged overthrow of scientific naturalism, which began
with the failure of A. J. Ayer’s Verification Principle9 that he
first published in 1936 and which was shown to be internally
inconsistent.10
Craig seems to take real pleasure in shooting dead
horses. Having claimed that the verification principle was
central to scientific naturalism, he claims that its failure
scuttles all hope for scientific naturalism. The problem was
solved in The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1959) by the
philosopher of science Karl Popper (1902–1994) with his
falsifiability criterion,11 but modern theology has either not
noticed or deliberately chosen to ignore this important
principle. No statement can be considered valid unless it
can be shown that it would be possible in principle to falsify
it by experiment or observation. Theology in general—and
certainly the hand-waving form of theology practiced by
Craig, Plantinga, and the others—fails that test at every
hurdle.
But whatever rationalists might wish, believers believe
what they want to believe, and many therefore find modern
theological arguments persuasive. Worse, many of these
ideas have become influential among the wider public.

8. See: http://www.reasonablefaith.org/the-revolution-in-angloamerican-philosophy#ixzz4q6pXzmiq.
9. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ayer/.
10. As Kurt Gödel had already shown in 1931, even arithmetic can contain statements that are true but unverifiable. Verifiability has since been
replaced as the acid test of the validity of any statement by Popper’s
falsifiability criterion.
11. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/popper/#toc.

vine. Wonderful, even life-changing, experiences they may
be, but our conscious experiences nevertheless correlate
one-to-one with the working of our extraordinary material
brains.
For the rationalist there is no difference between the
supernatural and the imaginary. If we wish to believe in
God or the supernatural, it will always be a matter of faith.
Mark Twain was close to the mark when he wrote: “Faith is
believing what you know ain’t so.” He would perhaps have
been more accurate had he written: “Faith is believing what
you wish were true.”
The lack of credible evidence is perhaps the strongest
argument for doubt in the existence of the supernatural.
The fact that some of us have what we regard as spiritual
experiences is absolutely no proof of the existence of a
supernatural world.
The four horsemen of apologetics really have been flogging dead horses.

Roy W. Brown is a former president of the International Humanist and Ethical Union.
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POEM

DOERR’S WAY

Nocturne: Riffs
Patty Seyburn
Each night at midnight, a northern wind
finds the bedroom window and strikes
the harp’s strings to awaken King David.

Continued from p. 45

surely tens of millions per year. In
sum, without all those abortions,
without all those tragic deaths of
children and women from inadequate medical care, and without
all the births prevented by contraception, world population today
would exceed a totally unsustainable ten billion.

He calls God, “midnight.”
Chopin wrote 21 of them. Ignace Leybach
remembered only for his fifth. Faure, Scriabin,
Satie, Poulenc. Debussy. Shostakovich. Mendelssohn.
Have a secure grasp of the long phrases.
Whistler painted a series in a veil of light.
Quoth John Ruskin: “asking two hundred guineas
For flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face.”
Ruskin: the only child of first cousins.
The test pattern was often a card at which
the television camera pointed while the transmitter
was active but no program was being broadcasted.
Replaced by static and snow.
In “Midnight,” a movie made in 1939
(screenplay co-written by Billy Wilder)
Claudette Colbert played “Baroness Czerny.”
The Times said: “three cheers and a tiger.”
If there is the whole day about you, how
fortunate you are. If there is the whole dark
about you, you have until dawn to convince
the night-blooming cereus to thrive.

Patty Seyburn has published four books of poems: Perfecta (What
Books Press, 2014), Hilarity (New Issues Press, 2009),
Mechanical Cluster (Ohio State University Press, 2002), and
Diasporadic (Helicon Nine Editions, 1998). She is a professor at
California State University, Long Beach, and coeditor of POOL: A
Journal of Poetry (www.poolpoetry.com).
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“Without all those
abortions, without all
those tragic deaths
of children and
women from inadequate medical care,
and without all the
births prevented by
contraception, world
population today
would exceed a
totally unsustainable
ten billion.”
As cannot be repeated too
often, in 1974–1975 the Republican(!)
Nixon/Ford administration produced the National Security Study
Memorandum (NSSM) 200 report
on the overpopulation issue. It
recommended universal access to
contraception and noted that without legal abortion, overpopulation
could not be stopped. The NSSM
200 report was immediately “classified” and buried until it was declassified in 1989, published, and
publicized by population scientist
Stephen Mumford.*
* My writing on NSSM 200 may be
accessed online at arlinc.org in issues 43,
49, and 50 in Voice of Reason, published
by Americans for Religious Liberty.

The Clinton and Obama administrations made modest efforts
to combat climate change and
overpopulation, but Republican
administrations have worked hard
to reverse them, especially the one
today headed by the pompous,
ignorant, “malignant narcissist”
buffoon in a White House (see The
Dangerous Case of Donald Trump:
27 Psychiatrists and Mental Health
Experts Assess a President, edited
by Dr. Bandy X. Lee, St. Martin’s
Press, 2017) crammed with climate-change deniers and opponents of family planning.
As this is the most important
election year in a century, it is imperative that voters across the religio-political spectra work together
to elect federal and state lawmakers and governors committed to
dealing effectively with climate
change, overpopulation worldwide, and women’s rights. We must
also elect lawmakers who will defend our public schools against the
Trump/DeVos/etc. drive to divert
public funds to religious and other
private schools. Losing that battle would mean that all taxpayers
would be forced to support private
schools that deny climate change
and oppose family planning. We
have a lot of work to do.
This year also marks the fiftieth anniversary of the release of
the film Planet of the Apes.
Viewers will remember that at the
very end of the film the main
character, the astronaut played
by Charlton Heston, figures out
that our civilization was destroyed
by human blunders and screams
“Damn them all to hell!” Will
there be anyone left in fifty years
to write a script for Planet of the
Ants?
Edd Doerr, president of Americans for
Religious Liberty and a past president of the
American Humanist Association, has been
writing on these topics for decades.

LIVING WITHOUT RELIGION

Grave Considerations

A

challenge often faced by secular humanists is how to respond
to the eventuality of one’s death
and the emotional turmoil experienced
at the death of others. It is understandable how one might envy at times the
certainty of the faithful, who, viewing
the cemetery as a gateway, await the
transition to a blissful eternity, there to
be reunited with those who preceded
them. With her usual sympathy and
discernment, Harriet Martineau writes
of the less certain in recounting her
visit to a cemetery in her final chapter
of Retrospect of Western Travel (1838):
There are not a few Christians, I
believe, and certainly many who
are Christians only nominally or not
at all, who are not satisfied about
whether conscious life ends here,
or under what circumstances it will
be continued or resumed if this
life be but a stage of being. Such
persons can meet nothing congenial with their emotions in any
cemeteries that I know of; and they
must feel doubly desolate when,
as bereaved mourners, they walk
through rows of the inscriptions
which all breathe … certainty of
renewed life and intercourse … . How
strange it must be to such to read
of the trumpet and the clouds, the
tribunal and the choirs of the saints,
as literal realities, expected like the
next morning’s sunrise and awaited
as undoubtedly as the stroke of
death, while they are … diving into
the deepest abysses of their own
spirits to find a resting-place for
their timid hopes! For such there

Allen H. Agnitti

is little sympathy anywhere, and
something very like mockery in the
language of the tombs … .

St. John’s Cemetery is my hometown’s site for Roman Catholic remains.
There you will find among the trumpeting noted by Martineau the stones with
the names of my father’s parents and
grandparents, from which one learns
their names and dates of arrival and
departure from life … and nothing
more. Their stories are gone, except for
a few anecdotes passed down over the
years. My paternal grandfather and his
two brothers emigrated from the Abruzzo region of Italy at the turn of the
century. He later returned and brought
over his wife and parents. More work
and family savings led to the purchase
of several acres for farming, a cow,
some chickens, and a vineyard. The
farm helped the family survive the
Great Depression, although my father
left high school to provide additional
wages for the family. One story I recall
is that my grandfather had gone back
to Italy at the outbreak of World War I,
was drafted, and served as a cook for
army officers before returning to Massachusetts at the war’s end. All in all, it
seems a life blessed by good fortune.
An anti-clerical atheist, he even ended
up with his parents, buried in the consecrated ground, due to the efforts of
one of his churchgoing daughters. One
tragedy I know of involved my father’s
oldest sister, who died at the age of

seven due to a kitchen accident. She
also rests in the cemetery.
All these family members were
strangers to me: gone before they
could be a part of my life, people I dutifully visited each year—a family ritual
on Memorial Day, perhaps for a prayer,
to look at the flowers, and to wonder

“Like billions before
them, they are vanished
points of human light—
their joys and sorrows
gone forever.”

just who these people were to whom I
was undeniably connected, at least in
name and a genetic legacy. But there
are no answers to be had, no chronicles
to consult, no known remaining members of those generations to ask. Like
billions before them, they are vanished
points of human light—their joys and
sorrows gone forever.
Catholicism offers the promise and
the consolation of a heavenly meeting
of worthy souls. Most of those resting
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at St. John’s Cemetery undoubtedly
departed with this expectation amid
their fears. Similar to Catholic beliefs,
in that the spirits live on, is ancestor
worship, a practice of traditional China
as well as other cultures. The Chinese
ancestors continue some sort of an existence to support or bless dutiful descendants or simply to connect those
still alive with a past honorable lineage.
One can appreciate the maintenance
of connections with generations gone
by, the awareness of one’s place in the
framework of time. Many others find
hope and consolation in reincarnation,

“History and the arts
represent what the wind
carries through the ages.
Fortunate ones know to
keep the windows open
to feel the comforting
breeze.”

an explanation accepted by many and
for some aligned with the conclusions
of modern physics. But the problem remains as to what trace of identity can
survive from one life to another. Similarly, there arises the problem of the
identity of the heavenly Christian souls
or of the ancestral spirits worshipped at
the family shrine: Of the many physical
and emotional identities that existed
throughout the life of the departed individual, which of these characterize his
or her after-death being?
While many find continuity in life’s
experiences, an inescapable truth
to anyone reviewing one’s life is that
each life contains many personae. For
some these are familiar and welcomed
voices from the past; for others, these
52
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personae are identities pushed into
the closet. Some people forget these
selves from the past, and others obsessively grasp at a persona slipping
away in the currents of time; however,
one only has to look at photos of the
child, the teen, the young adult, and
the senior citizen to perceive physical evidence of one’s own evolving
identity. Memories of departed family
members assume various forms, just as
do memories flowing around dear ones
still with us, perhaps sitting across the
dinner table.
Along with uncles and aunts who
were so much a part of my younger
days, my parents also have their memorial stones at St. John’s cemetery
and so are together again with the
Agnitti family. Just two of time’s countless travelers, so unremarkable to the
historian, they were still in some way
especially memorable, out of the ordinary, to many of those acquainted with
them. As with ordinary or extraordinary
people, memories of their points of life
will eventually be extinguished—such
is human fate. And extinction awaits
the seemingly eternal memories of the
Shakespeares and Caesars. Like the dinosaurs with their reign of millions of
years, even humanity and its longest
memories will come to an end—so
the universe decrees. E. O. Wilson, in
his prologue to A Window on Eternity
(2014), notes:
Deeper than despair, more terrifying than death, is the thought that
everything in time will disappear,
that all we have been and will become will leave no trace whatever
… . Across millennia and tens of
millennia, the mill of time grinds all
remembrance into nothing.

As we await our own extinction and
experience the death of those dear to
us, those of us finding no hope in the
promises of cemetery stones find little
other consolation than the thought that
each individual while alive can enrich
and gladden the lives of others. What
we do share with the heralds of certainty is the suffering occasioned by
the loss of loved ones. Reflecting on
the impact of death, Martineau writes:
“There remains the heartsoreness from
the anguish of parting; that pain which,
like physical pain, takes us by surprise
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with its bitterness at each return.”
Robert Pirsig, in the afterword to his
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, writes of the death of Chris, his
twenty-three-year-old son:
There is an old cultural habit of
thinking of people as primarily
something material, as flesh and
blood. ... What had to be seen was
that the Chris I miss so badly was
not an object but a pattern, and
that although the pattern included
the flesh and blood of Chris, that
was not all there was to it. ...
Now Chris’s body, which was a part
of that larger pattern, was gone
but the larger pattern remained.
A huge hole had been torn out of
the center of it, and that was what
caused all the heartbreak.

My parents’ departures have been
the inevitable gashes in life’s tapestry,
never to be mended but accepted as
the price exacted by time. After having enhanced lives around them, they
are now but memories, returning unexpectedly and fading away. The Tibetans have their prayer banners that
fly in the wind; eventually the printed
prayers fade away, leaving an empty
cloth and whatever the winds have
taken possession of. That seems a fitting image to apply to the tapestries
of our lives. History and the arts represent what the wind carries through the
ages. Fortunate ones know to keep the
windows open to feel the comforting
breeze, an example of which one finds
in the parting words of Xenophon’s
model ruler Cyrus:
For what is more blessed than to be
united with the earth which brings
forth and nourishes all things beautiful and all things good? I have always been a friend to man, and I
think I should gladly now become a
part of that which does him so
much good.

Allen H. Agnitti is an adjunct instructor in history
and an attorney. The above is adapted from his
With a Thousand Antennas: A Dilettante’s Story
(Dog Ear Publishing, 2016).

HUMANIST SOAPBOX

Confessions of a Recovering Jerk

I

almost didn’t write this piece. Publicly owning up to having been a jerk
is not the sort of opportunity I actively seek. Hell, I’m an ad writer. Leading with flaws goes against forty years
of a career built on glib bragging. And,
ads shmads, it’s human nature not to
want to admit your mistakes to yourself, let alone to readers.
But here I am, writing this damned
thing, all because I happened to read
a(nother) moving account by a woman
who endured sexual harassment. It
made me sick, not just because of
what she went through, but also because once or twice while reading her
narrative I paused and thought, Holy
shit, I’ve been guilty of that.
Reluctance to parade my warts
aside, I have other worries. I worry that
I’m not as enlightened as I think and
am perhaps in the act of showcasing
as much. I worry about patronizing instead of helping. I worry that my examples will spark arguments over the
debatable at the expense of the clearcut. I worry that someone will think
He’s talking about me and throw a fit. I
worry about cyber-posses. I worry that
some will take this as an indictment of
all men, when, for the record, it’s not.
Also for the record, I acknowledge that
sometimes women harass.
Mind you, I am as adept at denial
as the next fellow. Still, as I reflected,
there it was: the occasional inappropriate, would-be humorous remark, not
giving up when told to give up, or saying what I thought was charming and
original but which in fact every jerk in
a like setting says. Do you come with

Steve Cuno

the car? isn’t just a meme. I actually
overhead someone, namely me, utter it
once (he wrote, hating himself for leaving it there for everyone to read when
he could delete it and no one would
know). A friend who had come along
cleared his throat as we left the dealership and said, “Every jerk says that.”
Which, looking back, was exactly what
a friend should do.
Oh, I had my excuses. I’m a Boomer,
so I grew up surrounded by bad role
models. We live in a world that numbs
us to harassment, making it hard to
know it when we see it. We see movies where “no” means “force yourself
upon me and I’ll melt into your arms.”
We have a culture that treats claims
with suspicion. We have the over-promotion of the rare false accusation. And
we have the likes of I was just kidding
around, It was a compliment, It wasn’t
that bad, and Don’t be so sensitive.
But I neither buy nor offer any of
those excuses. I knew when I was pushing it.
Enlightenment began dawning on
me once my company had grown to
the point of having as many female as
male employees, and I found myself
dealing with the occasional remark falling well beyond the fuzzy line. I had regard for legal ramifications, but, more
important, I cared about my people. I
didn’t want them having to put up with
untoward behavior. And, though it’s a
long shot, I suppose it’s remotely possible that by then I had matured somewhat.
Empathy for the offended didn’t
completely erase empathy for the of-

fenders. As a recovering jerk, I hadn’t
forgotten how easy it is to engage
mouth sans brain. But this recovering
jerk had generally responded to correction. Now in the role of corrector, I
was disappointed to encounter denial
upon denial.

“Once or twice while
reading her narrative I
paused and thought,
Holy shit, I’ve been
guilty of that.”

Take the (former) friend who walked
into our offices after, I realized too late,
having drunk his lunch. Fixing his gaze
on our newest hire’s chest, he said,
“Nice cleavage.” I banned him from
the office in writing. He responded with
a gracious, written apology.
Har! He did nothing of the sort. He
responded with fury. Not content to
leave it at that, he persuaded a handful
of mutual, middle-aged male friends to
chide me for overreacting. Apparently,
between his drunken “nice cleavage”
and my neither tolerating it nor chancing a repeat episode, mine was the
greater offense.
Or take the vendor who, outlining
an hourglass shape with his hands, told
an employee she was “voluptuous”
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and “looked like Jessica Rabbit.” Interrupting, I said, “Please do not sexually
harass my employees.” I figured that
was pretty unambiguous. Nope. Reprising the hourglass motion, he continued, “I’m just saying, Jessica Rabbit
is very shapely and so is—” Cutting him
off again, I took him aside to explain in
private why the remark was inappropriate. “Okay,” he said, “I’ll stop.” Then
he walked into my second-in-command’s office, complained that he had
done nothing wrong, and demanded
to know what was up my craw.
Not incidentally, that was how he
lost his vendor status.
But the usual response, whether
feigned or genuine, was surprise followed by protestations of innocence.
“That wasn’t harassment,” insisted one
employee, “I was just pointing out an
objective fact. That mountainside really does look like the backside of a fat
woman in a thong bending over.” Another employee appeared taken aback
when I told him that e-mailing a naked-boobs meme to coworkers constituted a problem. After all, he assured
me, he hadn’t sent it to the religious

employees.
I would make it a point to say, “I’m
less concerned about lawsuits and
more concerned with providing a harassment-free workplace.” It seemed
never to register. What did register
was, “I don’t need you to see it my way.
I just need you to knock it off.”
Yet, damn self-honesty. Anytime
I find myself inwardly marveling that
anyone could be so obtuse in this information age of ours, memories of my
own cringe-worthy moments bubble
up, convict me, and remind me not to
be smug. I’m still not immune from slipping. Fair being fair, I’ll tell you about
the time that I-the-company-president
had to reprimand me-the-employee.
It happened when I espied two associates assembling a newly delivered
conference table. As they broke out the
screwdrivers to affix the top, I blurted
what was to have been an oh-so-clever
pun: “I caught you guys screwing on
the tabletop.” Angry, one of them
called me on it immediately. And I
apologized immediately. I thanked him
(sincerely) and gave myself a chewing
out. That was stupid, I-the-president

telepathically berated me-the-employee all the way back to my office.
This is the workplace. It’s not a comedy
club, and you’re not doing standup.
In the face of denial, I’m never sure
if I’m dealing with a mind that doesn’t
get it or an ego that refuses to. But I
have my suspicions. While acknowledging room for discussion at the continuum’s center, I suspect that all but
the utterly empathy-deprived have
a sense of where shades of gray wax
dangerously dark, of where flirtation
is appropriate and where it is not, and
of where banter ends and imposition
begins.
If we haven’t that sense, we can ask.
And listen.
How I wish I could go back and
unsay some things.

A veteran marketing writer, Steve Cuno has
authored three books and written articles for
Skeptical Inquirer, BookBusiness, Deliver, and
other periodicals. In his spare time, Steve enjoys
playing his piano and forcing people to look at
photos of his grandchildren.

THINKING OUT LOUD

Infinity: Just One Damn Thing after Another

C

an a “real” infinity exist? It’s
an old question and slippery
as a fish. Thinkers come down
on both sides. The infinity-deniers, or
finitists, include folk such as Aristotle,
Karl Gauss, and David Hume, who
argued that infinity can only be potential. If a process can go on indefinitely
(such as adding 1 to an integer), we
call it “infinite” only by shorthand.
Infinite simply means not limited. But
we must never assume the process is
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completed or can be complete—that
would take forever, and forever hasn’t
happened yet.
True, “infinity” pops up in the physical sciences. Infinite space, infinitely
small electrons, black holes infinitely
dense at the center, pi with infinite decimals, infinities appearing in attempts
to reconcile quantum physics to general relativity, and all that. But all these
are theoretic limits and ideals. No one
has seen an electron or a black hole’s
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singularity. No one has fully computed
pi. What we have are models that move
toward infinity, models where you can
always take another step. But in each
case, alternatives exist that neatly avoid
infinity and its pesky paradoxes.
On the other side are thinkers such
as Plato, George Cantor, Kant, Kurt
Gödel, and Roger Penrose, who would
say that yes, infinity is real, and we are
swimming in it. These minds tend to
a slightly mystical or theological bent.

Exceptions occur: Thomas Aquinas
denied the possibility of an infinite
regress of causes, but God, he said,
is still infinite.
The question itself is abstract and
probably irresolvable. Once in the
“pro-infinity” camp, I now lean a bit to
the “finitist” side. But one argument
still presents a compelling case for a
real or actualized infinity. Like all arguments, it has premises. The premises
of this are as follows:
1. Reality is objective.
2. Space and time are continuous.
3. Zeno was full of sh*t.
Of course Zeno (circa 490–430 BC)
was the Greek Stoic philosopher who
believed reality is an illusion and motion is impossible. His most famous
argument was the one about Achilles
and the Tortoise, but a simpler one
might be better. An archer shoots an
arrow. To hit its target, the arrow must
first travel half the distance, then half
the remaining, half the remaining of
that, and so on. In other words, for the
arrow to reach the target, an actual
infinity of events must occur within a
finite time. But, Zeno argued, an actual infinity is impossible. So the arrow
never hits its target. So all motion is
illusory.
Unless you accept Zeno’s conclusion, you must work around this
somehow. One way is to say the
arrow’s half-point passage is a mental construct. The arrow moves continuously; only we humans take any
length of the path and say “here’s
the mid-point.” But we can’t subdivide forever, so a “real infinity” never
occurs.
The main problem here is Premise 1. If reality is truly objective, then
the mid-point is truly “out there” anyway; the arrow reaches and passes it
whether we construct the point or
not. Even without us, the event occurs in objectivity. Construction might
be necessary to our knowledge of
the event but not to its existence. To
deny this is to begin a slow slide toward solipsism.
Another tack is to deny Premise 2,
the continuity of time and/or space.
Perhaps space is slightly granular.

Perhaps motion consists of very small
discrete “jumps,” like a step-function.
In point of fact, physicists do posit the
Planck length (ℓP, about 10-20 of a proton’s diameter) as the smallest possible distance and suggest it is meaningless to talk of two positions p1 and
p2 less than a ℓP apart. But this does
not mean objects jump instantly from
one point to another. It means some
locational property of an object (such
as its precise center of gravity) spans
a spectrum of probabilities from p1
to p2, and that span is objective and
continuous, with its own intermediate
stages. So the arrow still has a real infinity of “half-point passages,” albeit
in slightly different form.
On the other hand, time and space
are entangled. Perhaps both time and
space lack continuity and consist of
tiny units that “melt into” each other
in a weird, nondivisible way. Then we
just may escape the real continuous
divisibility of the arrow’s path. We
might still have to accept an actualized infinity within any mathematical
model that includes continuous time,
space, and motion, such as calculus.
But physical science would have no
such problem.
Modern physics does suggest
a Planck time as well as a Planck
length, and treats time and space as
quantized. This may be our answer at
last. Unfortunately, it’s an answer that
seems artificial and dissatisfying in a
way that’s hard to express. It’s a bit
like a game cheat. Perhaps because
it suggests that the Planck-granularity
of space-time is a pure logical consequence of the reality of motion—and
if that’s so, why didn’t we realize it
until about 1900? Are we such doofs?
The Planck-granularity is just a
model anyway, one model of many.
Certain others retain a perfect continuity of motion. The jury is still out.
How long must we wait? Maybe forever.

Freethinker Kenneth Nahigian, a Bright, is a
part of a Sacramento-based philosophical think
tank consisting of him, four cats, and some
shrubbery.

POEM

Midnight Mass
George Kalogeris
Even before the Easter candles were lit,
Illuminating the grainy lines of their faces
There in the darkened church, I knew how
tired
And weighted down those immigrant laborers were,
And just by hearing the creak of their crowded pews.
At stroke of midnight, when everyone rose to sing

Christos Anesti, and I could believe my ears.
As if the wood had sounded the timbre of sheer
Exhaustion’s faith, and I felt it in my bones.
All the aches and pains in that lurching yet
limber way
The congregation got to its restless feet.
En masse, but not in blind obedience.
Not even the groaning wood in Grunewald—
As under the weight of the Word the beam of
the cross
Contracts—uplifts me now like that supple creak
I heard at stroke of midnight. When everyone rose,
At least to sing in the dark. Including those
front-pew
Elders, standing without their canes and their
walkers.

George Kalogeris is associate professor of English at
Suffolk University in Boston. His interests focus on
Greek and Roman literature in translation. His most
recent book is Dialogos: Paired Poems in Translation
(Antilever Press, 2012).
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THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND

Why I Don’t Believe—an Examination of Atheist Logic
Phil Hatfield

T

he gravestone is beautiful. A
polished black marble with simple yet elegant heart-breaking
script, beginning to wear slightly with
age: “To the memory of Baby ******,
born asleep.” Immediately below it is
a similar inscription—“To Baby *****,
born asleep.” To the rear of the headstone is a small metal plaque, and on
it is another inscription dedicated to a
third stillborn child.

“Contemplating situations filled with intense
suffering … finally
crushed what little faith
I had left in God or the
power of the Church.”

Reading the dedications listed on
the grave on a wet afternoon in late
June, I fight to control both tears and
anger at the sheer bloody tragedy surrounding this little piece of history I had
discovered. I had never met those unfortunate people named as parents on
the headstone, but surely the loss of a
child must be one of the single most
horrendous situations a parent can
56
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endure. To lose more than one hardly
bears thinking about.
It was contemplating situations
filled with intense suffering such as this
that finally crushed what little faith I had
left in God or the power of the Church;
not that this took much doing, but in
a way it provided a few more pieces
of the puzzle to enable me to fashion
a coherent outline of the thought process that led me to the conclusions
below.
For me it is not so much the existence of God that I think requires further discussion; rather it’s his actions, or
lack thereof, in the world—both today
and through history. Proving or disproving his existence is, of course, an impossibility. Rather than debate this, let
us instead examine the case for and/or
against his worship.
To put the issue more clearly: If God
does not exist, our lives continue much
the same with whatever meaning we
attach to them. However, if he does
exist, should we worship him?

I

was raised a strict Roman Catholic
and as such was taught to rely on
faith for a great deal early on in life.
Life choices, friends, disagreements,
and relationships could all be solved
(apparently) through trusting in God
and accepting how things turned out.
This can actually work, more often
than not (though not through any
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act of divine intervention); accepting
things as they are and not trying to
alter the impossible works well as a
recipe for happiness in many—if not
all—circumstances and is in fact one of
the key ideas behind many philosophical schools of thought.
Indeed, many of the teachings and
traditions of the Church (I refer to the
Roman Catholic Church here, but the
principle is the same across many more
denominations) work not only to bring
the practitioners closer to God but also
to guide them in living fulfilled, wholesome, and serene lives. Many of the
traditions were actually borrowed from
the teachings of ancient philosophers
such as the Stoics and simply altered
slightly to include God in the equation.
So there we have a blueprint for
a good life, provided by an all-loving
god. If the blueprint is followed correctly, it will allow us to experience
happiness not only in this all-too-fleeting life but also throughout eternity in
heaven.
So far so good. We can even explain away natural disasters and loss
of life by calling them God’s will and
accepting them as something that was
meant to be. Or can we?
We are taught that God loves each
of us equally, perfectly—as a father
loves his son. But a logical examination
of the world around us shows that this
cannot be the case. Or if it is, his love

for us is so abstract or unknown that it
is beyond our comprehension (which is
essentially the same thing; if the way
he loves us is so mutated from what
we know as love, it becomes something else entirely of which we have no
concept).
For an individual to be “saved” (or
welcomed into heaven, born again,
call it what you will), he or she must renounce evil, accept God as his or her
Lord and savior, and dedicate his or her
spiritual life to putting his or her trust in
him more and more each day. All forms
of Christianity accept this, in one form
or another, as a basis for becoming a
practitioner.
Instantly we can identify a problem
with this scenario: If following the path
of Christianity (or insert the religion of
your choice) requires a choice, why are
so many people denied the chance to
make it? Uncontacted tribes and people in the far reaches of the globe may
never have heard of Christianity—certainly a massive proportion of the world
had not in the early days of the religion,
when missionaries had yet to begin
their ministries. Were these people
simply abandoned as a lost cause by
God, condemned by their ignorance to
an afterlife of purgatory or worse?
If the answer to this question is yes,
then this constitutes a strong argument
for the lack of an all-loving deity. If the
answer is no, and these people were
effectively given a “pass” due to their
not having heard of Christianity, then
telling them about it would effectively
worsen their position by giving them a
further set of rules to follow in order to
achieve salvation, throwing the whole
need for religion into jeopardy.
This example may seem a little abstract to the modern-day reader; after
all, the internet and the spread of humans across the globe means that the
number of “uncontacted” tribes numbers almost zero. However, in our own
local communities, there are those for
whom accepting the word of God is
impossible.
Consider victims of any sort of personality disorder where the sufferer has
an inflated sense of one’s own importance and is predisposed to be highly
resistant to accepting that there might

be a power greater then oneself. Taken
to extremes, someone in the grip of an
extreme narcissistic personality disorder may in fact believe that he or she
is in fact the highest power in the universe.
This example is slightly different,
as the subject has the opportunity to
choose a religious existence but not
the mental capacity. As the personality
disorder has arisen through no fault of
his or her own, how can he or she be
blamed for poor decisions as a result of
it? Also not taken into account here are
the mentally handicapped, those with
learning difficulties or critically low IQs,
or simply the average person who was
raised in an atheist household and has
been taught—and believes—that there
is no god.
Why would an all-loving god not
provide his children with at least the
predisposition to be receptive to his
word?
Conditions such as the disorders
mentioned above often develop in
childhood, but others can be present
from birth. In other cases, the subject
may not get a chance to make a choice
at all, as his or her life is cut short by
disease, violence, or accidents—which
brings us back to the issue of unnecessary suffering.
Some suffering is essential to our
growth as a person. If we lived a sheltered life wrapped in cotton wool, we
would likely develop into a selfish, entitled, naive nightmare. Suffering hardens us and teaches us about the world;
suffering makes us stronger people. Or
most of it does.
Losing my job and being unemployed and nearly homeless for a year
was hard. I lost a great deal of weight
and money. I also learned about how
I cope under financial hardship, experienced a whole new side of life, and
met a host of interesting people with
whom I otherwise would not have
had contact. I emerged a (thinner) but
stronger person.

T

he parents who lived through
the loss of three children did
not emerge better people. They
may be stronger, they may well be less
emotional in everyday situations, and

they may be able to empathize and
support others in similar situations (all
positive attributes), but—and let me
be crystal clear on this—there is no
skill, attribute, or emotional state the
achieving of which can be justified by
the death of three children.
Perhaps the previous statement is
a little inaccurate. A better one would
be that they did not emerge better
enough people for God to justify taking away the three things they loved
most in the world.

“Accepting things as
they are and not trying
to alter the impossible
works well as a recipe
for happiness in many …
circumstances.”

God’s actions here could perhaps
be justified by Christians who say
that the tragic events that took place
were all part of God’s plan and that we
should not blame him for wanting to
bring these children “home” to him in
heaven. After all, aren’t they in a better
place now? Perhaps. Maybe heaven is
all it’s cracked up to be, maybe not.
The question is, however: Why did
God bring these children in the world
at all if all they were going to cause was
such intense distress and grieving? Not
to teach us anything, not to make us
better people. To do this would be to
admit that our development as humans
here on Earth means more to him than
the lives of children. It would be tantamount to saying that the only reason
these children existed at all was to
serve some purpose in the development of others.
Perhaps it could be suggested that
these things happen in the “natural
order of things,” and it is our own free
will and poor decisions that lead to
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these terrible circumstances. Why then
bring God into the equation at all? I
will not go into the futility of prayer in
this article (you cannot attribute miracles to God or the saints without asking
why he or they did not perform these
acts for others in an identical situation);
however, an examination of the points
above show very clearly that—if he exists—God is obviously not at work in
our lives.

T

hese questions and many more
are what ended my faith in God
all those years ago. It was not a
simple question of proving the existence of a deity; it was more a matter
of determining his worth as a figure of
worship—of determining whether a
being who allowed mothers to watch
their children die in front of them, families to be ripped apart by abduction
or violence, or horrendous diseases
ravage the people closest to us was
worthy of endless adoration and devotion.
To the end of my days, I will wish I
had a faith. I wish I could answer these
questions satisfactorily and therefore

put my trust in an all-loving deity who
ultimately has the best intentions for
me and all of humanity. But I simply
cannot. Having a faith such as that must
be a great comfort to those in need,
but I cannot be a part of worshipping
a god with what appears to be strong
psychopathic traits.

“Why would
an all-loving god not
provide his children
with at least the
predisposition to be
receptive to his word?”
There is much we can learn from
the world around us, much good we
can do, and many people—such as
the tragic parents I read about on that
wet day in June—to whom it is our
duty to extend comfort and hope. We
can learn to deal with terrible events

through philosophy and achieve a
greater sense of peace and serenity
from studying philosophical schools
of thought than we can from petitioning an abstract, seemingly indifferent
deity. Regardless, our thoughts should
be with this life, geared toward living
an honest, upstanding existence on
our own terms and celebrating our very
human condition.
As (the Christian!) Stephan Grellet
reportedly said—“I expect to pass
through this world but once. Any good,
therefore, that I can do or any kindness
I can show to any fellow creature, let
me do it now. Let me not defer or neglect it for I shall not pass this way
again.”

Phil Hatfield is a writer and amateur student of
philosophy living and working in Cornwall (South
West UK). He has written on a wide variety of
subjects, but his main area of interest concerns
ethics and their application to current events and
the world around us.

HUMANISM AT LARGE

If I’m Asked to Deliver a Prayer of Thanks

F

or those living in the southern part
of the United States, it’s common
to say a prayer before meals.
When I’m in someone’s home and a
prayer breaks out I remain silent, but
I don’t close my eyes, cross myself,
kneel, genuflect, or do any other religious hokey-pokey. I simply remain
silent, though I do use that time to
look for fried chicken, deviled eggs,
buttermilk biscuits, and pecan pie. Say
what you will about southern Fundamentalists; there are some damn good
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cooks in the bunch.
But at public gatherings and government functions when everyone is
asked to stand and bow their heads
before eating, I remain seated. If some
religious busybody says something,
I tell them I’m getting out day-old
chicken entrails to read for guidance
before sacrificing a goat (thanks, Dan
Dennett).
On the chance I shall be asked to
“say a prayer of thanks” at one of these
public occasions, I wrote this verse and
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have a copy in my wallet just in case:
Everyone! Please sit down, get
comfortable, and let us think
about thanks.
Thank you, pig, for your meat,
Bacon and ribs are a heavenly
treat.
Thank you, chicken, for your
eggs,
I especially love your deep-fried
legs.

Thank you, cow, for your steaks,
Delicious butter and cold milk
shakes.
Thank you, catfish, with a taste
so fine
With hushpuppies and fries a
meal divine.
Thanks, garlic and basil with
pine nuts too,
For a pesto and fettuccini rendezvous.
Thanks cabbage, broccoli, and
Brussels sprouts,
Domesticated by humans—not
supernatural louts.
And thanks, Mr. Darwin, for explaining it all
Without the silliness of humanities’ fall,
For destroying the notion of
creating gods
Who are due respect as psychopathic clods.
To imams and priests and
preachers so dreary
Whose laughable dogmas are
anciently weary.
Proclaiming their gods are the
one and the only
As they’ve slaughtered millions
for some divine phony.

To trick you, to fool you, to lead
you down blind alleys,
That’s why their meetings remind you of Nuremburg rallies.
While they’re rushing backward
into dark ages of thought
The best question to ask them
is, “What have all your gods
wrought?”
They bring hatred, genocide,
conquest of the stranger,
Slaughter of old folks and children who pose no danger.
That’s what their gods want,
there shall be no escape
But save the young girls for the
victors to rape.
Yet the knowledge of nature
provided by science
Eliminates gods and their unholy alliance
With torture, murder, rape, and
reason repressed
That the faithful employ to claim
their god is the best.

Let us remember those small
minds are not on the ball
When they proclaim “god” is
the answer though it’s no answer at all.
Praise not murderous gods and
their true believers,
Their Bronze Age fables, their
sectarian deceivers.
Listen to their cries, their lies,
and their pleas.
“Give your money to God but
make the check out to me!”

“But best at what?” You always
should ask
To discover what religion has
set as its task.
It’s to enslave you, be obedient,
and never ask questions
To accept all their nonsense and
theistic suppression.
Check your brains at the door—
Bible-bangers preferred
So don’t question anything
though it’s completely absurd.
Be a good little sycophant and
do as you’re told.
How dare you for thinking—you
must be controlled!
Beware of god’s tyrants with
their crazy assertions
Enforced with mental abuse
and physical coercions.

How they need true believers
and plead for your cash
That’s why they speak with obscure balderdash.

Here’s to Darwin, Ingersoll,
Dawkins, and Hitch
Showing there’s no need for a
divine son-of-a-bitch.

Let’s bury those fake-gods in
the manure they spread
And grow real fruits that flourish
over those impotent dead.
Throw away ancient dogmas of
religious insanity
Replace them with freethought,
science, and work for humanity.
Those are the real fruits that
knowledge can bear
So look up to the stars, not
down in vacuous prayer.
Returning now to the meal
that’s at hand,
See what all deities can never
command.
No holy high-ups put food on
your table,
Made-up divinities are forever
unable
To place one green pea or one
grain on your plate.
These gods don’t exist—these
gods are not great.
As I show true gratitude for
what I shall eat,
I thank potatoes, tomatoes, and
succulent meat.
I give thanks to the farmers,
pickers, cooks, and our servers
Who provided this food without
religious perverters.
It’s the reality of science that
moves us so fast
To a future of hope, not a fairytale past.
So let us eat hearty and give
thanks where it’s due
To the advancement of science
that feeds me and you.
Enjoy your food!

Stephen Greenfield is a reader, writer, photographer, nature and dog lover, and good home
cook.
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REVIEWS

Adventures in the Bible Business

I

have to say I felt a bit misled at first
by the subtitle of Bible Nation: The
United States of Hobby Lobby. The
implication seemed to be that the
book would be a survey of the impact
on the country of the Supreme Court’s
2014 decision in Burwell v. Hobby
Lobby. What we have instead is a very
detailed and useful critique of the latest endeavors of the Green family, the
billionaire, evangelical Christian owners of the Hobby Lobby chain of arts
and crafts stores. The Greens came
to national attention with Burwell v.
Hobby Lobby when they successfully
argued that the Affordable Care Act’s
requirement that companies provide
for contraceptive care in their health
insurance plans violated the family’s
right to freely exercise their religious
beliefs.

“[The Greens] have
wandered into territory
for which they have no
training, no GPS, not
even a map.”

The authors of Bible Nation are
trained theologians. Candida R. Moss
is the Edward Cadbury Professor
of Theology at the University of
Birmingham, and Joel S. Baden is professor of Hebrew Bible at Yale Divinity
School. As the authors point out, the
Greens apparently continue to believe
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Bible Nation: The United States of Hobby Lobby, by Candida
R. Moss and Joel S. Baden (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton
University Press, 2017, ISBN 978-0-691-17735-9) 223 pp.
Hardcover, $29.95.

that the Court’s 5-to-4 decision was a
reaffirmation of their First Amendment
rights under the Constitution’s Free
Exercise clause. In fact, the Court’s
decision was based on the Religious
Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA), an
act that makes it extremely difficult for
a religious exemption to be denied,
even in the case of a generally applicable, religiously neutral law. This may
be an understandable misunderstanding on the Greens’ part, but it also
exemplifies one of the difficulties for
the Greens that has cropped up and
caused them some trouble in all of
their current initiatives. They have wandered into territory for which they have
no training, no GPS, not even a map.
With seemingly endless Hobby
Lobby dollars available, the Greens
are amassing one of the largest collections of biblically related artifacts
in the world. They have thus far collected at least 40,000 manuscripts,
scrolls, scraps, and the like, that has,
in part, been placed on exhibit in
a half-billion-dollar Museum of the
Bible located near the National Mall
in Washington, D.C., which opened
November 2017. To help with cata-
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loguing, interpreting, and giving some
order to the collection, the Greens
have hired a number of scholars and
students to staff what is known as the
Scholarly Initiative. They have also
invested in the development of a Bible
curriculum that they hope to place in
public high schools across the country.
There appears to be no reason
to question the authenticity of the
Greens’ belief or to question their
stated purpose of bringing the Bible
before all of America and, indeed,
the world. As Steve Green, son of
Hobby Lobby founder David Green,
repeatedly reported to our authors,
the Greens are not intending to proselytize; their wish is to allow people
opportunities to “engage” with the
Bible on its own merits and in a
“non-sectarian” environment. At least
in the attempt, they appear to be
quite sincere.
But that word, non-sectarian,
always takes me back to the 1840s
and the Philadelphia Bible riots in
which some twenty people were killed.
Bible reading in public schools was
common at the time, and to make the
practice non-sectarian, readings were

presented without any comment from
the teacher. The city’s burgeoning
Catholic population used a different
bible, however, that included commentary from church authorities in its
margins and, as such, was prohibited
in the public schools. Catholics were
naturally outraged and eventually built
their own schools. Thus, non-sectarian
came to mean that all faiths were welcome as long as they were a sect of
Protestant Christianity.
According to the authors of Bible
Nation, we can understand this best
by returning to Martin Luther’s doctrine of Sola Scriptura, the idea that the
Bible alone is necessary to maintain
the believer’s relationship with God.
Each believer, reading for oneself, is
capable of attaining a proper understanding of the mind of God and how
one should conduct one’s life. What
need is there for church authorities, or
any authorities for that matter, when
one has, through the Bible, a direct
relationship with the creator of the
universe? This is a distinctly Protestant
approach to the Bible, and, as Moss
and Baden write, it completely ignores
centuries of interpretation that will
inevitably affect the museum’s and its
visitors’ interpretation of the artifacts
selected for display. (Sola Scriptura
also seems to lie behind the American
definition of democracy as a political
system in which any individual with an
ounce of common sense is capable
of running the country or, at least, a
major corporation. We see where that
has gotten us.)
Although the Museum of the Bible
has encouraged the Vatican and the
Israel Antiquities Association to mount
exhibits, there is no mention of Islam
and, therefore, of the significant links
between the Qur’an and the Bible.
That may be just as well, since Muslims
probably don’t consider themselves a
“sect” anyway.
The principal Hobby Lobby figures for our purposes are the father/
founder, David, and his two sons,
Steve and Mart, none of whom has a
college degree. Taken together, the
three have about one year of college
level education. As Moss and Baden
note, the Greens are skilled business-

people, but they have not always
been successful at keeping business
interests separate from their cultural
philanthropy. For example, the business model behind the Green collection is to purchase artifacts at a third or
less of their value and then to donate
them to their own nonprofit Museum
of the Bible, Inc., for a significant tax
write-off. Beyond that, the artifacts
never leave the Greens’ control. The
Museum of the Bible, Inc., is based
at Hobby Lobby, Inc., the company’s headquarters in Oklahoma City.
Lacking any expertise in the antiquities field, the Greens make decisions

“This … distinctly
Protestant approach to
the Bible … completely
ignores centuries of
interpretation that will
inevitably affect the
museum’s and its
visitors’ interpretation
of the artifacts
selected for display.”
about which objects to acquire based
on financial concerns. Which objects,
for instance, can be purchased cheaply
and then valued more highly for tax
purposes?
As part of their Scholarly Initiative,
the Greens have hired reputable scholars to provide the expertise they lack.
But these scholars may not be aware
that they are “… supporting every
other venture that Hobby Lobby and
the Green family prioritize.” According
to Moss and Baden, this can include
legal pursuits, missionary projects, and
the entire social agenda so dear to
right-wing evangelicals. And, because
the Green Collection artifacts often
lack solid evidence of provenance,
scholars may also find themselves

unknowingly complicit in the laundering of potentially illicit antiquities.
The Scholarly Initiative is not part of
the biblical scholarly community. It is
a private academy “paid for, directed,
and controlled by Hobby Lobby.”
Ultimately, the Greens want to tell a
particular story, and the academics are
being used to give that story a veneer
of authority.
The Greens’ attempt to establish
a four-year Bible curriculum in public high schools has so far been a
flop. The curriculum includes themes
such as “God’s presence, God’s justice, (and) God’s plan … ” that go
well beyond simply teaching about
the Bible. For this reason, and to
avoid costly lawsuits, school districts
that initially expressed interest have
pulled the plug. The curriculum project
is ongoing—presumably undergoing
revision—but, at this writing, there are
no plans for a relaunch.
The curriculum will undoubtedly
not abandon its commitment to
present the Bible as reliable history.
However, this requires dealing with
some pretty vexing issues in biblical
scholarship. Take the thorny problem
of camels, for example. Camels are
often referred to in the Bible in relation
to the travel needs of ancient patriarchs such as Abraham. The trouble
is that Abraham, if he ever existed at
all, is supposed to have lived around
2100 BCE, while camels were not
domesticated as beasts of burden
until 1000 BCE or later. The curriculum
never wrestles with such concerns but
brushes them aside, stating that scholars have many opinions (they don’t) on
these issues.
For trained theologians, Moss and
Baden make pretty good investigative
reporters. No review can cover the
myriad difficulties—some subtle, some
not so—that these authors have
uncovered among the various Green
enterprises. Bible Nation should be
required reading for every visitor to
the Museum of the Bible.

Wayne L. Trotta is a psychologist and frequent
reviewer for F ree I nquiry .
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Secularism in Africa

Edd Doerr

I

n America today, we struggle nervously against a rising tide of efforts
by the “theocrat Right” and their
political collaborators to return to the
time before Jefferson and Madison led
the way to our constitutional secular
state that safeguards religious liberty
through church-state separation. So it’s
interesting to see something positive
on another continent.
On August 23–25, 2016, more
than two dozen prominent activists,
academics, physicians, journalists, and
other thought leaders from eleven
African countries met in Nairobi,
Kenya, to discuss secularism and its
relevance to good governance across
Africa. The conference produced this
final document:
We believe in a secular society that:
Actively supports the separation
of religion and state; champions
human and civil rights on behalf of
all its citizens, without exception;
recognizes and protects the inherent values of each of its citizens;
defends and upholds freedom of
speech; respects religious, atheist
and humanist groups and in which
all are able to express their views
equally; does not oppress or give
preferential treatment in any way
to any group; and does not favor
one religion over another or force
anyone to adhere to any particular
religious belief.
We are committed to advancing a secular society: That advances
principles of human rights, human
dignity, nondiscrimination and rule
of law; where individuals experience freedom of religion and freedom from religion; and where no
one is compelled to adopt a religious belief for any reason.
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What Secularism Means to Africa: What It Has Been, What It
Hasn’t Been and What It Could Mean for Human Rights, edited
by Jon O’Brien (Washington, D.C., Catholics for Choice, 2017,
ISBN 978-0-998416-1-6) 40 pp. Softcover, $15.00.

We believe that secularism
can benefit African societies by:
Contributing towards nation building and social cohesion; creating
space for dissent and freedom of
conscience; making a distinction
between political and religious
powers and roles; creating transparency around relationships between religion and government;
creating spaces for open discussion
between people of all faiths and
no faith; fostering a community
that lives at peace and rejects religious or nonreligious extremism;
and supporting the rights and autonomy of individuals.

The conference was chaired by
former Ghana Health Minister and
Ambassador Dr. Eunice BrookmanAmissah and hosted by Jon O’Brien,
president of the Washington-based
Catholics for Choice, with which I have
worked for years. One of the papers
included in the book is by conference
faculty member Leo Igwe, founder
of the Nigerian Humanist Movement
and founding director of the Center
for Inquiry Nigeria. The book contains
some of the papers presented at the
conference.
As an activist on church-state and
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secularism matters for decades, I
heartily recommend this short book.
It is relevant not only for Africa but
for every other country as well, especially the United States, where our
national government and many of our
state governments are in the hands of
clericalists and reactionaries bent on
undermining our constitutional churchstate separation heritage regarding
women’s reproductive health rights,
the secular public schools that serve
90 percent of our kids, and other
issues.
Madison, Jefferson, Washington,
Paine, and others of our Founders
would be pleased by this excellent
book.

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.

A River Ran through Him

T

he River of Consciousness, the
book neurologist Oliver Sacks
(Awakenings, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat) was working on
just before his death in 2015, collects
ten essays written over the past fifteen
years. The essays return to familiar
concerns—the hallucinogenic effects
of migraines, individuals suffering peculiar neurological conditions—as they
pursue with Sacks’s customary lucidity
subjects ranging from evolution, medical research, and the creative process
to Darwin as botanist, Freud as neurologist, and the stumbling history of
scientific advance. Like much of his
earlier work, these essays often advert
to the personal: Sacks’s childhood fascination with speed and photography,
his liver cancer, his surgery following
a climbing accident, and his dealings
with playwright Harold Pinter. This
personal investment combines with an
infectious fascination with his subjects,
a gift for succinct summary, engaging
prose, and a preference for speculative musing to yield essays that weave
material of great variety into seamless
wholes.
There are many small treats in this
book, from learning about paracuses
(“alterations in hearing, especially
mishearings”), cryptomnesia (“unconscious plagiarism”), and achromatopsia (“total color blindness following
a cerebral injury or lesion”) to the
stories of patients, writers, and other
physicians. The book’s editors observe
in their foreword that “Sacks could
move fluidly among all of the [scientific] disciplines,” and another treat

Brooke Horvath

The River of Consciousness, by Oliver Sacks (New York: Knopf,
2017, ISBN 978-0-385-35256-7) x + 237 pp. Hardcover, $27.00.

awaiting the reader is Sacks’s range of
reference not only within but beyond
the sciences. He is conversant in music
(as his earlier Musicophilia made clear)
and knows his literature, from George
Eliot and Mark Twain to Susan Sontag
and Harold Bloom. More pleasing
still is his acknowledgement of the
work of many largely unremembered
physicians and scientists: “the great
French physiologist” Claude Bernard;
Oswald Avery (who discovered DNA
in 1944); the nineteenth-century geologist Albert Heim, who first studied
altered perceptions of time in individuals surviving “falls in the Alps”; Charles
Sherrington, “who coined the word
‘synapse’ and showed that synapses
could be excitatory or inhibitory in
function.”
Among the other pleasures of The
River of Consciousness is the frequent
appearance of arresting facts: that
paper wasps “can learn and recognize
the faces of other wasps,” that plants
are “capable of registering what we
would call sights, sounds, tactile signals, and much more,” and that, when
“a time-lapse film of plant movement”

is speeded up “a thousandfold, plant
behaviors start to look animal-like
and may even appear ‘intentional.’”
Moreover, such facts often add up
to more than striking curiosities. The

“Sacks’s … infectious
fascination with his
subjects, a gift for
succinct summary,
engaging prose, and a
preference for speculative musing … yield
essays that weave material of great variety into
seamless wholes.”

Summer 2017 issue of PETA Global,
for instance, alerts readers to a new
culinary fad in California and New York
City: severing limbs from live octopi
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to be served “still writhing” to happy
diners. Shocking as this may be, it
becomes horrific after reading Sacks’s
essay “Sentience: The Mental Lives of
Plants and Worms,” which informs us,
its title notwithstanding, that octopi
are capable of learning, “can signal
complex emotions and intentions,”
and may well “have consciousness of
a significant and individual sort. …”
“Sentience” begins by informing
the reader that Darwin’s final book
“was a study of the humble earthworm” in which Darwin considered the
possibility that such worms possess
intelligence. If these bits of information prove surprising, then (1) like

“If these essays are
each at once meandering
yet focused, the same
can be said of the
book as a whole.”

me, you don’t know as much about
Darwin as you thought you did, and (2)
you will perhaps be equally surprised
by Sacks’s essay “Darwin and the
Meaning of Flowers,” which pays tribute to the naturalist’s botanical work,
which “interrogated flowers … as no
one had ever done before,” showing
how details of their construction “were
unintelligible, senseless, except in the
light of history and evolution.” Several
books resulted from these investigations, none among his better-known
works but collectively providing “the
strongest evidence for evolution and
natural selection” that Darwin could
muster while transforming “botany
itself … into an evolutionary science.”
Whereas “Sentience” touched
briefly on Sigmund Freud as Sacks
pondered early research into the
“mental lives” of worms and green
things in general, “The Other Road:
Freud as Neurologist” examines in
64
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greater detail the twenty years Freud
worked as a neurologist and anatomist, work that was, Sacks suggests,
“an essential key” to Freud’s later
psychoanalytic life and his theories of
memory and neurosis. Making “connections between neurology and psychology,” Freud would locate neurosis
in a failure of the brain to perform its
routine tasks of “recategorizing” and
“retranslating” memories, thus leaving
the neurotic stalled in the past and in
need of a means of bringing “‘fixated’
material into the present so that it can
be subjected to the creative process of
retranscription.”
“The Fallibility of Memory” follows. It opens with Sacks describing
the return of buried memories and
“frames of mind … atmospheres, and
passions” that “had lain dormant for
upwards of fifty years,” only to wonder
how many of these in fact had ever
really happened to him, leading to
speculations on willful forgetting, cryptomnesia, recovered memories, and
the false memories implanted by torture or your neighborhood therapist.
If memory is fallible, so too can
hearing be (“Mishearings”) with things
misheard not necessarily indications of
Freudian repression yet nonetheless
able to “cast an unexpected light on
the nature of perception” and the
mind’s readiness to hear in the not
accurately heard “clearly articulated
words or phrases” (“choir practice” for
“chiropractor”) rather than a “jumble
of sounds.” It is remarkable, Sacks
feels, that “doing what they can with
distorted or deficient signals from our
ears … brain[s] manage to construct
real words or phrases, even if they
are absurd.” More remarkable is the
fact that “our perceptions are so often
correct, given the rapidity, the near
instantaneity, with which they are constructed.”
Mishearings can be surprisingly
creative, and creativity is the subject to
which Sacks next turns in “The Creative
Self.” He moves quickly beyond the
boringly obvious—the need to acquire
skills and master forms—to consider
the relation of memory to forgetting,
“autistic savants” whose masterful
abilities fall short of meaning and
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sensibility, and “time, ‘forgetting,’ and
incubation” as essential before “deep
… insights can be achieved.”
Creativity and the complex interactions between remembering and
forgetting are further explored in
“Scotoma: Forgetting and Neglect in
Science,” which gives the lie to the
common (mis)understanding of scientific progress as an unbroken “continuum” by asking why certain key scientific insights “that once seemed clearly
established” are subsequently forgotten, sometimes to be replaced by
“less perceptive explanations.” Here,
as with biological evolution, ripeness
is all, with time and necessity and
favorable circumstances playing their
roles: “The greatest creative achievements arise not only from extraordinary, gifted men and women but from
their being confronted by problems
of enormous universality and magnitude” and with the necessary tools at
hand.
Other essays concern the physiological mechanisms of the automatic
nervous system responsible for maintaining homeostasis by monitoring our
“internal environment” and informing
us of how we are doing by “tak[ing]
on an intrusive, unpleasant quality”
that lets us know that “something is
amiss.” “Speed” reflects upon homeostasis out of whack (in tourettism and
parkinsonism) while reflecting upon
the relation of speed of movement to
time and perception while on drugs
or dreaming or “suddenly threatened
with mortal danger.”
If these essays are each at once
meandering yet focused, the same can
be said of the book as a whole, with
the thread tying together Sacks’s many
interests being consciousness itself
and its evolution, its many normal and
abnormal manifestations, its apparent
existence in “lower” life forms, and
its relation to creativity and memory.
“The River of Consciousness” is therefore the bow on this last present Sacks
has gifted us. Concentrating on the
relation between vision and consciousness, Sacks sees our “visual system
process[ing] information ‘in sequential
episodes’”—three to twenty “snapshots” per second—which the brain

fuses into “a sense of continuity and
motion.” Consciousness is, then,
partly a result of “objective cerebral
computation” transformed into “subjective experience,” not “a ‘thing’ but
a ‘process’ that probably first arose
in reptiles a quarter of a billion years
ago” and evolved over the eons into
human self-consciousness.
What Sacks writes of flowers—that
they “required no Creator, but [are]
wholly intelligible as products of accident and selection”—is just as true for
the consciousness that allows us to
contemplate both them and ourselves
contemplating them. Indeed, a sense
of secular wonder percolates throughout The River of Consciousness, for it
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is not only consciousness and primroses that provided Sacks with “a
sense of deep meaning and satisfaction that belief in a divine plan had
never achieved”:
The world that presented itself
[sans religion] … became a transparent surface, through which one
could see the whole history of life.
The idea that it could have worked
out differently, that dinosaurs might
still be roaming the earth or that
humans might never have evolved,
was a dizzying one. It made life
seem all the more precious and a
wonderful, ongoing adventure.

If Socrates was correct that “the
unexamined life is not worth living,”

then Sacks’s life, spent wondering at
and examining life in its myriad forms,
was well lived—and he left behind fifteen books to help in our own examinations while we still have the time. We
are all of us, in Stephen Jay Gould’s
phrasing, “a glorious accident” floating
downstream on the river of consciousness; “like mayflies,” the Gilgamesh
poet told us more than three millennia
ago, we “stare at the sun / then all at
once there is nothing.”

Brooke Horvath’s most recent reviews for FI were of
Arlindo Oliveira’s The Digital Mind and Daniel De
Nicola’s Understanding Ignorance.

continued from p. 19

I wish to thank you for your decision
not to publish more articles on the
mythicism/historicity of Jesus. (By
the way, I do not always agree with
you, so I thought I would write to
you when I did!) There is little evidence one way or the other, and
Free Inquiry has beaten this subject
to death. While this topic may be
of interest to a few scholars with
vested interests, it was not all that
interesting to me. I suspect this may
be true of other average readers, or
perhaps I am just below average.
Perhaps you can move on to
the historicity of Lao Tzu. Just kidding—please don’t!

Gary Shugar
Submitted via e-mail
It was with reassurance and delight
that I read both Robert Price’s and
David Fitzgerald’s compelling ripostes “Jesus: Mything the Point?”
in the February/March 2018 issue
taking serious cause with senior editor of Free Inquiry Bill Cooke’s two
pieces in 2016/2017 arguing that
secular humanists should “abandon
the myth theory of Jesus.” I would
guess that the convincing bottom
line should lie with the enormous
contribution that Richard Carrier
has given modern scholarship in
his On the Historicity of Jesus: Why
We Might Have Reason for Doubt
(2014). This work is not only the
first peer-reviewed book on the
subject of the mythical Jesus, it was

also published by a distinguished
university press in the United Kingdom, the University of Sheffield.
Carrier’s 618-page epic treatise
should lay to rest any nagging
questions about whether Jesus of
Nazareth was a historical figure.
Carrier convincingly argues his thesis by citing extensive credible evidence that Jesus was not. This book
should end the questions that arise
from humanists such as Cooke as
well as the biblical apologists who
are sustained and employed by
“Bible” and religion departments
of hundreds of “Christian related”
colleges and universities. What else
need be said or written, especially
in Free Inquiry, on this matter?

Robert L. Semes
Retired Professor of History and
Religion
Founder and Honorary Fellow,
The Jefferson Center
Ashland, Oregon

Jesus Myth Theory Aside
Re: “It’s Time to Put the Myth Theory of Jesus Aside,” FI, February/
March 2018. In his rebuttal to the
Jesus mythicists, Bill Cooke makes
several dubious points that lend no
credence to his argument. First, he
criticizes the myth theory because
it “is supported only by unbelievers and is an uncomfortable mirror image of the equally narrowly

conceived theological Christ believed only by evangelical Christians.” Talk about a false analogy.
Cooke could just as well make the
same critique about atheism! Of
course only unbelievers in Christian dogma will regard Jesus as a
non-historical character, just as only
unbelievers embrace atheism. That
in no way diminishes the validity of
arguments made in support of the
Jesus myth theory or in favor of
atheism. Second, he outrageously
declares that “when it comes to
dismissing the historicity of Yeshua’s
life and thought, the myth theory unconsciously supports anti-Semitism.”
Even if this were an accurate claim,
which it is not, the Jesus myth theory could still be valid. Moreover,
I would venture to say that most
religious Jews either dismiss outright or could not care less about
“the historicity of Yeshua’s life and
thought” since his life and thought
are nowhere to be found in Judaic
scripture. By Cooke’s logic, practicing Jews can be accused of unconsciously supporting anti-Semitism
as well.

Dennis Middlebrooks
Brooklyn, New York

Bill Cooke responds:
Thanks once again to correspondents for continued interest in this
controversy.
secularhumanism.org

Dennis Middlebrooks at least
tackles the issues, although he
seems to have missed the points
being made. He fails to grasp the
significance of the fact that only
atheists support the myth theory. It’s for the same reason that
only Christians argue that Jesus is
the resurrected son of God. It is a
sectarian necessity not the result
of open scholarship. And, what is
“outrageous” is not my observation that myth theory lends support to anti-Semitism but the loud
denial of it. Christian anti-Semitism
lies in denying the Jewish nature of
Jesus. Mythicist anti-Semitism lies in
denying the historicity of the Jewish
Jesus. Mythicist anti-Semitism is not
intentional, unlike much Christian
anti-Semitism, but the effect is the
same in both scenarios.

Radical Islam vs. Radical
Christianity
I found the article “Fighting Radical
Islam by Combating Radical Christianity,” FI, February/March 2018,
the most interesting article in this
issue. It added to my knowledge
and understanding of Muslims and
Islam. I should note though that I
write this before reading beyond
page 40.

Douglas T. Hawes
Plano, Texas
June/July 2018
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Religion Defined
Thanks for your great issue on the
“mything” Jesus. Unfortunately,
the proposals in the article by
Haley and McGowan “Nudge Religions Toward Reality,” FI, February/March 2018, seem absurd
to me. They are based on some
false assumptions and unnecessary
language inventions. Should or
could everyone accept a broader
definition of religion to include
anything a particular group wants
it to mean, including atheism and
naturalism? Why not call baseball
fans or computer gamers religions,
too? Why not, if it will bring people together? No; words must have
specific meanings beyond emotion
and metaphor if we are to communicate clearly and have any hope of
explaining our opinions or any evidence for anything. If you are not
interested in that, then, sure, define
words any way you want! Have fun
with that.
I teach a class at a local community center called “Milestones
in the History of Science and Religion,” and I am careful to define
both religion and science in the
only way that makes any sense. I
think almost everyone would agree
that religion is best defined very
specifically as the social organizations and practices that support belief in the supernatural, specifically
that God (or gods) are imagined to
rule the natural world and us humans. Naturalism doesn’t just mean
earthy, material, inborn, or intrinsic,
it is an important opposite to supernaturalism, meaning that there is no
need for a divine explanation for

the natural. The natural world just
is, as the result of natural processes
through time. Do these authors
really expect everyone to adopt
their term evidism as a substitute?
We already have a phrase for the
“scientific way of knowing,” and it is
called the “scientific method.”
I agree that tribalism is “unhelpful,” but we can’t reduce conflicts by diluting our language. In
fact, religion is already too broad,
and most people use a narrower
term for their “true religion,” such
as “Catholic.” I doubt we can “persuade individuals to change their
congregations from within to be
secular and naturalistic,” but we
might encourage people to switch
to a different congregation, and
perhaps even spend time in science-friendly community groups.
We might direct them to Meetup.
com for help with that.

Ron Herman
Albuquerque, NM
Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan
respond:
Ron argues that to be considered
religious, as the word is used in our
culture, a social organization must
“support belief in the supernatural,
specifically that gods rule the natural world.” The issue we are debating is whether our culture should
allow the word religion to be used
more broadly and more vaguely.
We argue that any group should be
permitted to call itself religious if it
wishes to do so for virtually any reason, even baseball fans and computer gamers, and no group should

be required to call itself religious if
it does not want to.
In our book, we develop the
analysis much more completely
than in the excerpt reprinted in
Free Inquiry. We discuss six religions—two with Christian origins,
two with Jewish origins, one with
Buddhist origins, and one with
Enlightenment origins—that have
evolved to be completely free of
beliefs in supernatural agents. We
cite widely read and respected
modern Christian theologians, including Catholics, who agree that
all of Christianity can and should
evolve to be free of beliefs in the
supernatural. Do people with Ron’s
views think these trends are going
the wrong direction and should be
resisted? It would seem bizarre if
any atheist or agnostic wants to resist these trends.
In our book, we review the
history of definitions of the word
religion, citing Only Yesterday by
Jared Diamond, pointing out that
the definition has been evolving
as the role of religion in culture
has been evolving. Atheists and
agnostics should support the continued evolution of the meaning of
the word religion to help religions
evolve to get rid of supernatural
dogma.

Sigmund Freud
I am a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst. I was surprised and saddened
to read Shadia Drury’s book review
about Freud (“Sigmund Freud and
the Mystery of Psychoanalysis,” FI,
February/March 2018). In this crazy

world we live in, where religion is
amuck and violence, greed, and
ignorance are vibrant, to try to
destroy a man who was a rational
genius and who fought our fight to
enlighten and heal people just adds
to the present rapid deterioration of
our culture. It so happens that I am
now rereading The Interpretation of
Dreams. What a wonderful book! It
is so helpful in understanding what
goes on in the human mind!
I could go on and on. I would
just like to add that even though
Freud was wrong about some
things, his ideas were always stimulating, informative, and thought
provoking. What he brought to the
world helps me to help my patients.

Carl Saviano, MD
Northampton, Massachusetts
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Erratum
In Tom Flynn’s introduction to last issue’s cover feature, “Reconstructing Religion,” I stated that the growing academic field of the
cognitive study of religion (CSR) is “sometimes traced” to Faces in the Clouds: A New Theory of Religion by Stewart Elliott Guthrie
(1995). Actually that honor belongs to Rethinking Religion by E. Thomas Lawson and Robert N. McCauley (1990). (McCauley was a
contributor to the special section.) Despite its seminal impact in its field, Rethinking Religion happened not to attract wide attention
in the humanist/atheist/freethought community. In contrast, Guthrie’s book did get noticed in freethought circles, perhaps owing
to some of the significant reviews it had garnered in mainstream media. Guthrie’s “new theory of religion” (the book’s expansive
subtitle) as a consequence of the human predisposition to anthropomorphize was widely discussed within the movement and
viewed, if erroneously, as a first step in science’s re-engagement with the quest to provide a naturalistic account of religion. Free
Inquiry regrets the error.
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For many, mere atheism (the absence of belief in gods and the supernatural) or agnosticism
(the view that such questions cannot be answered) aren’t enough. It’s liberating to recognize
that supernatural beings are human creations … that there’s no such thing as “spirit” or
“transcendence”… that people are undesigned, unintended, and responsible for themselves.
But what’s next?
Atheism and agnosticism are silent on larger questions of values and meaning.
If Meaning in life is not ordained from on high, what small-m meanings can we work out
among ourselves? If eternal life is an illusion, how can we make the most of our only lives?
As social beings sharing a godless world, how should we coexist?
For the questions that remain unanswered after we’ve cleared our minds of gods and souls
and spirits, many atheists, agnostics, skeptics, and freethinkers turn to secular humanism.
Secular. “Pertaining to the world or things not spiritual or sacred.”
Humanism. “Any system of thought or action concerned with the interests or ideals of
people … the intellectual and cultural movement … characterized by an emphasis on
human interests rather than … religion.”
— Webster’s Dictionary
Secular humanism is a comprehensive, nonreligious life stance incorporating:
A naturalistic philosophy
A cosmic outlook rooted in science, and
A consequentialist ethical system in which acts are judged not by their conformance
to preselected norms but by their consequences for men and women in the world.
Secular humanism incorporates the Enlightenment principle of individualism, which
celebrates emancipating the individual from traditional controls by family, church, and
state, increasingly empowering each of us to set the terms of his or her own life.
The Council for Secular Humanism is North America’s leading organization for nonreligious
people who seek to live value-rich lives. Free InquIry is its magazine.
Welcome!
To learn more, visit http://www.secularhumanism.org
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