ROBYN BLUMNER We Have a Caucus!

CELEBRATING REASON AND HUMANITY

August/September 2018 Vol. 38 No.5

Humanism and Suicide: A Positive View
LOWREY R. BROWN

Why the Bible’s So Poorly Written | VALERIE TARICO
THE ESSAY SALON CENSORED, EXPANDED! READ IT HERE!
TOM FLYNN: TARGETING A RELIGIOUS PRIVILEGE
GREGORY S. PAUL: THE GOD OF OIL

A/S 17
$5.95 CDN $5.95 US

STEVE CUNO: CORNERING HUMOR

Introductory Price $5.95 U.S. / $5.95 Can.

09

GRETA CHRISTINA | FAISAL SAEED AL MUTAR
CHIMA WILLIAMS IHEME | AND THE RETURN OF LAURENCE W. BRITT!
Published by the Center for Inquiry in association
with the Council for Secular Humanism

0

74470 74957

8

Get F I into your favorite library. All of it.

A

nnouncing a new way to help your favorite
public library shelve America’s foremost secular humanist magazine:
For many years, we’ve offered a special, deep-discount, five-year gift subscription for donors who gift
a
library. Libraries sometimes balk at accepting gift
subscriptions out of concern about ending up with a
short run of the title if the gift is not renewed. Being
able to guarantee that the magazine will keep coming
for five full years addresses that concern.

Now we’ve combined our five-year library gift subscription with the deepest discount we’ve ever offered
on the full run of back issues. It’s never been more
affordable to offer your favorite library the complete
run, 1980 to present—more than 160 issues, in all
the permanence and dignity of print—plus guaranteed delivery of new issues for five years!
Whether you’d like to gift a five-year subscription or the full-run plus five years, now is the time
its magazine holdings!

To order, see form on page 57.

Personal check/AmEx/Discover/MasterCard/Visa accepted.

2

F REE I NQUIRY

D ECEMBER 16 / J ANUARY 17

secularhumanism.org

AUGUST | SEPTEMBER 2018
Volume 38 No.5
CELEBRATING REASON AND HUMANITY

18 By My Own Hand: Suicide Can Be
a Wise and Gentle Choice

38 The Social Forces behind
Trump’s War on Science

Lowrey R. Brown

Jeffrey S. Victor

23 Why So Much of the Bible Is Poorly Written

40 Principles of Secularism and Freedom

of Religion Do Not Limit Teaching of Truth
in Public Schools—The Real Limit Is Political

Valerie Tarico

28 The Incompatibility of Judeo-Christian 		

Religion with Contemporary Human Rights
Chima Williams Iheme

Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan

42 Respect Freedom of Conscience:
Teach Science, Not Metaphysics

34 Why Are Secular Humanists So Afraid
of Other People’s Identity Politics?

Debbie Goddard

Ronald A. Lindsay

44 Space, Time, and God
Laurence W. Britt

EDITORIAL

DEPARTMENTS

REVIEWS

4

46 DOERR'S WAY
Betsy DeVos Ramps Up
Her War on Public Schools
Edd Doerr

60 Women v. Religion: The Case 		
Against Faith—and for Freedom
edited by Karen L. Garst

47 CUNO’S CORNER
Drawing Lines for Fun and 		
Prophet: How Religion Makes Us
Behave Better
Steve Cuno

61 An Atheist Stranger in a Strange
Religious Land: Selected Writings
from the Bible Belt,
edited by Jon O’Brien

Things Are Going
to Start Happening to
Us Now
Robyn E. Blumner

OP-EDS
6

Does Opportunity Knock?
Tom Flynn

9

Voting and the Trolley Problem
Greta Christina

10 Oil Is Godly
Gregory S. Paul
12 Gun Nuts on the Run
S. T. Joshi
14 The Failure of Ideological
Purity Tests
Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

APPRECIATION
13 Jens Christian Skou

LOOKING BACK
15

LETTERS
17

49 LIVING WITHOUT RELIGION
Voices from the Past: Recalling 		
‘the Good, the Beautiful,
and the True’
Allen H. Agnitti
55 HIGH HERESY
Secular Mythology
Marc Schaus
55 HUMANIST SOAPBOX PART 1
Religious Scientists
R. C. Gibson
56 HUMANIST SOAPBOX PART 2
The Suffocation of
American Compassion
Nicholas S. Molinari

Reviewed by Teresa Roberts

Reviewed by Ed Buckner

63 Think Before You Like: Social 		
Media’s Effect on the Brain and 		
the Tools You Need to Navigate
Your Newsfeed,
by Guy P. Harrison
Reviewed by Mark Cagnetta

POEMS
48 No Ideas
Patty Seyburn
51 Encounter with a Neighbor
Joyce Wilson
66 Iambic Translation
Joyce Wilson

58 HUMANISM AT LARGE
Bible Theme Parks of the Future
Shawn Dawson
CFI Mission: The Center for Inquiry strives to foster a secular society based on reason, science, freedom of inquiry, and humanist values.
Our Vision: A world where people value evidence and critical thinking, where superstition and prejudice subside, and where science and compassion guide public policy.
Our Values: Integrity, Courage, Innovation, Empathy, Learning, and Wonder.

ROBYN E. BLUMNER
Editor

Managing Editor

Nicole Scott

Columnists
		
		
		
		

Ophelia Benson, Russell 		
Blackford, Greta Christina, 		
Edd Doerr, Shadia B. Drury, 		
Sarah Haider, Faisal Saeed
Al Mutar, Gregory S. Paul

Senior Editors
		
		
		

Bill Cooke, Richard Dawkins,
Edd Doerr, James A. Haught,
Jim Herrick, Ronald A. Lindsay,
Taslima Nasrin

Contributing Editors
		
		

Levi Fragell,
Adolf Grünbaum,
Marvin Kohl, Lee Nisbet

Assistant Editor
Literary Editor

Permissions Editor
Art Director

Ted Richer

Julia Lavarnway
Christopher S. Fix

Chair Edward Tabash
Board of Directors David Cowan
		 Richard Dawkins
		 Brian Engler
		 Kendrick Frazier
		 Barry A. Kosmin
		 Y. Sherry Sheng
		 J. Anderson Thomson Jr.
		 Leonard Tramiel
		Honorary:
		 Rebecca Newberger 		
		 Goldstein
		 Susan Jacoby
Chief Executive Officer
and President

Robyn E. Blumner

Director, Campus and
Community Programs

Debbie Goddard

Ronald A. Lindsay

Director of Public Engagement

Stephanie Guttormson

Vice President for Philanthropy

Martina Fern

Director, African Americans
for Humanism
Director of Libraries
Communications Director
Database Manager

Things Are
Going to Start
Happening to
Us Now

Julia Lavarnway		

Center for Inquiry Inc.

Senior Research Fellow

EDITORIAL

Thomas W. Flynn

T

here is a Congressional Fragrance Caucus. And a Congressional Fertilizer Caucus.
(Do you think one was in response
to the other?)
There is a Congressional Dietary
Supplement Caucus. (Get taken much?)
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Civility Caucus, which is not to be
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cuses in the U.S. House of Representatives, listed with their chairs
and cochairs, fill 102 pages. But until
now, there was no congressional
caucus devoted to the issues important to secular Americans.
This long-running and undoubtedly deliberate oversight means the
country’s tens of millions of nonbelievers have been without a go-to
group of lawmakers looking out for
their interests. Meanwhile, the people who care about Bourbon and
those who are Friends of Liechtenstein—I’m guessing there’s potentially some overlap there—have
been the subject of organized congressional concern for years.
This is pretty amazing if you think
about how many Americans are
being dissed. At least 10 percent of
the 225 million adults in America are
atheist or agnostic—and that figure
represents only those who willingly
admit it to pollsters. University of
Kentucky psychologists Will Gervais
and Maxine Najle devised a way
to count even those atheists who
choose to remain in the closet. They
suggest that nonbelief may run as
high as 26 percent.1 We also know
that for the first time in the school’s
history, Harvard University’s class of
2019 has more open atheists and
agnostics than it has Christians, at
1. https://psyarxiv.com/edzda.

37.9 percent of that class.
Nonbelievers are everywhere—especially at Harvard. Where we aren’t
is Congress.
That is, until now. Rep. Jared Huffman, a Democrat from northern California and the only current open nonbeliever in Congress (he calls himself
a humanist), recently cofounded the
creation of the Congressional Freethought Caucus. His cochair is Rep.
Jamie Raskin, D–Md.
We’ve arrived.
I don’t mean to diminish the consequential nature of this victory. It’s
incredibly important. Raskin called
it “historic” and to that I’d add
game-changing. (And a hearty congratulations to the Center for Freethought Equality, the American Humanist Association, and the Secular
Coalition for America for working
to make this happen.) But the announcement reminded me of that
great scene in the Steve Martin movie
The Jerk when the new phone books
arrive. Martin’s character while jumping with glee tears through the book
to find his name in print. He is overjoyed when he finds it on page 73.
“I’m somebody now!” he exclaims.
“Things are going to start happening
to me now.”2
With nearly five hundred registered congressional caucuses listed
for everything from protecting coastal
communities—obviously very important—to the Congressional Prayer
Caucus—obviously not very important, it has a bit of the same feel. You’ll
find the Congressional Freethought
Caucus on page 38 of the 115th
Congress’s list, sandwiched between
the Congressional Free File Caucus (I
have no idea, do you?) and the Congressional Friends of Australia Caucus
(And really, who isn’t?).3
As of this writing, there are only
a handful of members of the Freethought Caucus, all Democrats, with
only one claiming to be a nonbeliever. Huffman is the first open nontheist in Congress since 2007 when
2. The clip can be viewed at https://www.you
tube.com/watch?v=-7aIf1YnbbU.
3. https://cha.house.gov/sites/republicans.cha.house.
gov/files/assets/115CMOList%284.24.18%29.pdf.

Rep. Pete Stark, also a Democrat
from California, answered a Secular
Coalition for America survey question
and outed himself as an atheist. (Stark
lost his bid for reelection in 2012 after
California moved to an open primary
system and Stark faced a fellow Democrat in the general election. The loss
of his San Francisco Bay–area seat
seemed to have little to do with his
avowed atheism.)
Hopefully as it becomes clear
that it’s safe to subscribe to an evidence-based view of the natural
world—that one can reject the supernatural and remain electable—more
will proclaim themselves. If the 535
congressional members loosely track
the faith makeup of the nation, then
statistically there are dozens of nonbelievers in Congress. But as of now only
Huffman is brave enough to say so.
This is how Huffman explained his
decision on C-SPAN in May:
I decided last year I’m going to stop
ducking the (religion) question and
explain that I do not personally have
a god belief. I am a humanist. I believe we have a moral responsibility
to each other as human beings but I
do not believe that derives from any
particular religious dogma … . My
thought is that in 2018 there needs
to be at least enough room for one
nonreligious member of the United
States Congress.

The caucus’s goals are to promote
public policy grounded in reason, science, and moral values; to protect the
secular character of government and a
strict separation of church and state; to
oppose discrimination against atheists
and other nonbelievers; and in general
to support freedom of conscience.
With the Trump administration
working hard to enact the religious
Right’s agenda, there is more to do on
this front than usual. So, Huffman, et al.,
please, caucus, caucus, caucus.

Robyn E. Blumner is the CEO of the Center for Inquiry
and the executive director of the Richard Dawkins
Foundation for Reason & Science. She was a nationally
syndicated columnist and editorial writer for the Tampa
Bay Times (formerly the St. Petersburg Times) for sixteen years.
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TOM FLYNN

about $71 billion per year. (And that
was six years ago.)1 Hopes to out-andout “tax the churches” are probably
futile. But I think it might be practical to
target a single aspect of tax favoritism
toward religions. If I’m reading the zeitgeist correctly, we might hope to end
just one special privilege that religious
institutions enjoy but is denied to nonprofit organizations of other types.
The good news is that it’s one of
the more important ones.

OP-ED

Does Opportunity
Knock?

A

few issues back, I proposed a
possible longer-term goal for
the secular humanist/atheist/
freethought movement (“A Modest
Proposal: Get Religion Out of the
Charity Business,” FI, December 2017/
January 2018). I admitted that seeking
to end religion’s role in providing social services was a long shot, perhaps
“unattainable.” In this op-ed, I’d like
to propose a more practical medium-term objective that might truly
be achievable on a timeframe of a
decade or two. Or rather, it might be
attainable if well-meaning activists in
a closely adjacent movement don’t
sabotage it first.

“We might hope to end
just one special privilege
that religious institutions
enjoy but is denied to
nonprofit organizations
of other types.”

I’m talking about putting an end
to one of the unfair privileges enjoyed
by America’s religions. No (sigh), not
the nested federal, state, and local tax
exemptions enjoyed by churches and
other ecclesiastical institutions—notwithstanding the fact that the last time
anyone tried to tally it up, those exemptions cost all levels of government
6
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My Proposal and Some Background
I have in mind the privilege enjoyed
by religious nonprofits, and them only,
not to report their financial activities.
Bear with me while I wax slightly technical.
Nonprofit organizations (in the
sense that, among other things, gifts
to them are clearly tax-deductible) are
corporations recognized as not-forprofit by the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) under Section 501(c)(3) of the
Internal Revenue Code. Nonprofits
come in several types, such as:
• Fraternal (think the Rotary Club);
• Scientific (think the AAAS);
• Educational (think, hmm, let me
think—oh yeah, the Center for Inquiry [CFI]!); and
• Religious.
There are others, but this captures
the gist. All 501(c)(3) nonprofits are
exempt from federal income tax. Gifts
to them are federally tax-deductible
for donors who itemize. Depending on
state laws, they may also be exempt
from state income taxes, state or local
sales taxes, and/or property taxes.
One thing that most of these nonprofits are not exempt from is filing the
equivalent of federal taxes. Though
they do not pay the taxes, they must
nonetheless file an annual IRS report,
called a Form 990, which requires the
same bookkeeping mechanisms and
about the same accounting burdens
1. Ryan Cragun, Stephanie Yeager, and
Desmond Vega, “How Secular Humanists (and
Everyone Else) Subsidize Religion in the United
States,” FI, June/July 2012. Despite some
objections to its methodology, statistics from
this article became widely quoted; that $71
billion figure continues to recur online and in
mainstream media.

secularhumanism.org

involved in completing a corporate tax
return. In this way, standardized annual
financial reports for most IRS-recognized nonprofits become part of the
public record. We the people get a
chance to see what use most of the
institutions we’ve spared from taxation
are doing with this very significant
benefit.
Most. But not all.
Among nonprofits whose receipts
exceed $5,000 per year—which is to
say, most of the important ones—religious organizations alone are exempt
from this requirement. They alone
needn’t file Form 990. This has two
consequences:
• Consequence Number 1 (moderately important): Each religious
nonprofit is spared the costs associated with doing solid internal accounting and completing the fairly
complex Form 990. The cost savings can be significant, especially
for smaller organizations.
• Consequence Number 2 (immensely important): No religious
nonprofit has to report its financial
activities to … well, anyone, actually.
Let that second consequence sink
in. Want to know how much the five
highest-paid employees of the ACLU
earned in year x? Want to know what
fraction of its contribution income
Habitat for Humanity spends on administration and fundraising? Want to
know how much the Center for Inquiry
made from magazine subscriptions
in year y? It’s public record. You can
look up any U.S. nonprofit’s Form 990
online. (Fair warning, the most recent
one available may be a couple of years
old.) Those with a need to know can
access 990s from the previous tax year
without too much difficulty.
Unless, of course, you’re curious
about a religious nonprofit. In that
case, try not to leave a mark when you
hit the stone wall.
Religious nonprofits have no obligation to share their financial records—or even to keep such records.
Make no mistake, many religious organizations do maintain robust accounting controls. They do so voluntarily
to detect fraud and waste, to permit

informed executive control of their
operations, to satisfy the demands of
their donors or lenders, and so on.
But unlike other nonprofits, they don’t
have to. And they can keep whatever
information they do develop as private
as they please. Finally, they needn’t
compile and submit their data in a
standardized form.
The upshot: Religious organizations can save, if they choose to, by
forgoing internal accounting that other
nonprofits must carry out. And some
of them can save big (or unjustly enrich
select insiders) by doing only limited
or secretive bookkeeping that makes
malfeasance difficult to spot. Why?
Solely because they’re religious.
Why? And Why Not for Much Longer?
How did this extra layer of privilege
for religious nonprofits originate? It
grew out of legitimate concerns that
smaller churches might find Form
990’s accounting and filing burdens
overwhelming. Additionally, it reflected perhaps-overblown concerns
that for the government to compel
religious groups to disclose financial
information might breach the wall of
separation between church and state
and might penalize “unpopular” religious groups.
Why do I think the zeitgeist may
at last come to favor eliminating this
unfair advantage? First, I see a growing public appetite for accountability
and fairness. From Black Lives Matter and #MeToo to growing disgust
with shady dealings among public
officials, the body politic seems ripe
for a requirement that all organizations
benefiting from the public subsidy of
tax exemption—even religious ones—
should face identical public-disclosure
requirements. Second, ever-growing
numbers of Americans tell pollsters
that they identify with no religious
denomination or do not consider
themselves religious. That makes me
hopeful that public resistance to proposals to reduce religious institutions’
privilege is diminishing and may continue to do so. (Of course, if greater
transparency is demanded of all religious nonprofits, that goes some way
to settle concerns that marginal or

reviled religious organizations might
be singled out.)
Put those two trends together, and
it seems reasonable that American
opinion might soon welcome revocation of that historic privilege of religious organizations that advantages
them unfairly vis-à-vis other nonprofits
and degrades their accountability.
Such a move would have other
consequences. Law and regulation are
sprinkled with special privileges for
religion. To name just two, many states
empower clergy members to perform
binding marriages while denying that
power to others. It’s also common
for state penal systems to empower
religious organizations to establish inmate groups in ways other organizations cannot.
Removing religion’s immunity to nonprofit reporting requirements wouldn’t
automatically overturn these unfair preferences, but it might add weight to
calls for their reversal.
About That Sabotage …
But it’s not a sure thing. Above, I
warned that all this might come to
naught “if well-meaning activists in
a closely adjacent movement sabotage it first.” I refer to some humanist (though not secular humanist)
activists and organizations eager to
blur the distinction between secular
humanism and religion. Generally, this
is done well-meaningly. Some seek
to claim for humanist celebrants the
same power to solemnize marriages as
clergy members—instead of challenging that power and seeking to establish a truly secular equivalent. Others
wish to wrap humanist prison initiatives in the mantle of religion (falsely,
but never mind) to take advantage of
rules that promote the creation of religious groups for inmates. Some even
seek to promote so broadening the
definition of the word religion as to negate the traditional requirement that
religious worldviews must incorporate
a supernatural component, with the
result that anything from unyphenated
humanism to, oh hell, Justin Bieber
fandom might be properly described
as religious.
The danger these efforts pose

should be clear. Instead of challenging
an odious religious privilege, they seek
a loophole through which to step up
to the trough and illicitly gorge alongside the churches. This undermines
the moral standing of humanists and
other nonreligious people who properly stand outside this zone of illicit
privilege and call for its elimination.
(It’s worth noting that in CFI’s recent
successful legal actions in Illinois and
Indiana, which won recognition for
the right of CFI-certified Secular Celebrants to perform binding marriage
ceremonies in those states, it was
always made clear that this power
was not being sought by seeking an
expansion of clergy privileges. It’s further worth noting that CFI has argued
that nonbelievers are protected by
the First Amendment’s free exercise of

Curious about a religious
nonprofit? Try not to
leave a mark when you
hit the stone wall.

religion clause, as well as by protections against religious discrimination
in federal and state law. Nonbelievers
qualify for these constitutional and civil
rights because rejection of religion is a
minority position on religion. In these
cases, it is the religious motivation of
those who seek to exclude others,
not whether those others are or are
not themselves religious, that matters
most.)
Here’s one example. In the past
few years, our friends at the American
Humanist Association (AHA) have built
legal momentum seeking to establish
prison humanist groups on the same
basis as religious groups. Recently a
federal judge ruled that North Carolina’s prison system had erred in
declining to recognize humanism as
a religion and in barring an inmate
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from starting a humanist study group.2
This follows on a 2014 case, American
Humanist Association v. United States,
which led to a truly absurd result: in
a case brought by an unhyphenated-humanist organization in aid of
a religious-Humanist inmate plaintiff,
the court wound up ruling gratuitously
that secular humanism is a religion
for Establishment Clause purposes—
when secular humanism wasn’t even
under discussion! This was sufficiently
egregious that then-CFI CEO Ronald
A. Lindsay, CFI Legal Director Nick
Little, and I issued a joint statement of
protest.3

“[Religious organizations] can save big
(or unjustly enrich select
insiders) by doing only
limited or secretive
bookkeeping.”

It’s worth noting that AHA has
a spotty record on the religious exemption. Originally founded in 1941
as an educational organization, AHA
adopted a religious exemption in the
1960s so that its quasi-clergy, then
known as Humanist Counselors, could
perform binding marriages in all fifty
states.4 Faced with rising criticism that
its religious status was hypocritical,
the AHA board voted in 1989 to absorb the Humanist Society of Friends
(HSOF), a Quaker religious humanist
organization, so that it could pro2. American Humanist Association and Kwame
Jamal Teague v. Frank L. Perry, et. al.
3. Tom Flynn, Ronald A. Lindsay, and Nicholas
J. Little, “Secular Humanism: Not a Religion,”
FI, February/March 2015.
4. It is unclear how this was done; IRS rules
provide no simple mechanism for switching an
exempt organization’s status from educational
to religious, nor did they in the 1960s.
8
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vide continuing clergy status for the
Counselors. AHA then announced in
its member newsletter that AHA itself
would relinquish its religious status
and revert to being educational.5 It
never happened. “The decision not
to proceed was based in pure pragmatism,” admitted then-AHA Executive Director Tony Hileman in a 2002
interview.6
Only with the rise of online reference sources such as GuideStar in the
1990s did it become clear that AHA
had never relinquished its religious exemption. (I even know one mid-1990s
AHA board member who thought the
change had gone through!) Criticism,
some of it from Free Inquiry, rose again.
Vague promises to jettison the religious exemption were repeated in the
early 2000s, again without apparent
result. In spring 2006, the AHA board
resolved once and for all to drop the
religious exemption and seek to re-establish its educational status. Months
later the IRS agreed, declaring the
AHA educationally exempt in early
2007 making the status change retroactive to January 1, 2003.7 (Apparently
the abortive early-2000s effort to seek
the status change had had some result.)
To AHA’s credit, it duly filed Form
990s going clear back to 2003 through
2006, which must have been a daunting process given that the organization
was operating under religious-organization rules during those years.8
Another area of concern should be
familiar to Free Inquiry readers: the in5. Edd Doerr, “Chairperson of the AHA Board
Responds,” Free Mind, March-April 1990, p.
11.
6. Telephone interview with Tom Flynn, originally published in Flynn, “A Secular Humanist
Definition: Setting the Record Straight,” Free
Inquiry, Fall 2002.
7. Roy Speckhardt, “The Humanist Tax
Exemption,” Humanist Network News,
February 7, 2007. Speckhardt described the
process as “very unusual (perhaps one of a
kind),” underscoring how little precedent there
is for a nonprofit switching from one class of
exemption to another. Oddly, this article is
no longer available on AHA’s site; I found it
archived at http://archive.li/hDrao.
8. AHA’s Form 990s beginning with 2003 can be
downloaded at https://projects.propublica.org/
nonprofits/organizations/946168317.
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formal campaign to press for a strongly
broadened definition of religion that
does not demand supernatural beliefs.
Unhyphenated-humanist activists Jeff
T. Haley and Dale McGowan have advocated exactly this in a recent article
(“Nudge Religions Toward Reality,”
FI, February/March 2018) and in a
new book, Sharing Reality: How to
Bring Secularism and Science to an
Evolving Religious World (Pitchstone
Publishing, 2017), which received a
penetrating review by Ronald A. Lindsay in our April/May 2018 issue. (Controversy over the review extends to a
point-counterpoint in this issue.)
I’ll be blunt: efforts such as Haley’s
and McGowan’s may be favorable to
religious Humanism or to unhyphenated humanism (to the degree that
the meaning of a term so broad as humanism without a modifier can even
be nailed down). But if successful, the
consequences for secular humanism
would be dire. Remember, secular
humanism doesn’t just understand
itself as a nonreligious worldview; it
takes pride in not being religious.
It views itself as an alternative to all
religions (that is, lifestances that rely
on supernatural components) at the
same time that it encodes a rejection
of religion as a category. Efforts to
diffuse religion’s meaning are erosive,
from the secular humanist perspective; efforts that result in absurdities
such as court decisions declaring secular humanism a religion are simply
perverse.
At stake, among many other
things, is whether the secular humanist movement will retain the moral
standing to press credibly for goals
such as overturning religious nonprofits’ unfair freedom from the reporting requirements all other U.S.
nonprofits face.
If our compatriots from the “next
movement over” can be prevented
from unduly complicating matters,
this is a medium-term reform to which
I think we can legitimately look forward.
Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry , the executive director of the Council for Secular Humanism,
and the editor of The New Encyclopedia of
Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007).

GRETA CHRISTINA

OP-ED

Voting and the
Trolley Problem

E

lections are like the trolley problem—and voting is like pulling
the lever.
If you’re not familiar with the trolley
problem, it’s a philosophical thought
experiment about ethical dilemmas.
A trolley car has lost its brakes and
is hurtling down a track where five
people are stuck. You can pull a lever
and divert the trolley to another track
so the five people don’t die—but one
person is stuck on that other track. Do
you pull the lever and kill the one person? Or do you do nothing and let the
five people die?
Voting is like pulling the lever.
In elections, we rarely get to
choose between one amazing candidate and one monster. Political candidates are never perfect. They have
all the usual human flaws, as well as
some flaws particular to politics. Even
when we admire a candidate and think
he or she is mostly doing great, we’re
almost always going to disagree with
the candidate about something. If
we’re voting on an initiative or referendum, we might have the luxury of
an easy decision (the recent election
in Ireland, where voters decided on
whether people with uteruses should
be forced to donate their organs for
nine months, leaps to mind). But when
we’re voting for people, we don’t have
that luxury.
And in big elections with high
stakes, such as elections for senator
or congressperson, governor or president, this is even more true. The more
power someone has, the more power
he or she has to do greater harm.
Some of this comes from political cor-

ruption or damaged political systems.
But some of it comes from the nature
of decision-making. Think about difficult choices you’ve had to make,
choices where there was no good answer and you had to decide which of
two evils was the lesser. Now imagine
having the kind of power where your
difficult choices affect thousands or
millions. There is no way to have great
political power and not cause at least
some real harm.
We are always going to be angry,
legitimately angry, at political candidates. And the higher they are in the
ranks, the more we’ll have to be angry
about. So unless we refuse to vote at
all, we have to vote for someone who’s
done harm and is likely to do more. If
we won’t, we take a serious risk of letting someone get into office who will
do even more harm—and who will do
less good or no good at all.
Some people facing this dilemma
refuse to vote. Or they vote for candidates with zero chance of winning.
The case I’m making here, the analogy
I’m making, is that refusing to vote is
like not pulling the lever on the trolley. And voting for a candidate with
no chance of winning is like pulling a
lever that you know isn’t connected to
the trolley and isn’t going to change
its track.
It can be hard to pull the lever
and watch the one person die. You
take action and a person dies; his or
her blood is on your hands. It can be

tempting to think that inaction doesn’t
count as action, that the blood of five
people isn’t on your hands when you
fail to take action to save them. But
that’s a false perception. Failure to
take action counts as action. That’s
especially true when the action we
can take is relatively easy and costs
us very little. If we see a house on fire
and don’t call the fire department, if
we see a car accident and don’t call
the paramedics, we are responsible.
If people die, it’s at least partly on us.
We can’t fix every problem we
see the minute we see it. We have to
prioritize, do triage, decide what we
have time and energy for and what’s
the best use of our skills. But calling
the fire department or the paramedics
takes very little out of us. And voting
doesn’t take much more. Unless you’re
a target of voter disenfranchisement
(which does happen in the United
States; there is a well-documented
campaign on the part of conservatives
to make voting harder for likely progressive voters), voting is little more
than an inconvenience. It doesn’t take

“There is no way to
have great political
power and not cause at
least some real harm.”
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much more effort than pulling a lever
or checking a box.
Some people argue that they
shouldn’t have to make this choice.
They don’t want to participate in a
system where they have to kill either
one person or five. But that’s not an
option. Not here and now. Refusing to
vote doesn’t do anything to stop the
system. In fact, the opposite is true.
The widespread feeling of disconnection from government, the belief that
government is inherently dirty and all
candidates are equally bad, is one
of the things that keeps government
dysfunctional. In fact, in the United
States, that belief has been deliberately perpetuated by powerful people
and organizations with a strong interest in maintaining the status quo (since
low voter turnout skews conservative,
while high turnout skews progressive).
Elected officials have little motivation
to work for the benefit of people who
don’t vote and never will.
If you don’t like this system, fine. I
don’t, either. Work to build a new system of trolley tracks that people don’t
get stuck on. And in the meantime,
pull the damn lever. It doesn’t stop
you from working to fix the system. But
refusing to pull the lever doesn’t help.
It might make you feel pure, above it
all, disconnected from a broken trolley track system that kills people. But
in the name of preserving your own
good feelings of supposed ethical purity, you’ve let five people die.
Real-world ethics often involve
hard choices. And by “hard choices,”
I don’t mean choices that are ethically
obvious but demand personal sacrifice. I mean choosing the least harm
or the greater good.
In studies done on the trolley problem, the overwhelming majority of
people say they’d pull the lever. They’d
kill the one person to keep five from
dying. If that’s true for you, then register—and vote.

GREGORY S. PAUL

OP-ED

Oil Is Godly

T

hese days, many who are secular
and/or on the center-left just
don’t get why so many on the
evangelical Right seem so darn deadset on denying the threat of global
climate change, to the point that they
thrill in chanting “Drill, baby, drill!”
Many may imagine that if duly educated about the science of CO2-driven
atmospheric warming, a fair number
of so-called “theocons” will come
around to agreeing on prudent steps
to cut down on mass-transferring fossil carbon from under the ground into
the sky and sea.
Don’t hold your breath on that.
To understand why oil in particular has a special place on the hearts
of theocons, we go back to 1800s
America, when Puritanical Calvinism
was still dominant. The Bible is, as
usual, contradictory when it comes
to wealth, but with the United States
being the land of opportunity and
all, the great Protestant majority was
fine with people being rich. Still, the
old-time religion was rather dour, and

Greta Christina is an author, blogger at The Orbit,
and speaker. Her latest book is The Way of the
Heathen: Practicing Atheism in Everyday Life
(Pitchstone Publishing, 2016).
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as America moved into the Gilded
Age and the early 1900s, many Christians adopted the cheerful thesis that
America is obviously the most Godblessed land. And since America is
above all else about getting more
money and stuff, it follows that God
wants Americans to become laden
with as many things material (via the
miracle of capitalism) as they can get.
Thus was born the prosperity Christianity promoted by the likes of Aimee
Semple McPherson, E. W. Keen, Oral
Roberts, Joel Osteen, and the earlier Norman Vincent Peale, of whom
Trump is such a big fan.
In the early 1900s, Americans
found a new way to get really, really
rich. The Calvinist pacifist anti-Semite Henry Ford had devised a means
to mass-assemble a cheap, reliable
horseless carriage; so by 1920 urban
streets were experiencing traffic jams
of Model-Ts and other autos and
trucks. All those internal combustion
engines needed a whole lot of what
until then had been of modest value?
Gasoline derived from petroleum.
There was a mad rush to drill for oil.
And most of that derivative of ancient
planktonic marine life (not dinosaurs!)
was to be found in Oklahoma and
especially Texas.
Wildcatting for oil was the acme
of high-risk-for-big-gains, all-American
entrepreneurial, free market, individualistic capitalism. And some of the
early oil barons got rich—filthy rich.

Among them were Hugh Roy Cullen,
Sid Richardson, Clint Murchison, and
H. L. Hunt, whose ruthless greed, multiple romances, and serial marriages
were the inspiration for the J. R. Ewing
character in the original Dallas.
Often self-made and correspondingly certain of their self-centered opinions, oilmen tended to be
hard-bitten conservatives. Many were
bigots regarding any who were not
WASPs. Although not always particularly churchly—the born-again Hunt
being a notable exception—they were
pro-prosperity Christians. All loathed
communism, which to them was nothing more than virulent, anti-American
godlessness, if not Satanic Bolshevism
cleverly designed to strip those of
wealth of their hard-earned, God-bestowed gains.
And because God had blessed
these United States with vast deposits
of oil—until the mid-1900s, the U.S.
was the world’s largest oil producer—
it made a critical contribution to our
victory in World War II, then fueled
a largely suburban and white mass
middle-class lifestyle based on the automobile on a scale never before seen.
After that, any good and decent citizen with any sense could see that the
oil was put here by our white-America-loving creator.
The oil barons put their money
where their mouths were. They hobnobbed with (and financed) those of
political influence and power, promoting the hardline campaign against
atheistic communism that became the
American norm during the Cold War.
That in turn made a big contribution
to the notion—only now receding, as
religion fast declines even in the white
working class—that being American
requires being God-fearing. Oilmen
had a natural propensity to back McCarthyism and southern segregation.
Cullen, Richardson, and Murchison
had the ear of President Eisenhower,
who made “In God We Trust” the
national motto and put God into the
Pledge of Allegiance. (Big oil also
backed Texas Senator Lyndon Johnson, a staunch segregationist until he
went for civil rights as president.)
Even more powerfully, oilmen have

injected big bucks directly into the
Christian Right, helping fund theocon radio and television, publications,
revivals, megachurches, think-tanks,
and universities such as Baylor and
Criswell, assembling a vast theocon
infrastructure that would otherwise be
far smaller. If not for American petroleum, the dimensions and power of
the Christian Right would be markedly
less, and American atheism larger,
than they are now.

“If the Lord Creator really
is pro-American, then
why the hell did he place
the world’s largest oil
reserves under lands the
all seeing him must have
known would be controlled by Muslims?”
According to prosperity theocons,
God wants his followers to enjoy the
biggest, most energy-guzzling, stuffpacked homes, SUVs, private planes,
and boats that they can afford as
they prepare to join him in his heaven
where the streets are paved with gold.
It follows that the effort to curb such
lavish lifestyles (by claiming that the
oil the creator placed within the continent is going to produce very bad
climatic results) can only be a brazen,
un-American, fake-news conspiracy
by the left-leaning atheistic scientific
community in league with other secular liberal and progressive, wealth-hating socialists (led by the Clintons,
Gore, and Soros, under the influence
of Satan, of course) aimed to deny the
godly the earthly, fossil-fueled lavish
lives his followers deserve. Ergo, it
is pretty dang hard to get the high
life–loving, heaven-seeking, tribalistic
theocons to see the scientific light.
But wait just a second, many of you
clever freethinkers are freely thinking.
If the Lord Creator really is pro-Ameri-

can, then why the hell did he place the
world’s largest oil reserves under lands
the all-seeing him must have known
would be controlled by Muslims?
Good question.
Saudi Arabia is called that because
after the destruction of the Ottoman
Empire by the moderate-Christian English and French in the Great War, the
royal House of Saud cut a cynical deal
with their land’s fundamentalist clerics:
the royals would run the government,
while the fundies got to control the
theosocial life of the population (the
secular Zionists came to a similar, but
less draconian, arrangement with the
ultra-Orthodox when founding Israel,
an arrangement that many now regret). This made little difference to
the world until the 1970s, when gulf
governments nationalized their oil industries and oil crises sent crude prices
sky high. To keep the clerics happy,
they were lavished with enormous
monies to set up hardline Wahhabist mosques and madrassas around
the world, radicalizing much of global
Islam. Had God not put so much oil
under so many deniers of Christ’s divinity, then 9/11 almost certainly would
not have happened, followed by the
invasion of Iraq led by conservative
American Christians, followed by super-virulent ISIS driving enormous
numbers of generally-but-not-always
moderate Muslims to Europe, where
they have inspired a white nationalistic
backlash against democracy.
How do disbelievers in human-induced global warming reconcile their
belief that oil is God’s great gift to
America when he put even more black
gold under Christ’s deniers? Heck if
I know. After all, these are also the
people who made a man who commits adultery (including with porn
stars), brags about sexually assaulting
women, rarely attends church, and
divorced two wives president.
If any gods exist, they work in mysterious—and very cynical—ways.

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

OP-ED

Gun Nuts
on the Run

T

o those of us who wondered
when, if ever, a significant majority of Americans would develop
a shuddering loathing of the appalling
gun violence that occurs daily in this
country—rather than passing it off
with callous indifference as some sort
of inevitable, unavoidable by-product
of the “price of freedom”—I can now
say: The time is now.
Exactly why it took the school
shooting in Parkland, Florida, on February 14—as opposed to the hundreds
of other mass shootings that have
occurred in the United States over the
past half-century—to turn the tide is
a question only experts in abnormal
psychology can answer. But the times,
folks, they are a-changin’. True, not a
great deal of new gun-control legislation has passed so far even at the state
or municipal level, but these things

take time, and there is every reason
to believe that this time, gun-safety
advocates are not about to shrug their
shoulders in defeat as they have done
so many times in the past in the wake
of governmental inaction. Instead, the
new agitation—led, incredibly and
admirably, by students—is taking a
long-range view of targeting (pardon
the pun) those many legislators whom
the NRA has manipulated as human
shields to stymie even the most marginal and commonsensical reforms.
These stooges are suddenly finding
that that coveted A rating from our
leading domestic terrorist organization
is now something of a scarlet letter.
The dreary statistics regarding gun

“I have always felt that
one of the best ways
to get the gun nuts to
support gun-control legislation is to put a lot of
guns into the hands of
people of color.”

violence in this country hardly need
to be rehearsed. Why are gun deaths
and injuries (which include accidents
and suicides) six to ten times as high
in the United States as in other industrialized countries? I suppose it is
remotely possible that Americans are
uniquely prone to violence or that
they are uniquely afflicted with paranoia, schizophrenia, and other mental ailments; any nation that elected
our current “president” can hardly be
said to be psychologically healthy. But
surely the fact that we have 80,000
casualties annually from guns has just
a wee bit to do with the fact that there
is one gun for every man, woman, and
child in this country. (That statistic is
itself misleading: only about a third
of American households actually own
guns—but that means, alarmingly, that
many of these households own a lot
of guns.)
It quickly grows tiresome when
these timorous gun nuts get spooked
by even the most inoffensive gun-control measure, whining, “You’re gonna
take away my guns!” As a rhetorical
strategy this may work among many
of their own unthinking supporters,
but it is wearing a bit thin to everyone
else. Sportsmen in particular clamor
loudly about “respect” for their deadly
avocation. Exactly why I am to “respect” someone who enjoys killing
defenseless animals for amusement is

“Any nation that
elected our current ‘president’ can
hardly be said to
be psychologically
healthy.”
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something I have had great difficulty
wrapping my brain around.
And I think we are obliged to take
some passing note of a troubling fact
that the gun nuts are desperate to
have us ignore: the intersection of gun
violence with either right-wing paranoia or white nationalism—or simply
with the fact of being a white male.
Consider the racial makeup of the
gunmen involved in mass shootings
(defined here as those that resulted
in ten or more fatalities) over the past
six years:
• July 20, 2012 (Aurora, Colorado):
James Eagan Holmes (white guy)
• December 14, 2012 (Sandy Hook,
Connecticut): Adam Lanza (white
guy)
• September 16, 2013 (Washington,
D.C.): Aaron Alexis (African American)
• October 1, 2015 (Roseburg, Oregon): Chris Harper-Mercer (mixed
race)
• December 2, 2015 (San Bernardino, California): Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen Malik
(American-born [Farook] and Pakistani-born [Malik] Muslims)
• June 12, 2016 (Orlando, Florida):

Omar Mateen (American of Afghan
parentage)
• October 1, 2017 (Las Vegas, Nevada): Stephen Paddock (white guy)
• November 5, 2017 (Sutherland
Springs, Texas): Devin Patrick Kelley
(white guy)
• February 14, 2018 (Parkland, Florida): Nikolas Jacob Cruz (white guy)
• May 18, 2018 (Santa Fe, Texas):
Dimitrios Pagourtzis (white guy)
Do we see a pattern here, people? Is
it merely because being white (and,
for that matter, being male) is still
regarded as some kind of default
condition that we fail to note this
disturbing tendency among certain
of our Caucasian brethren to act out
their rage, insecurity, and fundamental
impotence by picking up a gun and
using it to horrific effect? A more detailed examination of these individuals
really does indicate that a fair number
of them were right-wing nutjobs—and
this list doesn’t even include Dylann
Storm Roof, an avowed white supremacist responsible for the shooting at an
AME church in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 17, 2015. (He is omitted
from the above list because he killed
“only” nine people!) Indeed, I have

always felt that one of the best ways
to get gun nuts to support gun-control
legislation is to put a lot of guns into
the hands of people of color.
Oh, and have you heard the latest
about the NRA? It is bad enough that
Wayne LaPierre, the executive vice
president of this esteemed organization never wastes an opportunity to
advocate for more guns whenever a
tragedy involving guns occurs. Now it
appears that this true-blue assemblage
of patriotic Americans received substantial monetary contributions from
Alexander Torchin, a former deputy
governor of the Russian central bank,
and other Russian sources—money
that may then have been used for political advocacy in express violation of
American campaign finance laws.
Where will this all lead? No one
can say—but it doesn’t look good
for those who “cling to guns and religion.” All I can say is it’s about time.
At long, long last, it is the gun nuts
who now have a bull’s-eye squarely
on their backs.
Figuratively speaking, of course.

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

Jens Christian Skou, Humanist Laureate, Dies at Ninety-Nine
Jens Christian Skou, born in 1918, may have spent
his life in Denmark, but his legacy spread across the
world and time. Skou discovered a vital mechanism
in the body’s cells, which earned him the Nobel Prize in
Chemistry in 1997.
Skou graduated from the University of Copenhagen
in 1944 with a degree in medicine and received his doctorate in 1954. He began working at the Aarhus University in 1947 and was appointed professor of biophysics
in 1977. He technically retired in 1988 but maintained
offices at the Department of Physiology.
In 1957, Skou was researching the leg nerves of
shore crabs when he concluded that an enzyme in the
body serves as a kind of pump that regulates the
amount of potassium and sodium ions inside cells.

This discovery formed the basis
for the current understanding of
how the body works.
Skou never really retired
or reduced his involvement in
his field; he kept up with subject-matter journals and publications and even had his final
scientific article published in
the Journal of Psychiatric Research in 2015, when he was ninety-six.
Skou was recognized by the Council for Secular
Humanism as a Laureate of the International Academy of Humanism for his agnostic views and commitment to science.
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FAISAL SAEED
AL MUTAR

OP-ED

The Failure of
Ideological Purity
Tests

I

arrived in the United States in March
2013 as a refugee from Iraq. I resettled in Houston, Texas, where two of
my brothers lived at the time. A few
days after I arrived in this country—of
which I am now a permanent resident—I started searching for humanist
and freethinking clubs in the local
area.
I found a group called Houston
Oasis and another called Houston Humanists, and I attended their events.
These were the first times in my life
that I experienced a public humanist
gathering. While I have known multiple humanists in Iraq, Lebanon, and
Malaysia—where I lived for most of
my life—these were the first times I
saw humanists and atheists meeting
in such an open way. They listed their
venues of their gatherings on meetup.
com—amazing!
A few weeks later, I made friendships with some of the locals there and
they drove me to American Atheists’
fiftieth anniversary convention in Austin, Texas. There I encountered a far
larger crowd, all openly atheist and
composed of people not just from
all over the United States but all over
the world. I felt huge happiness in my
heart just walking around the venue,
talking to people, and listening to their
stories. Few knew me back then, at
least in these circles, and I felt a huge
happiness in simply being unknown.
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No one I met hated me. No one called
for my death, a common occurrence
in the places around the world that I
had escaped from. Most of all, no one
thought negatively of me because I
was just inquiring and curious about
the life of nonbelievers in a domain
previously outside my experience.
Attending that convention was one
of the best experiences of my life, one
I will never forget.
Afterward I started getting more
and more attention from the media.
Activists in the movement who started
interviewing me, and unbelievers generally, started to know more and more
about my opinions. And slowly, the
atmosphere changed.
I don’t really have strong opinions
on most subjects. I’m always very
cautious about speaking on matters
beyond my personal expertise. I was
raised in a liberal household (yes, in
Iraq); I knew about the illusion of confirmation bias and feared “getting it
wrong” if I resorted to guesswork.
Soon I was a speaker at just about
every conference that labeled itself
atheist, humanist, or agnostic. I noticed something very disturbing: the
movement was growing more and
more polarized. At event after event, I
started seeing the same people sitting
at the same table not talking to others
whom they perceived as people from
the “other side.”
Each time I saw this, I asked people who the folks on “the other side”
were. Some told me they were “feminists.” Some identified the “others” as
“New Atheists,” admirers of Richard
Dawkins and Sam Harris. Others told
me of a longstanding divide between
socialists and libertarians.
I kept asking those questions;
never until today did I find an answer
as to how all these divisions relate to
conferences and organizations that
pride themselves on upholding “freethought.”
As someone still new to America, I have very limited understanding
of many of the conflicts that drive
domestic politics. I have always considered myself an ally of those who
think for themselves, regardless of the
conclusions they reach—even if those
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are conclusions with which I disagree
strongly. Naively, I imagined that was
what “freethought” meant. Yet as time
went on, I got asked more and more
by people from all these “sides” to
“pick a side” or stop being their friend
(or claiming to be one).
That actually freaked me out, because what they were asking me to do
was to make a decision about subjects
I really didn’t (and don’t) think much
about. Both my knowledge and limited expertise are centered around the
geopolitics of the Middle East and the
terrorist groups fighting there.
Ultimately no one gave me the final
answer to my questions. I worked that
answer out for myself. As a result of
that internal discussion, I have decided
to quit the movement altogether. In
the future I will limit myself purely to
the cause that motivated me to be an
activist in the first place, which is ending extremism.
That said, I never thought I would
wind up ending my fight against extremism within the group I have always
looked up to, the group I expected
to be my community. Yet that is how
things turned out. Today, in a very real
sense, I remain homeless.
There is an application required
to become a U.S. citizen. Perhaps
the “freethought” movement ought to
have an application newcomers must
fill out beforehand, so an immigrant
like me won’t be so shocked with what
is found there.
If the movement wants to be any
sort of safe space, it should be a safe
space for people who favor civil dialogue and reasoned disagreements,
not a movement defined by “sides.”
And if there is one side I am forced
to pick, it will be the side of those who
are on the front lines of defeating extremism in my hometown of Baghdad,
who never asked me to pick a side.
Faisal Saeed Al Mutar is an Iraqi-born award-winning
human rights activist, satirist, speaker, and writer. He is
an advocate for Universal Human Rights, secularism,
and the free market of ideas and is enthusiastic about
the intersection of technology and advocacy. He is also
the founder of multiple online platforms that together
have more than 400,000 subscribers and millions of
visitors.

LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“The courage to doubt, on which American pluralism, federalism, and religious liberty are founded, is a special brand of courage, a more selfless brand
of courage, than the courage of orthodoxy. A brand that has been far rarer
and more precious in the history of the West than the courage of the crusaders or the true believer who has so little respect for his fellow man and for his
thoughts and feelings that he makes himself the court of last resort on the
most difficult matters on which wise men have disagreed for millennia.”
—Daniel J. Boorstin, “The Founding Fathers and the Courage to Doubt,”
Free Inquiry, Volume 3, No. 3 (Summer 1983)
Editor’s Note: Daniel J. Boorstin (1914–2004), then serving as the twelfth librarian of Congress, was among several Washington, D.C., luminaries to speak at
Free Inquiry’s first large public event, a symposium titled “Religion in American
Politics.” Other speakers whose remarks were published in FI’s Summer 1983
issue included Sen. Lowell P. Weicker (R-Conn.); former North Carolina senator and Watergate figure Sam J. Ervin, Jr.; towering church-state attorney Leo
Pfeffer; and the prolific historian Henry Steele Commager.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“Western society has been deeply influenced by Christian doctrine, operating,
as it has been, relatively unchallenged for most of the past two millennia. …
[M]any of the destructive teachings of Christianity have shaped social attitudes
in a variety of spheres and in ways that still adversely affect people, even those
who never darken a church door. Most of these teachings are antagonistic
to healthy human psychological and social development. When this leads to
conflicts severe enough to produce symptoms, many people are able to get
the medical and psychological help they need. However, for many practicing
Christians this is impossible; they must cling to the abusive faith, much like the
abused child clings to the abusing parent. To get help for what Christianity
has done to them would be to repudiate that faith, and this they cannot do.”
—Wendell W. Watters, “A Response to Schumaker,” Free Inquiry, Volume 13,
No. 3 (Summer 1993)
Editor’s Note: The Canadian psychiatrist Wendell W. Watters (d. 2012) joined
Albert Ellis, the inventor of rational emotive behavioral therapy (REBT), in
rebutting an essay in the same issue by Australian psychologist John F.
Schumaker. Schumaker had surveyed then-current research, summarizing its
contention that religious believers enjoy markedly better mental health than
atheists. Today, realization is growing that such measures of mental well-being
track not belief or unbelief but rather epistemic confidence; atheists and humanists confident in their life stances tend to display higher levels of mental
well-being, as do confident believers.
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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.

IT’S EASY

Call Martina Fern today
at1-800-818-7071 x426
for your copy of this valuable information,
or e-mail her at mfern@centerforinquiry.net.
There’s no obligation.
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the Gospels. Similarly, Jesus’s
version is also found in Jewish
scripture.
There is more than a subtle
anti-Semitism involved in the
teaching of the Golden Rule.

Sheldon F. Gottlieb, PhD
Boynton Beach, Florida
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In Response
After reading Whaley’s interview
with God (FI, December 2017/
January 2018), I bit my tongue
while deciding not to comment,
but after reading Imre Toth’s letter
(FI April/May 2018), I felt an obligation to comment.
I always had difficulty with
people, especially Christians
and supposed intellectuals as
well as educators, not giving
credit to the Jews, in particular
Rabbi Hillel, for introducing the
“Golden Rule” into Western
Civilization. Toth, by referring to
Confucius, may be showing his
erudition but not necessarily his
knowledge: Confucius did not affect the development of Christian
and Western Civilization; Rabbi
Hillel did.
In seminaries, the positive
version attributed to Jesus—Do
unto others as you would have
others do unto you—is called the
“Golden Rule,” whereas Rabbi
Hillel’s double negative version (in the Talmudic book Pirke
Arbot: Do not unto others as you
would have others do not unto
you) is given secondary status by
being called the “Silver Rule.”
Yet, my experience has shown
that once the major difference
between the two versions is explained, most people choose to
live under Hillel’s formulation—
unless they are so committed to
their Christian ideology that they
are fearful of being considered
heretical.
What is rarely, if ever, mentioned is that Rabbi Hillel’s teachings greatly influenced Jesus of

National Register
I believe that Tom Flynn is mistaken in his op-ed in the April/
May 2018 issue (“An Unexpected
Milestone”) when he says that
when a property is on the
National Register of Historic
places, “... no one can demolish
it.” I believe that the only protection is from use of federal funds
to damage it. Private, state, or
city funds can be used to alter or
demolish it.

Robert Lanier
Email

Tom Flynn responds:
The effort to place the Ingersoll
Museum on the National
Register predated my involvement with the project—I got
closely involved circa 1991, when
the house had been acquired,
restored, and placed on the
Register, but no work had been
done to design a museum there.
I know that my colleagues who
were involved (Paul Kurtz, Richard
Seymour, and Tim Madigan)
were under the impression that
placement on the Register would
protect the house from demolition. In the event, the birthplace
won the Darwinian contest and
the pizzeria next door lost. (That
building now houses apartments.)

Forgiveness
Re: “Rationality and Nuance” (FI,
April/May 2018). Greta Christina
raises a timeless question: “How
do we decide which behavior is
fairly bad but understandable and
forgivable, which is seriously bad
with real consequences needed
before forgiveness can be considered, and which is beyond the
pale?”

In my opinion, the most
sensible answer can be found
in Jewish ethics: If we don’t ask
those we have injured to forgive
us, we should not expect their
forgiveness. And how could they
forgive us anyway unless we show
remorse? It couldn’t be simpler:
No contrition—no forgiveness.
Judaism teaches that the
only person who has the power
to forgive is the victim. No one
else (not even God) can claim
that right. The only offenses God
can forgive are those perpetrated
against God himself.
And for behavior that is
beyond the pale (such as murder, when the victim is incapable to forgive), there can be no
forgiveness.
Thus, for Catholic priests to
forgive sinners in God’s name is
the pinnacle of arrogance. Such
hubris only recycles and perpetuates evil.
With that in mind, I wonder
how often pedophile priests have
been forgiven in God’s name by
their confessors?

David Quintero

Monrovia, California

Free Will
Re: “Just a Semantic Argument?
The Free Will Free-for-All,” by
Russell Blackford (FI, April/May
2018). The human brain evolved
for the purpose of allowing us to
interact with the environment in
the interest of survival. A major
feature of this interaction was
the sense of “personal agency”
through which we formed hypothetical constructs of reality and
tested them by trial and error.
Religion, too, was a hypothetical
construct; however, its testability
was moot. It was thus that our
ancient ancestors made tools and
built civilization.
This is my compatibilist position on the free will controversy. In principle, at least, it
is conceivable that one might
trace antecedent causation all
the way back to the “big bang.”
But, indeed, who would be so
obtuse as to want to do so? All

it would amount to would be a
reductio ad absurdam argument
that would be both tautological
and of no use to science. For all
practical purposes, people think
about what they are doing and
make choices through available
alternatives, and if alternatives
are not available, they try to make
some by implementing hypothetical constructs. This is the way of
science. It is essential to our humanist viewpoint.
The pandeterministic view
reduces the human psyche to a
state of nihilism. A nihilistic view
of life will not suffice since we
“value” science for the results
that it brings and the ethical and
political implications it creates.

John L. Indo

Houston, Texas

Chicken Dance
I thought it was plucky for Terry
Wright to offer to have himself
turned into a chicken to prove
the eggsistence of God (“The
Only Real Question,” FI, April/
May 2018), but before he gives
the idea free range, I feel he
should be warned that it may not
turn out to be quite the intended
coop. If he does pullet off, many
of the faithful are still likely to cry
fowl. After all, how will we know
which particular god made the
flesh become bird? All the different religions will claim they are
first in the pecking order, the various flocks will begin to snipe and
grouse at each other, and feathers will start to fly. Which only
goes to show that even the best
laid schemes can have a rather
poultry outcome.

Martin Stubbs

London, United Kingdom

Meaning of Humanism
Re: “The Meaning and Legacy
of Humanism: A Sharp Challenge
from a Potential Ally” (FI, April/

(Continued on p. 64)
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By My Own Hand
Suicide Can Be a Wise and Gentle Choice
Lowrey R. Brown

I

will die. You will die. Death is not a question of if; it is only
a question of when and how. Modern medicine has doubled American life expectancy over the past two centuries. At forty, we have not yet entered middle age, while at
the dawn of the nineteenth century that would have been
our life expectancy. Every blessing has its cost, however,
and longevity is no exception. The longer we live, the more

we age. Even before forty, that slow but steady physical
and mental decline is making itself at home in our hair, our
skin, our eyes, our joints, and, yes, our brains. Medical technologies are impressive at keeping these limitations at bay,
but time marches on. Though increasing levels of debilitation are shifted later and later in life, they will come, and
we, as individuals and as a society, are remarkably ill-prepared to handle that eventuality. We
seem to be in collective denial that
there is a point at which our current
tools are inadequate to preserve an
acceptable quality of life, howsoever
we define that for ourselves.
In denying that this point exists,
we fail to plan for it, both practically
and emotionally, and the price of
our failure is that some of us are
continuing to live when we no longer want to. For some of us, there
is a period of suffering or indignity
at the end of our lives: an unhappy
twig that if we could stand back and
cultivate our lives like a gardener, we
would trim off to shape our lifetimes
to our own priorities and values. In
single-mindedly pursuing the preservation of life as the holy grail of
medicine and considering quality only
within that framework, we lose sight
of the human experience in each life;
we cease to care for the person and
instead care for the body.
Be it denial or simply discomfort,
our willful blindness to the reality

“In single-mindedly pursuing the preservation of
life as the holy grail of medicine ... we cease to
care for the person and instead care for the body.”
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of death (our own and that of others) leaves us exposed,
unprepared to actively shape this important and inevitable
transition from our lives. Having visited both my grandparents’ and now my parents’ generations in nursing homes,
living as they would not have wanted to live, it has become
clear that avoiding these kinds of endings is not easy. Without conscious, assertive preparation, and action, individuals
whose quality of life ends before their life does will simply
be moved, mindlessly, through the standard stages of care.
Those with chronic or terminal conditions face a similar
situation.
Those who do not choose will have society choose for
them, and society’s default is to preserve life regardless of its
quality. This is not unreasonable. Where individuals haven’t
made explicit what they want, caregivers and medical personnel need a default framework from which to operate.
That said, the decades-long struggle
of the death-with-dignity movement is
clear evidence that even when individuals are explicit about what they want,
society and the medical community
have been largely unwilling to loosen
their grip on that default framework and
empower individuals to more actively
shape when and how their lives end.
There is a need to rehabilitate the
concept of “suicide.” Suicide means to
intentionally end one’s own life. Period.
The word itself carries no judgment. It provides no information about the reason(s); life-expectancy; physical, mental,
or emotional state; morality; legality; or anything else one
might want to layer on top of this beleaguered word. The
act of suicide is as diverse as the people who choose it.
From the emotionally distraught who cannot see past their
current situation to samurai who have brought dishonor
upon their station, from sufferers of psychosis whose inner
voices drive them to destruction to those elderly who have
reached the extent of the limitations they wish to live with,
from the condemned who take the blade rather than have
another do the deed to those suffering from chronic pain,
from widows whose society calls on them to die upon their
husbands’ funeral pyres to Antarctic explorers who wish
to give their comrades a better chance of survival, from
toppled monarchs with no safe path to exile to individuals
facing a terminal illness … all these are faces of suicide.
That people commit suicide tells us nothing about
their choices. Specifically, it tells us nothing about how the
choice was made. Was it a carefully considered suicide or
was it rash? Did the individual feel in control or powerless?
Was the choice based in self-respect, self-care, and selflove, or was it based in fear, despair, or anger? There is a
world of difference between a distraught teenager bullied
into suicide and an individual with a chronic or terminal

illness who, after careful deliberation, decides to die rather
than suffer through what the future most likely holds.
I fear that our society has lost sight of the rational and
compassionate reasons for suicide. Suicides that are tragic
or brutal make lurid headlines, but there are numerous
non-newsworthy suicides that take place privately, peacefully, and sometimes in the presence of loved ones; I have
been privileged to be present at a few of them. The beauty
and dignity of these endings—these suicides—have taught
me a great deal about what is possible. They are a reminder
that, while we cannot stop the end from coming, for those
ready to meet it we can, sometimes, gently shape when
and how it comes.

“Without ... preparation and action,
individuals whose quality of life ends before
their life does will simply be moved, mindlessly,
through the standard stages of care.”

In Theory
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator
with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

Right to Life = Right to Death
On July 4, 1776, the signers of the U.S. Declaration of Independence gave voice to the ideal that all people should be
valued on the basis of their shared humanity. Inherent in this
were the individual’s rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness. In the two hundred years that followed, while
still falling far short of that vision, our society has taken
great strides toward it. Also in those intervening centuries,
advancements in medical science and technology have
dramatically changed how long we live, how we spend the
last years of our lives, and how we die.
In exploring the value of more consciously incorporating
our own inevitable deaths into our approach to life, the
above statement from the Declaration of Independence
offers a philosophical anchor from which to approach the
complex, messy, and painful reality of our mortality. In this
country, few would question the assertion that one should
have the right to one’s own life. The assertion that one
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should have the right to one’s own death, however, is not
so readily embraced. Understandably so. Life seems like a
happy thing while death seems like a sad thing, and understanding them to be the same thing requires an intellectual
reconciliation that lays bare our own transience.
Life is as much a part of death as death is of life.
Our lives, though we experience them as ongoing, are
ultimately a single, finite whole: a lifetime. Remove the
concept of death, and you remove the concept of life.
Suggesting that one has the right to one’s life but not to
one’s death is akin to suggesting that one has the right to
breathe but not to exhale, to look but not to see, to love
but not to care. It’s nonsense.
Even if life and death were not inextricable parts of the
same tapestry, it is illogical to argue that one has the right
to one’s life but not to one’s death. A “right” implies an option, something that one can choose to exercise or not. You
have the right to pursue happiness, but you are not obliged
to do so. To have the right to life but not death would be
like having the “right” to light but not being allowed to turn
it off. You must sleep in the light, relax in the light, make
love in the light. Yes, you have light, but if you cannot have
dark, you don’t have the right to light, you just have light,
and that’s a very different concept.

his or her own life, then we must pay the price that liberty
exacts. People will choose to die. People we love may
choose to die.
I will now spend the rest of this article tempering the
position that I just staked, but I want to start here, in this
uncomfortable place, because death and suicide are not
topics that lend themselves to easy answers, only painful trade-offs. The more latitude society gives people in
choosing their own deaths, the more we will be faced with
difficult decisions—our own and those of others—and with
losses to which we are not reconciled. The more restrictions
society places around people’s ability to choose their own
deaths, the greater society’s interference in the individual’s
right to self-determination. At one end of the spectrum is
a society in which anyone having a bad day could head to
the corner store for a lethal dose. At the other is a society
in which our lives belong to the state.
In Practice
There is an emotional chasm between believing we have
the right to our own lives and being comfortable when
someone exercises that right. This chasm is plainly visible
in that, while suicide is not illegal in any U.S. state, if you
sit with a loved one as he or she transitions from this life,
you could be falsely accused of assisting and
charged with a serious crime. As a society,
as individuals, we are nothing if not conflicted, and that is understandable. Death—
and self-chosen death in particular—is a rite
of passage with which we will always have to
strive to make our peace.

“Those who do not choose will have society
choose for them, and society’s default is to
preserve life regardless of its quality.”

Freedom Comes at a Cost
Rights are powerful, but like fire, they can burn. Freedom
of speech means you are free to speak. It also means that
one whose views are abhorrent to you is free to speak. It
means that one whose words sow hatred, fear, and bigotry
is free to speak. Freedom of speech comes at a cost; I am
willing to pay it, but am under no illusion that it is a benign
blessing. The right to one’s own life—the right to live or die,
as one so chooses—is no less hot a flame.
If your life is truly yours, then it is yours to end. If this is
true for you, then it is true for your neighbor, your parent,
your spouse, your sibling, and your child. In recognizing
every individual’s right to his or her own life, we must accept that this right will sometimes be exercised for reasons
that we do not understand or agree with. Liberty, however,
does not demand that we understand; it demands that we
respect. If we are to hold sacred every individual’s right to
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Shifting the Perspective

In seeking a more open and respectful societal approach toward end-of-life choices, it is
important to acknowledge where we currently
are. For most of human history, living long
enough to suffer from cancer, dementia, or crippling old
age was an issue few people faced. Medical technology
and its impact on our lives have developed dramatically
over the past century, but medicine’s role in society has
not modernized as rapidly. As a result, modern American
society approaches end-of-life choices from the our-livesbelong-to-the-state end of the regulatory spectrum. While
I realize that most wouldn’t use those words to describe the
current regulatory approach to suicide, the practical ramifications of our current policies are that our lives are only very
rarely ours to comfortably and freely end.
It is helpful to think about suicide from the perspective
at the other end of the regulatory spectrum, the perspective
under which society deems personal liberty paramount and
holds that restrictions should be added only as needed.
First, our founding principles demand that we grant all
individuals the right to their own lives. Second, in spinning
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our perspective, it quickly becomes clear that despite all
the contentious debate and hard-won legal advances, our
society is nowhere near striking a reasonable balance between protecting the individual’s right to self-determination
and protecting the individual’s interests and safety.
The Question for Society
From the perspective that individuals have the right to their
own lives, the issue becomes whether or not it is appropriate to regulate, or interfere with, the exercise of that right.
Assuming most of us agree that selling lethal medications
at the corner store is not in the individual’s best interest,
what regulatory role should society play? What criteria
should be used to determine when it is appropriate for
society to prevent, delay, allow, or facilitate individuals’
exercising their right to their own lives? The question for
society is how to adequately protect our citizens without
excessively curtailing individual liberty.
Legislators face this kind of question regularly: Which
intoxicants should be illegal? Should we tax to support
those who get injured or who are in retirement? In making
these decisions, society must balance the ideal that individuals should be able to make their own choices with the
reality that the human brain operates in an uneasy
balance between unconscious drives, outside influences, and conscious choices.
The question for an individual considering
suicide is whether or not, by his or her own estimation, future pleasures are likely to outweigh future pains. This is a complex and deeply personal
reckoning, and society has no role in it. Interfering
with an individual’s ability to consider what is
best are factors such as the immediate intensity
of physical or mental suffering, social pressure
not to be a burden, fear of cost, social pressure imposing
a religious doctrine, and fear that care or pain treatment
will be inadequate. These are the kinds of issues society
should consider in deciding how best to balance protecting
the individual’s ability to choose wisely with protecting the
individual’s ability to choose.
Where society can allay fears without curtailing the individual’s right to self-determination should be a priority,
most notably in managing cost and ensuring adequate
care and pain treatment. Far thornier will be deciding when
to shield the individual from short-term influences and
outside pressures. For example, when are social pressures
great enough to warrant societal interference? In those
circumstances, how can adequate protection be provided
in a way that least restricts personal choice? Society’s role
should be in process not in outcome. It is not society’s place
to choose either life or death for its citizens. Instead, society
can create an environment that protects the individual’s
ability to freely decide what is in his or her own long-term
best interest, and it can provide a more supportive medical

establishment for both those who choose to carry-on and
those who choose to hasten their deaths.
Pain, Suffering, Values, and Dignity
It is dangerously easy to take another’s apparent circumstances and presume that it feels like what we would feel if
we were in that situation. It doesn’t. We don’t have those
nerve cells or those values or that history or that approach
to dignity. It is impossible for one person to feel what
another is experiencing. If we are to fully respect every
human’s individuality and personhood, then we have to
accept what someone tells us about his or her quality of life
and his or her values, no matter how uncomfortable it might
make us. We might make different choices for ourselves,
were we in another’s circumstances, but we certainly don’t
want another making choices for us in such circumstances.
Quality vs. Quantity
It is easy enough to celebrate increased life expectancy, but
when I sit with my elderly aunt who suffers from dementia,
and in her more lucid moments repeatedly observes that
“we wouldn’t let a beloved cat or dog live like this,” it is
clear that length of life is not the entire story. Many a re-

“There is a need to rehabilitate
the concept of ‘suicide.’”

frigerator magnet quotes Emerson’s “it is not length of life,
but depth …” as we remind ourselves that a well-lived life
comes from quality not quantity.
Where one can enjoy quantity with quality, great, but
there are times when one must choose between them. In
over-emphasizing the preservation of life, we sometimes
degrade people’s overall quality of life. Extending someone’s life is not necessarily improving it, and it could be
making it worse. My aunt, for one. If there were a numeric
way to measure her overall lifetime ratio of joy to suffering,
that value would be steadily dropping year by year. It is not
what she wanted before dementia took hold, and it is not
what she wants now, as she struggles to control her fear
that she can’t remember where she lives.
We need to remind ourselves that the literal contracting
heart muscle is of secondary concern to the figurative heart,
which holds the character and dignity of a person. If society
wishes to maximize the quality of people’s lives, it must recognize that quantity sometimes does the opposite.
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Learning to Value Absence
Our brains seem to find it far easier to intuit the value of
something than to intuit the value of absence-of-something. Our closets, garages, and storage units are testament to our propensity to gravitate toward the price value
of an object (should we ever want to use it again) at the
expense of the abstract value of the space created by not
having that object (though we will pay considerably for additional square footage).
It is all too easy, in thinking about another’s suicide
deliberation, to overvalue additional days of life, which
we can see in the physical presence of a living person,
while discounting the value of avoided pain and suffering
or the value of protected dignity, which are abstract and
intangible. In considering another’s suicide deliberation,
we should guard ourselves against undervaluing what we
cannot see. We do ourselves and others a grave disservice
in clinging to visible, quantifiable metrics and undervaluing
the abstract, experienced ones. In some cases, there can
be enormous value in the absence of life, a value that lies
in the avoidance of pain and the preservation of dignity.
Primum Non Nocere
In thinking of how society and medicine might best approach end-of-life choices, including suicide, I am often
reminded of the medical mantra first do no harm. On the
surface it seems simple and clear, but good intentions without wisdom can produce ugly results. Harm is sometimes
easy to see, but it often isn’t.
Keeping an individual alive who does not want to be
causes harm. Prolonging pain, suffering, or indignity, no
matter how well-intentioned the actions, causes harm. Denying an individual the right to self-determination causes
harm. Burdening another with one’s own values or judgments causes harm. Death may be easy to recognize, but it
is not always the greater harm.
Suicide Stampede?
In explaining their seemingly radical decision to secede,
the signers of the Declaration of Independence stated: “…
accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are
more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are
accustomed.”
While speaking of governments, this statement includes
a far more general observation of human nature. Our lives
are all we know. One’s consciousness has never experienced
anything but life, and turning from life through suicide is not
an easy choice. Those who oppose death-with-dignity laws
often warn of a slippery slope whereby the ease of obtaining a lethal prescription will encourage any who are ill or
elderly to trivially cast off the life that ails them. Neither I nor
the signers of the Declaration of Independence have seen
anything to suggest that this is the case.
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Consider the example set by Oregon’s Death with
Dignity Act (DWDA), which was enacted late in 1997. The
Oregon Death with Dignity Act: 2016 Data Summary shows
that, from 1998 through 2016, fewer than two-thirds of the
terminally ill who went through the not-insignificant DWDA
process to obtain a lethal prescription actually used it. The
Oregon Health Authority does not track the number of
patients who would have been eligible but did not get a
prescription. However, comparing total cancer deaths from
the 2016 Oregon Vital Statistics Annual Report with 2016
DWDA cancer deaths is telling. In 2016, only 1.3 percent
of the cancer deaths in Oregon were DWDA deaths. (For
tracking purposes, DWDA deaths are not counted as suicides but as deaths due to the DWDA-qualifying terminal
illness.) Clearly, a more open-minded approach to suicide
has not, even for those who face increasing debilitation and
death within the next six months, caused a stampede of
individuals eager to shuffle off this mortal coil.
Chosen Conclusions
Suicide has many facets, and we should remember that it
can be a wise, gentle, carefully weighed choice. Increasingly, people are realizing that the overall quality of their
lifetimes might be better if they did not conclude with a
period, sometimes a long period, of physical or mental
suffering. For those facing such a future, it is enormously
comforting to know that a gentle option is available and
that they are in control. Add the respect, understanding,
and support of those around them, and a scary future suddenly has far fewer fangs.
It is also possible that a more open, respectful approach to suicide might actually decrease the number of
rash, poorly considered suicides. Individuals suffering from
intense emotional or physical pain are unlikely to turn to
a medical system that will put them in lock-down, psychiatrically stigmatize them, and disrespectfully presume that
their consideration of suicide is wrong. They would likely
feel safer exploring their options with loved ones or medical personnel, knowing that the community is there not to
stop them but to ensure that they are safe to consider their
choices and that they take adequate time to do so.
My hope is for a society in which individuals are empowered, if they so choose, to take more control over how and
when their lives end and in which all those who choose to
end their lives do so only after careful consideration and for
reasons based in self-love, self-care, and self-respect.

Lowrey R. Brown is an exit guide with Final Exit Network. She looks forward
to a time when those she serves can comfortably and openly plan for a
self-chosen death.
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Why So Much of the Bible Is Poorly Written
Valerie Tarico

H

ave you ever tried to read the Bible cover to cover?
Even among Christians, a minority make it all the way
through.
According to the Barna Group, an evangelical Christian
polling organization, the average American household
contains 4.4 Bibles, but 57 percent of people say they read
from it less than five times a year. Even those who read
more often tend to return to brief passages that they find
inspiring while skipping the troublesome parts. The book
may be the world’s best seller, as some folks like to crow,
but most copies collect dust—and for good reason. The
Bible is a hard slog.
God-Breathed? Not By the Look of Things
Millions of Evangelicals and other Christian fundamentalists
believe that the Bible in its entirety was dictated by God,
who channeled his message through the minds and voices
of human men. Each phrase is considered so perfect that
it merits careful linguistic analysis to determine his precise
meaning. In support of this approach, Evangelicals quote
the Bible itself. “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful
for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16 NIV).
If, indeed, all scripture were God-breathed, one would
have to conclude that God is a terrible writer. Although
some passages in the Bible are lyrical and gripping, many
would get kicked back by any competent editor or writing
professor—kicked back with a lot of red ink. (The idea of a
“red letter Bible” takes on a whole new meaning when you
look at it through this lens.)
Mixed messages, repetition, bad fact-checking, awkward constructions, inconsistent voice, weak character
development, boring tangents, contradictions, passages
where nobody can tell what the heck the writer meant to
convey … . This doesn’t sound like a book that was dictated by a deity.
A well-written book should be clear and concise, with
all factual statements accurate and characters neither
two-dimensional nor plagued with multiple personality

disorder—unless they actually are. A book written by a
god should be some of the best writing ever produced.
It should beat Shakespeare on character development,
Stephen Hawking on scientific accuracy, Pablo Neruda on
poetry, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn on ethical coherence, and
Maya Angelou on sheer lucid beauty—just to name a few.
No question, the Bible contains beautiful and timeless
bits. But why, overall, does it so fail to meet this mark? One
obvious piece of the answer is that neither the Bible nor
any derivative work such as the Qur’an or Book of Mormon
was actually dictated by the Christian god or other celestial
messengers. We humans may yearn for advice that is “godbreathed,” but in reality, our sacred texts were written by
fallible human beings who, try as they might, fell short of
perfection in the ways that we all do.
Many Christians and Jews recognize this.
Among themselves, Christians and Jews differ widely
in how they think of the Bible. Adherents may hold what
is called a high or a low view of scripture or something in
between. At the high end are biblical literalists who think
that their book of scripture, in its entirety, is a timeless
and perfect message from heaven. At the low end are
modernist believers, who see the Bible as a collection of
human documents, but nonetheless a precious record of
humanity’s struggle to understand what is real and good. In
between these two lie those who think their version of the
Bible, among all the world’s holy books, is uniquely inspired
and inspiring.
All of these cherish the Bible’s familiar phrases—selectively—as part of their worship routines.
Unparalleled Literature, Then?
People who hold varying (even conflicting) views of the
Bible as scripture generally unite around a derivative
view—that the Bible represents one of humanity’s greatest
literary achievements. Without a doubt, the Authorized
King James Version, completed in 1611, shaped the cadence and contents of English literature for the generations
that followed.
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Angelou (a devoted Christian) wrote with a Bible on her
desk for both spiritual and artistic inspiration. “I’m trying
to be a Christian and the Bible helps me to remind myself
what I’m about,” she told the Paris Review. She also called
the Bible musical. “I’ll take any translation, any edition, and
read it aloud, just to hear the language, hear the rhythm,
and remind myself how beautiful English is.”
Angelou is not alone in appreciating the Bible’s poetic
passages. “As the one work that has held moral and religious sway over the Judeo-Christian tradition for thousands
of years, the Bible is unsurpassed in world literature,” proclaims one publisher.
This view has been unassailable for centuries, even as
belief in the Bible as holy scripture has dwindled. What do
we do with the Bible if we don’t revere it as God’s word?
We revere it as writing.
For those who have left religion behind, emphatically
endorsing the Bible as great literature softens the blow, as
does the claim that Jesus was a great moral teacher. In societies that remain predominantly Christian, these stances
are conciliatory. They act as peace offerings between

“Our yearning for a set of clean
answers to life’s messy questions
has created a mess.”

neighbors, a way for adherents and others to find common
ground.
But how much of what the Bible contains is actually
great writing?
‘Stump Fingered’
Critics point out that New Testament stories written in
Greek are harsh and utilitarian when compared to the
great Greek classics, and many Christian biblical scholars
acknowledge this without flinching. This is in part because
the New Testament writers did not use the same language
as those epics, plays, and poems, which were written in
Classical Greek. New Testament writers, by contrast used
Koine Greek. “Koine,” says Princeton Theological Seminary
graduate Ken Jacobsen, is “pidgin Greek … developed by
Alexander’s armies to communicate, not to impress. It’s a
step down from Classical Greek.”
Lay New Testament scholar Tim Widowfield clarifies that
Koine isn’t precisely a pidgin—since pidgins are contact
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languages with no native speakers—but rather a lingua
franca, a trade language used much as English is used
today by both native and non-native speakers. “Koine
Greek is simplified Attic Greek, where a great deal of case
collapse, pronunciation collapse, smoothing, etc. has occurred, which makes it easier for foreign speakers to learn.”
Matt Anslow, whose PhD focused on Matthew’s Gospel,
elaborates:
Anyone who knows even a cursory amount of Ancient
Greek is aware that numerous New Testament texts are
written in a basic or even bad form of that language. It’s
unclear to me why it should be shocking to anyone but
biblical literalists that some of the biblical authors—for
whom Greek might have been a third or fourth language—
would produce sloppy prose.

The book of Mark is widely considered by fans and
critics alike to be the roughest of all the gospels, so much
so that Hippolytus of Rome, in the third century, called
the writer of Mark “stump fingered.” The other synoptic
gospels, those thought to be based on Mark or a shared
source, are more polished. That said, some folks who prefer
the rough less-educated writing in Mark describe Matthew
and Luke as “writing by committee.”
Orthodox theologian, scholar, and polemicist David
Bentley Hart recently produced a New Testament translation that follows the voices and idiosyncrasies of the
original text. Of it, he says, “Where an author has written
bad Greek … I have written bad English.” After producing
his unretouched version of Revelation, Hart opined, “If
judged purely by the normal standards of literary style and
good taste, [the Book of Revelation is] almost unremittingly
atrocious.” Consider the first line in his translation: “A revelation from Jesus the Anointed, which God gave him, to
show his slaves what things must occur extremely soon.”
James Parker, while reviewing Hart’s book for The Atlantic, accepts the veracity of the gospel stories and defends
the poor writing as a mark of authenticity: “The New Testament [is] a grab bag of reportage, rumor, folk memory,
and on-the-hoof mysticism produced by regular people,
everyday babblers and clunkers, under the pressure of a
supremely irregular event—namely, the life and death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ.” Even Parker calls that first line
of Revelation “aggressively maladroit.”
“The reason for the roughness of Mark’s gospel and for
the dumpster fire of John’s Revelation,” says Widowfield,
“is not an intrinsic problem with Koine Greek, but with the
abilities of those writers, for whom Greek may have been a
second (or even a third) language.”
In response to an earlier version of this article, British historian Mike Stuchbery took to Twitter. “This doesn’t mean
[the Bible is] inherently bad, or lacking in value—the Bible
has some of the finest prose in any language, across its
multiple iterations. It’s just a wreck, structurally and tonally.”
But the problems aren’t just structural and tonal; they
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are substantive. The Bible has been the subject of thousands of follow-on books by people who were genuinely
trying to figure out what it all means. Despite best efforts,
their conclusions don’t converge, which is one reason Christianity has fragmented into over 40,000 denominations and
non-denominations.
Beyond the qualities of the prose itself, why is the Bible
such a mixed bag? Here are a few additional reasons for
this tangled web of disagreements and the dismaying quality of much biblical writing by modern standards.
Too Many Cooks
Far from being a single unified whole, the Bible is a collection of texts or text fragments from many authors with
varying objectives. We don’t know the number of writers
precisely, and—despite the ancient traditions that assigned
authorship to famous people such as Moses, Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John—we don’t know who most of them
were. We do know that the men who inscribed the biblical
texts had widely different language skills,
cultural and technological surroundings,
worldviews, and supernatural beliefs.
Most scholars estimate that the earliest
of the Bible’s writers lived and wrote about
800 years before the Christian era, and the
most recent lived and wrote almost a century after any historical Jesus would have
lived. They ranged from tribal nomads to
subjects of the Roman Empire.
To make matters more complicated,
some of them borrowed fragments of
even earlier stories and songs that had
been handed down via oral tradition from
Sumerian cultures and religions. For example, flood myths that predate the Noah story can be found
across Mesopotamia, with a boat-building hero named
Utnapishtim or Ziusudra or Atrahasis.
The New Testament borrows heavily from the Old. Some
argue that the Gospel stories about Jesus contain little but
a recombination of Old Testament passages, archetypes,
and tropes, making it hard to glimpse any historical man
who may be hiding in the myths. “The bulk of the Passion
Narrative was stitched together out of dozens of allusions
to the Jewish Scriptures, and much else in the Gospels is
based on passages from the Psalms, the Prophets, and the
tales of Moses, David, Elijah and Elisha,” says Neil Godfrey,
who founded a hub for lay secular Bible scholarship.
Bible writers, in both Old Testament and New, adapted
earlier stories and laws to their own cultural and religious
context, but they couldn’t always reconcile differences
among handed-down texts and often may not have known
that alternative versions existed. Later, variants got bundled together. This is why the Bible contains two different
creation myths, three sets of Ten Commandments, and four

contradictory versions of the Easter story.
Histories, Poetries, None-of-These
True believers may treat the Bible as a unified book of divine guidance, but in reality it is a mix of different genres:
ancient myths, songs of worship, rule books, poetry, mysticism, propaganda, gospels (yes, this would become a popular genre during Christianity’s infancy), and coded political
commentary, to name just a few. Translators and church
leaders down through the centuries haven’t always known
which of these they were reading.
Modern comedians sometimes make a living by deliberately garbling genres—for example, by taking statements
literally when they are meant figuratively, turning a speech
into a poem or vice versa, shifting context, or subtly tweaking someone else’s words. Whether they realize it or not,
biblical literalists in the pulpit sometimes make a living
doing the same thing.

“The reason for the roughness of Mark’s gospel
and for the dumpster fire of John’s Revelation is
not an intrinsic problem with Koine Greek, but with
the abilities of those writers, for whom Greek may
have been a second (or even a third) language.”
—Tim Widowfield

Lost in Translation
The books of the Bible were originally written in Hebrew,
Aramaic, and Greek, though not in the modern versions of
these languages. (Think of trying to read Chaucer’s Middle
English.) When Roman Catholic Christianity ascended,
church leaders embraced the Hebrew Bible and translated
it into then-modern Latin, making it their Old Testament.
They also translated texts from early Jesus-worshipers and
convened committees to determine what should make it
into their canon of scripture. These became the New Testament.
Sometimes New Testament writers themselves relied
on translations of Old Testament scriptures that changed
their original meaning. Dubious translations bolstered key
doctrines of the Christian faith, the most famous being the
Virgin Birth.
Most English versions of the Bible have been translated
directly from the earliest available manuscripts, but translators have their own biases, some of which were shaped
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by those early Latin translations and some of which are
shaped by more recent theological considerations or cultural trends. After American Protestants pivoted away from
supporting abortion in the 1980s, one publisher retranslated a troublesome Bible verse that treated the death of a
fetus differently from the death of a person. The meaning
of the passage shifted from indirect support for abortion to
indirect opposition.
Translators and copyists typically had good intentions,
says New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman. Changes they
introduced, now seen as “corruptions” of earlier texts,
often were well-meant attempts to clarify an awkward or
confusing text by making it say what they thought it should.
Jacobsen notes that this polishing process included aesthetic improvements. The King James Version, he says,
“was consciously composed in what was—even then, ‘old

God-breathed.” Pseudonymous writing was so common
among early Christians that nearly half of the books of the
New Testament likely make false authorship claims or were
assigned famous names after the fact. The early Catholic
councils that finalized what did and didn’t get into the Bible
relied in part on these authorship claims.
When texts claiming to be written by one person were
actually written by several, each seeking to elevate his own
point of view, we shouldn’t be surprised when the writing
styles clash or they espouse contradictory attitudes and
make contradictory truth claims.
It’s Not about You
Evidence suggests that the Gospel According to Matthew
(likely not authored by Matthew) was written for an audience of Jews. The author was a recruiter for the ancient
equivalent of Jews for Jesus, and in the
Matthew account, the Last Supper is
timed as a Passover meal. By contrast, the
Gospel According to John was written to
persuade pagan Roman prospects, and
the author, in keeping with his goals and
audience, timed the events differently.
This is just one of many explicit contradictions between the four Gospel accounts
of Jesus’s death and resurrection.
Author Clark W. Owens says that even
in aggregate, the gospel stories had a
purpose that was specific to the cultural
context of the writers. They were written
in response to “the Roman oppression
of the Jewish culture and the eventual obliteration of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. which is transparently alluded to in the
gospels.” Per Owens, “Jesus is a midrashic creation by a
culture under siege, meant to embody and idealize that
culture, and to stand for the holy and immortal one who
triumphs in and through his own persecution and death.”
United Methodist minister Rich Lang describes the Book of
Revelation as coded political commentary about the same
situation.
In sum, many contradictions and peculiarities in the
Gospels and other parts of the Bible are not there because
the writers were confused. Quite the opposite. Each writer
knew his own goals and audience and adapted hand-medown stories or texts to fit, sometimes changing the meaning in the process. The folks who are confused are those
who treat the book as if they were the audience, as if each
verse was a timeless and perfect message sent to them by
God. Our yearning for a set of clean answers to life’s messy
questions has created a mess.

“A well-written book should be clear and concise,
with all factual statements accurate and characters
neither two-dimensional nor plagued with multiple
personality disorder—unless they actually are.”

fashioned’ English in order to add a sense of dignity to it.”
But even when translators scrupulously try to avoid biases, an enormous amount of information is simply lost in
translation. One challenge is that the meanings of a story,
or even a single word, depend on what preceded it in the
culture at large or a specific conversation—or both.
Imagine that a teenage boy has asked his mom for a
specific amount of money for a special night out, and Mom
says, “You can have $50.” She is communicating something very different if the kid asked for $20 (Mom is saying
splurge a bit) versus if the kid had asked for $100 (Mom is
saying rein yourself in).
As the mom opens her wallet, the son scrolls through
restaurant options on Yelp and exclaims, “Sick!” Mom
blinks, then mentally translates into the slang of her own
generation which, teenage perceptions aside, doesn’t
come close to translating across 2,000 years of history.
Forgery and Counter-Forgery
Bart Ehrman has written two books about forgery in the
New Testament, texts written under the names of famous
men to make the writings more credible. This includes the
epistle 2 Timothy, the one that claims that “all scripture is
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Inside Baseball
A lot changes in 2,000 years. As we read the Bible through
modern eyes, it helps to remember that we’re getting a
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glimpse, however imperfectly translated, of the urgent
concerns of our Iron Age ancestors. Back then, writing anything was tremendously labor intensive, so we know that
information that may seem irrelevant now (because it is)
was of acute importance to the men who first carved those
words into clay or inked them on animal skins or papyrus.
Long lists of begats in the Gospels; greetings to this
person and that in the Pauline epistles; instructions on how
to sacrifice a dove in Leviticus or purify a virgin war captive
in Numbers; “chosen people” genealogies; prohibitions
against eating creatures that don’t exist; pages of threats
against enemies of Israel; coded rants against the Roman
Empire … .
A modern person reading the Bible might think about
how the pages might have been better filled. Could none
of this have been pared away? Couldn’t the writers have
made room instead for a few short sentences that might
have changed history? Wash your hands after you poop.
Don’t have sex with someone who doesn’t want to. Witchcraft isn’t real. Slavery is forbidden. We are all God’s chosen
people.
Answer: No, they couldn’t have fit these in, even without the begats. Of course, there was physical space on
papyrus and parchment. But the minds of the writers were
filled with other concerns. In their world, who begat whom
mattered(!) while challenging prevailing Iron Age views of
illness or women and children or slaves was simply inconceivable.
The Pig Collection
My friend Sandra had a collection of decorative pigs that
started out small. As family and friends learned about it,
though, the collection grew to the point that it began
taking over the house. Birthdays, Christmases, vacations,
thrift stores … when people saw a pig, they thought of
Sandra. Some of the pigs were delightful—lovely and well
crafted—some, not so much. Finally, the move to a new
house opened an opportunity to do some culling.
The texts of the Bible are a bit of a pig collection. Like
Sandra’s pigs, they reflect a wide variety of styles, quality,
raw material, and artistic vision. From creation stories to
Easter stories to the book of Revelation, old collectibles got
handed down and inspired new, and folks who gathered
this type of material bundled them together into a single
collection.
If we were to treat the Bible as merely an anthology of
Iron Age texts, the variable quality and internal contradictions would be no issue. If, however, we are to treat it as
an apogee of spiritual guidance or world literature—either
one—a good culling might do a lot to improve things.
Imagine a version of the Bible containing only that which
has enduring beauty, wisdom, or usefulness.
Unfortunately, the collection in the Bible has been
bound together for so long that Christian authorities (with

some noteworthy exceptions) don’t trust themselves to
unbind it. Maybe the thought of deciding what goes and
stays feels overwhelming or even spiritually dangerous.
Maybe, deep down, Bible-believing Evangelicals and
other fundamentalists suspect that if they started culling,
there wouldn’t be a whole lot left. So, they keep it all, in the
process binding themselves and our society to the worldview

Yes, This Is That Article—More Precisely, Its Descendant
Last February, AlterNet and Salon published a brief
polemic from me on this topic. Following outcry from
offended Bible believers and literati, Salon almost
immediately retracted it. I was surprised and embarrassed—it was my first retraction among over 350 articles—and more than a little confused.
Salon had boldly published my cheeky critiques
of Christianity for years. Of course, being pop-media
polemic, the article was overstated and under-sourced,
and in hindsight I could have done better on both
counts. But this is true of much that gets printed at
online news and opinion sites. I pride myself on pivoting from provocative ledes to useful information and
thought-provoking analysis. Also, this particular article
had been reviewed by a retired (ordained) religion professor and a professional editor. Had I really been so far
off that the common request for a few more tweaks or
sources wouldn’t have fixed things?
A Salon editor later said that the site was shifting
mission and, moving forward, would welcome religion
articles only if they relate directly to inequality or politics. I find this regrettable, because I see critique of the
Bible as a root-striking challenge to the cultural and
political power of Christian fundamentalism.
The Daily Wire and other far-Right or evangelical
sites crowed at the retraction, and secular bloggers
Jerry Coyne and Hemant Mehta discussed it. The Richard Dawkins Foundation and Freedom From Religion
Foundation asked to reproduce parts of the polemic in
their newsletters, for which I was grateful.
Even better, a handful of Bible scholars responded
with further evidence that significant parts of the Bible
were written poorly, even—they said—in the original
languages. I used that information to revise and expand the polemic into this broader, better sourced,
and not-coincidentally more damning article about the
Bible’s literary attributes.
—V. T.

Valerie Tarico is a psychologist, author, and founder of WisdomCommons.
org. She is the author of Trusting Doubt: A Former Evangelical Looks at Old
Beliefs in a New Light (Oracle Institute Press, 2010).
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The Incompatibility of Judeo-Christian
Religion with Contemporary Human Rights
Chima Williams Iheme

I

t is oftentimes claimed by Christians that the Bible is the
main source of morality, and Christian organizations involved in humanitarian activities usually give copies of the
Bible alongside their aid to give the impression that they are
motivated by the Bible. This article challenges that notion
and argues that the Bible is devoid of good moral teachings
and rules and indeed conflicts with contemporary human
rights. If developing countries must outgrow superstition
and human rights abuses to make scientific progress, they
must begin to see the Bible as any other literary work of fiction and not a collection of unchallengeable facts and truth.
Introduction: Entry Point of Incompatibility
All religions have similar characteristics in that they teach
precepts that are not usually supported by facts and evidence but by wishful imaginations. Inherent in religion is
the concept of faith, which is parallel to factual evidence
and mandates that huge claims can be accepted solely on
the basis of wishes and superstition. In fact, the weirder
and more contrary to facts and evidence a particular claim
is, the more it is likely to appeal to religion. As Christopher
Hitchens rightfully opined in one of his brilliant writings,
religion was our first attempt to answer the philosophical
questions about life; it was our first attempt to be scientific,
and given that it was the first attempt, it indeed provides
the worst answers to issues about life in our contemporary
world.
Admittedly, facts and evidence are not easy to grasp or
contend with and are emotionally difficult for us, given that
we are perhaps the only living species whose members are
conscious of their eventual demise and decomposition. The
discomforting fear of death is cardinal to the existence of
religion. Also, the limited knowledge of cause and effect in
our environment and the awe-inspiring nature of the universe could easily trigger belief in the existence of a powerful being who set all this in motion. Thus, in the absence
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of scientific answers for any issue about nature and life,
religion easily fills the gap by providing a conspiracy theory
to soothe our curiosity. Further, issues about evil, rewards,
and punishment, especially in an ineffective justice system,
may lead to the question of whether there is life after death
where all outstanding scores will be settled. Although a
question about an afterlife is apparently nonsensical and
self-contradictory, its validity is acknowledged by religion,
because such questions provide a useful tool with which
religion entrenches its fantasies in the minds of individuals.
It is appealing and enticing to hold the view that one will
live perpetually and perhaps have the opportunity to lead a
better life after a miserable one on Earth or to continue to
lead the same good life after death, if one was leading an
enjoyable one on Earth. This is perhaps why religion and its
claim of an afterlife appeal both to the poor and the rich
in society and why a substantial percentage of the human
species needs religion to thrive. As religion dwells mainly
on wishful thinking rather than on facts and evidence, it is
often a comfort while enduring the harsh realities of life. As
Karl Marx rightly put it, it is the opium of society.
The human civilization has witnessed the extinction
of many gods; more than two thousand gods were once
worshipped and caused psychological effects in the lives
of those who believed in them during their reigns. As Sam
Harris put it in one of his YouTube debates, “These gods
have been buried in the mass grave that is now called
mythology.” However, of all these gods, the Abrahamic
god (God)—which is said to dwell in the sky—is argued by
Christians, Muslims, and Jews to be the almighty god that
created other rival gods, even though the three monotheistic religions are divided over which of them is exclusively
entitled to the sky god. Even within Christendom or Islam
there are several sects, and each claims to be the right
agent chosen by God to convert unbelievers or believers
of other rival gods, at all costs, even if it requires the use of
force and arms.

This article argues that the Judaeo-Christian religion
and its foundational text—the Bible—are incompatible
with contemporary human rights regardless of the fact that
certain religious organizations nowadays have backtracked
to involve themselves in human rights advocacy. It is argued
that the Judaeo-Christian Bible contains categorical rules
and teachings that are said to have come from God and, by
that very claim, are inerrant rules and teachings. The Bible
being allegedly the inerrant word of God, its teachings are
cast in stone and cannot be modified; there is no right bestowed on any Christian to edit its contents, and any such
reform done to suit contemporary human rights can only be
null and void and contrary to God’s word. Thus, it is argued
that scriptural rules—that is, the alleged inerrant word of
God—are incompatible with contemporary human rights
as chiseled in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) and other rights documents.
The Incompatibilities
Right to Freedom of Expression
Thomas Aquinas, one of the early church fathers, postulated in his Summa Theologiae that “blasphemy, which is
a sin committed directly against God, is more grave than
murder, which is a sin against one’s neighbor.”
With this, one may have a peek at how serious
the early church considered heresy or blasphemy.
Blasphemy is a negation of the right to freedom
of expression; it is religion’s strong tool to highly
discourage criticism that challenges its weak evidence to big claims about life. In the Bible, there
are numerous passages that are dedicated to
restricting free expression, especially as it relates
to challenging the validity and soundness of religious rules and teachings. Thus, in Psalm 14:1, the
Psalmist categorically states that only a fool can
say that there is no God; this pushback continues
even in Psalm 19:1 where he concludes that the
universe, considering its orderliness, could only
have been made by God, and any contrary view is
blasphemous.
In the New Testament, Paul appears to be
obsessed with blasphemy and even admonished
Christian slaves to continue to obey their masters
in 1 Timothy 6:1. Paul also argued in 1 Timothy
3:16 that those who maintain the view that the
Bible is a mere collection of human works that is
not inspired by God have committed blasphemy.
In Mathew 12:31, it is said that all sins and blasphemy may be forgiven unto men, but blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven; it would
allegedly be punished in hell regardless of the offender’s repentance on Earth. Although the Bible
did not state what exactly would constitute an unforgivable blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, the
various Christian sects have chosen to whimsically

create a list from Mathew 12:31 and use it to discourage
their adherents from opposing or criticizing some of their
teachings and rules.
While the New Testament maintains that blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit would ultimately be punished in
hell, in the Old Testament the punishment for blasphemy
is torturous death as recorded in Leviticus 24:10–23, where
God instructed that the son of Shelomith (a child) who was
accused of blasphemy be put to death by stoning, thereby
depriving him of his right to life. Thus, whether in the Old
Testament or the New Testament, it is very clear that the
Judeo-Christian god maintains a zero-tolerance approach
toward criticism, regardless of the age of the blasphemer.
Given that these provisions of the Bible were inspired by
God as Paul claims in 1 Timothy 3:16 and are inerrant and
unchangeable, it is therefore hard to argue that the Judaeo-Christian faith supports the human right of freedom
of expression. Neither are Christians allowed under the
guise of free expression to offend the Ten Commandments,
which mandate that the name of God shall not be called in
vain, thereby eliminating jokes and humor that target God.
In the seventeenth century, Galileo Galilei was tried and
found guilty of heresy by the Catholic Church because he
championed the concept of heliocentrism when society
at that time believed in geocentrism because of Joshua

“Elijah murdered over four hundred
prophets of Baal for serving a rival god.”
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10:13—where it is written that the sun stood still until
Joshua and his army were able to defeat their enemies.
Self-evidently, many scientists and their important works at
the time of Galileo were at great risk because of the superstitious belief in Joshua 10:13. Today, many Christians still
believe in geocentrism despite the overwhelming amount
of evidence to the contrary, and this pseudoscience is
passed down to new generations, thereby denying them
their right under Article 27 of the UDHR, which entitles
them to enjoy the benefit of scientific progress.
Right to Freedom of Religion
Article 18 of the UDHR states that “everyone shall have
the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.”
However, the Bible strongly opposes this right through its
teaching of apostasy. In Deuteronomy 13, God instructs
very firmly that apostates must be put to death, and this is
regardless of the executioner’s relationship with the apostate. Thus, if a family member discovers that another family
member has lost his faith in God, the former is entitled to
kill the latter without any sentiment. According to God in
verses 9–11, “Your hand shall be first against him to put him
to death, and afterward the hand of all the people. And you
shall stone him with stones until he dies, because he sought

in many parts of the world, especially in the Middle East
and Africa; the difference is that it is not often commanded
publicly from religious pulpits. In all this, what is always true
is the ample set of provisions in the Bible that contradict
Article 18 of the UDHR.
The demonstration of religious intolerance or the zero
tolerance for criticism of any kind to “God’s servants” can
be found in 1 Kings 18:40, where Elijah murdered over
four hundred prophets of Baal for serving a rival god. The
imagination of the events surrounding this account is not
only gory and messy but cruel and religiously intolerant. If
we are to judge based on our contemporary morality, Elijah
would be tried either in a national court or the International
Criminal Court for a crime against humanity. A similar criminal charge would also go against Elisha in 2 Kings 2:23–25
for murdering forty-two kids who pointed out a factual condition about his appearance: his baldness.
Right against Discrimination
Article 2 of the UNDR states that “everyone is entitled to
all the rights and freedoms set forth in the Declaration,
without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or
social origin, property, birth or other status.” This right is
contrary to biblical teachings on many counts. First, the
concept of a preferred race is well documented in the Bible as God never hid
his special love for the people of Israel,
whom he supported in wars against
their neighbors, including the injunction
to murder the Amalekites as well as
the “inspired” instruction of Moses in
Numbers 31:17–18 to kill all Midianite
boys, elderly men, and women, except
the virgin girls whom the soldiers could
keep for themselves. Today, Numbers
31:18 may be an inspirational source for
soldiers who sexually exploit women in
war-torn areas.
In the Old Testament, God hated other tribes that had
misunderstandings with his chosen people of Israel and
went to the extreme length of genocide. God’s hatred for
other tribes he allegedly created, for the sake of the Israelites, is an endorsement of racism and tribalism and therefore in conflict with Article 2 of the UDHR. Racism or the
appetite for a pure race as recorded in Genesis chapters
6–9—where God allegedly preserved the lives of Noah’s
family and select species of animals from drowning—must
have inspired Adolf Hitler’s belief in racial purity, that is, the
Aryan master race, and was the reason for the various Jim
Crow laws in the United States at one time in history.
Similarly, whether in the Old or New Testament, women
are on the receiving end of unfair treatment. First, in the
Ten Commandments, women are among the items that
a man must not covet from his neighbor. As part of her
punishment for being a conduit for the fall of man, God in
Genesis 3:16 cursed that he “will make childbearing unbearably difficult for the woman, and shall make her desires

“Apparently, in the Bible, whether in the Old or New
Testament, there is no respect or toleration for
unbelief (atheism or apostasy), and the consequence
is usually a torturous punishment.”

to entice you away from the Lord your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage.”
Apparently, in the Bible, whether in the Old or New Testa
ment, there is no respect or toleration for unbelief (atheism
or apostasy), and the consequence is usually a torturous
punishment, just as Zacharia was punished in Luke 1:18 with
deafness and dumbness for asking “How shall I know?”
Islam has yet to experience a reformation like Christianity did in the sixteenth century. In Islam, apostasy is still
harshly punished as exactly stipulated in Deuteronomy 13;
in contemporary Christianity, apostates are not often murdered by their family members or people of the same faith
as they were in the Mediaeval era but are now blackmailed
emotionally, harassed on deathbeds to convert, or generally discriminated against as a result of their unbelief. Thus,
even though apostasy is alluded to in Luke 8:13, 1 Timothy
4:1, and Hebrews 3:12, the punishment is no longer the
immediate death of the apostate; his or her apostasy would
allegedly be punished in hell at the end of time. This is not
to discountenance the hatred and secret killings of atheists
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contrary to her husband’s, who shall rule over her.” This
is a strong endorsement of patriarchy, male chauvinism,
gender inequality, and a blank check for violence against
women by men. For instance, apart from the teaching in
Genesis that woman was created from the rib of man, thus
suggesting that the woman was an afterthought, Deuteronomy 22:28–29 and Exodus 22:16–17 appear to strongly
suggest that the only punishment for a rapist is his marriage
to the victim.
The New Testament also does not make a good case for
women, as Peter and Paul fought hard in their various sexist
letters to reinforce patriarchy. Thus, in 1 Timothy 2:12, Paul
maintains that women should not teach or assume authority over men; they should be quiet. In verses 13–15, Paul
emphatically states that women are less intelligent and can
only be saved by childbearing if they remain in
the Christian faith. With this particular teaching, Paul established what has perhaps caused
women, especially in developing countries, to
be subjected to the animal routine of breeding
and the belief that men are more intelligent
than women. In Islam, for instance, a woman’s
testimony is worth half that of a man.
Paul corroborated the forgoing view in
Ephesians 5:22–33 and Colossians 3:18, just
as Peter in 1 Peter 3, where both strongly
emphasized that women should be submissive
to their husbands just as they are to God. This equation,
or the degree of submissiveness required of a woman to
her husband, flies in the face of gender equality and is
perhaps the basis upon which women are violated and mistreated by men all over the world. Even in instances where
a woman seeks to save her husband from being hurt in a
fight but touches the private part of his opponent in the
process, Deuteronomy 25:11 mandates that the man must
cut his wife’s hand off without any pity to her. Similarly, to
also stone her to death in front of her father’s doorstep if
he discovers shortly after marrying her that she was not a
virgin—Deuteronomy 22:21.
As of this writing, same-sex marriage has been recognized in many countries, including but not limited to
Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Denmark,
Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg,
Malta, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway,
Portugal, South Africa, Spain, and the United States. The
2015 American case of Obergefell v. Hodges and other
similar court decisions or legislation are a huge accomplishment of human rights. However, Leviticus 18:22 and Leviticus 20:13 have a contrary and unchangeable perspective
and unequivocally instruct that homosexuals and lesbians
should always be put to death. These provisions, in addition to Paul’s condemnation of homosexuals in 1 Timothy
1:9–10 and 1 Corinthians 6:9–10, are the sources of hatred
by many Christians and the reason for the strong pushback
on the rights of LGBTs.
It is easy to argue nowadays that these discriminative
teachings against women or the order to kill homosexuals
as highlighted above were made at a time when it was

culturally permissible and that things have changed since
then to recognize women’s equal rights with men as well as
same-sex marriage. While it is true that the human civilization has accomplished several milestones in women’s rights
and human rights generally, the credit cannot of course
be given to religion because these instructions are still in
the Bible and were once the reason for many deaths and
much violence in the past centuries when it was strongly
considered that the Bible—which embodies these instructions and teachings—is inerrant and the primary source of
morality that must not be deviated from. To still maintain
that the Bible is inerrant is to say forcefully that Paul and Peter’s sexist teachings and the Old Testament orders against
human rights are still morally sound and should continue to
be our moral compass.

“Given that it was the first attempt,
[the Bible] indeed provides the worst answers to
issues about life in our contemporary world.”

Human Dignity
Slavery is now legally and morally wrong, because it completely denies people their liberty and freedom as well as
allows them to be treated as property that can be bought
and sold in the market. Slavery goes against human rights
and dignity and has been abolished internationally and
under international law. Article 1 of the UDHR states that
“all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and
rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and
should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”
Yet, this abhorrent practice (slavery) was enthusiastically
encouraged in Exodus 21:2–6, Leviticus 25:39–55, and
Deuteronomy 15:12–18.
Even though slavery existed at the time of Jesus, there
was nothing in the synoptic gospels to show that he was
dissatisfied with it or condemned it. There was such an
opportunity to condemn slavery in Luke 7:1–10 when he
encountered the Centurion who requested that his servant
be cured of an illness. Jesus and the Centurion had a fairly
lengthy discussion on the necessity or otherwise of Jesus’s
physical presence in the Centurion’s house to cure the
servant. Before and after pronouncement of the alleged
healing words, Jesus had the opportunity to condemn the
practice of slavery but refused to do so. This unwillingness
to emphatically condemn slavery was because he believed
in the practice, and this is confirmed in John 15:15 where
he broke the news to his disciples that he no longer called
them servants but friends.
Similarly, in Ephesians 6:5 and 1 Timothy 6:1, Paul admonished slaves to obey their earthly masters with fear and
trembling, in singleness of heart, as they obey Christ, so
secularhumanism.org August/September 2018
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that God’s name is not blasphemed by their disobedience.
He further demonstrated his view in relation to a slave’s
undivided loyalty in his letter to Philemon; Paul encouraged
a runaway slave—Onesimus—to return to his slave master
Philemon, notwithstanding the risk that Philemon might
choose not to forgive Onesimus and consequently kill him
to serve as a deterrent to other slaves.
The forgoing confirms that belief in God is hardly personal; oftentimes, it encroaches into the lives and wellbeing
of other people, who are either attacked or killed as a result.
Two quick examples might suffice. First, in Genesis 22:1–18,
the allegedly omniscient God decided to conduct a test
to know whether Abraham truly loved him. The test was
an instruction to Abraham to slaughter his son Isaac. Immediately and without any discussion with Isaac, Abraham
tricked his son to accompany him on a journey, where he
bound him and was on the verge of murdering him before
the test was canceled. Assuming this story was true, one can
only imagine how highly traumatized Isaac must have been
both as a child and an adult and why an all-knowing god
needed such a test to confirm what he already knew, at the
expense of Isaac’s mental health. Despite this attempted

faith—belief in claims without evidence. This has made a
substantial population of Africans very servile and easy to
manipulate and exploit, given that almost anything is believable because the believer has no critical thinking skills
to independently filter information.
Most Africans, including the educated ones, believe in
witchcraft; it is one subject that Christians and other African religious worshippers have in common. It continues
to destroy Africa, because the belief condemns women
and children as capable of effecting grievous harm. And
oftentimes, this leads to their being arrested and stoned
or burnt to death. Similarly, albinos are hunted and killed
in some parts of Uganda and elsewhere in Africa, while
children who are left-handed are discriminated against and
superstitiously considered to be evil. Homosexuality is still
taboo because Africa has yet to grapple with the scientific
justification for it, and more so, it is condemned in Leviticus
20:13, while the order to kill witches is in Exodus 22:18.
The Bible and Qur’an do not promote critical thinking
and are at loggerheads with science and skeptical inquiry;
to ask critical questions about Christian or Islamic dogmas
could at best be viewed as blasphemous, with the blasphemer being considered to be acting under the
influence of an evil spirit that requires exorcism or,
at worse, punished by death as is prevalent today
in many Islamic countries. Today, it is almost impossible to teach science in African schools without
being branded a dangerous person seeking to
corrupt and lead the students astray from God. For
instance, by teaching students that the universe
did not actually come into being in six days, based
on the overwhelming weight of facts and evidence;
that the age of the Earth is way more than six thousand years; or that evolution, which is excluded in many
African schools’ curricula, better explains the origin of life
than Creationism, one could be threatened if not hurt.
Christian organizations in the West should feel the moral
burden to invest more in quality education that can transfer
critical thinking skills to Africans as the surest way of unwinding what the Christian missionaries did for centuries by
foisting the Bible on them. Today, given the lack of quality
education, the Bible as well as the Qur’an have become the
main sources of underdevelopment in Africa, because their
cast-in-stone teachings and rules and their high sensitivity
to criticism flatly contradict contemporary human rights and
advocacy.

“Religion is dangerous to people if the quality
of education is poor or nonexistent.”

murder, this singular act of Abraham is still eulogized in the
monotheist religions as heroic and laudable, even though
based on our contemporary morality, Abraham ought to be
in jail for being extremely dangerous.
Second, a more unfortunate incident occurred in Judges
11:29, where Jephthah promised God that if he assisted
him in conquering the Ammonites in battle, he would offer
him a burnt sacrifice with whatever comes out first from his
household to greet him. Already, there is a standing order
in Deuteronomy 23:23 to keep whatever vows one made
to God, regardless of any resulting hardship. So, when
Jephthah’s daughter ran out to greet him upon his return,
he could not renege on his promise to sacrifice her as a
burnt offering to God. In these two examples, one sees
how religious beliefs can defeat parental love and cause
people to murder their children for the love of God; indeed,
with God, “all things are possible.”
Conclusion
Developing countries, especially those in Africa, will continue to find it difficult to outgrow superstition and embrace
science because of biblical rules and teachings. Religion
is dangerous to people if the quality of education is poor
or nonexistent. The Judeo-Christian religion eulogizes
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Why Are Secular Humanists So Afraid
of Other People’s Identity Politics?
Debbie Goddard

I

n the past few years, I’ve seen a lot of handwringing and
lamentation from thinkers ostensibly “on my side”—individuals who identify as sitting primarily on the left half
of the political line, especially nonreligious liberal public
intellectuals—around the problem of “identity politics.”
Many words have been spilled, online debates had, panels
hosted, and books written attacking a powerful and terrifying ideology of “identity” that has been colonizing impressionable otherwise-liberal minds on college campuses
and within the Democratic Party. This bogeyman is blamed
for political correctness, for no-platforming, and even for
actively undermining the Enlightenment Project, and it’s
charged with driving some people (particularly white men)
to react by affiliating themselves with the alt-right and white
nationalism or by voting for Donald Trump.
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Simultaneously, I see “our side”—and sometimes the
same thinkers—giving talks about how important it is that
secular people “come out” and identify themselves as
Atheists-with-a-capital-A, writing op-eds encouraging people to “join our tribe,” and celebrating the new Congressional Freethought Caucus, a group created to represent
the increasing number of nonreligious people in America
and to better give a voice to our concerns in the political
arena. (That caucus, I’d say, is about as definitive an example of “identity politics” as can be conceived.)
What gives? Is the problem actually “identity politics”
as a whole? Or is there a line that can be drawn to separate
the good from the bad? Does the confusion stem from
different understandings of the term? Or are opponents
creating some specter to attack, a strawman built from so-

cial changes they’re uncomfortable with?
Discussions in the public arena usually don’t allow much
time to unpack complex ideas, and the conversations
around identity politics, a term often used as shorthand,
suffer as a result. When the idea is criticized in interviews
and discussions by respected intellectuals, including Steven
Pinker and Sam Harris, reactions are predictably polarized
because the term is so loaded. I’d like to investigate a few
different understandings of “identity politics” in the public
arena and address some of the criticisms raised recently by
Harris, Pinker, and others in hopes of reducing confusion in
the debate.
Identity Politics: What Is It?
The term identity politics was used sparingly in academic,
political, and activist discourse for most of the past four or
five decades. Its popularity increased in the 1990s, then
surged in the past two years, particularly in public discussions around campus activists and other subjects such as
Democratic Party strategy and the attitudes of the electorate that resulted in the election of President
Trump. My perception is that it’s the critics
on the Right and the Left who use the term
most, rather than the activists who may be
using the frame to organize.
Identity politics can be understood in different ways. Most simply, it refers to the fact
that our political positions and interests are
often informed by, or grounded in, aspects
of our identity and experiences. So, atheists
and other nonreligious people may organize based on that shared identity, and we
are likely to be interested in issues including church/state
separation and challenging religious privilege. Individuals
may be motivated to join groups, and identities may be
adopted, because they are in a minority that can experience discrimination, prejudice, oppression (another loaded
term), marginalization, and a lack of representation related
to their group “membership.” As Steven Pinker said in a
recent interview, “Jews really did have a reason to form the
Anti-Defamation League.”
Interest and identity groups may form to seek increased
political power or to promote social change. Individuals
may organize around their status as members of a racialized minority, as African Americans did during the Civil
Rights movement. They may organize around gender and
fight for reproductive rights. Of course, the list of identities
that people organize around is as long as a list of social
categories: veterans, Catholics, senior citizens, ex-Muslims,
farm workers, members of the LGBTQ community, young
mothers, college students, and so on.
An interest group may have enough in common that it
is considered a voting bloc. For example, the 2012 Reason
Rally attempted to marshal the “reality-based community”
as a secular voting bloc with enough strength to be taken
seriously by politicians. The “identity politics” strategy can
be an effective way to organize.

A second facet is that identity politics recognizes that individuals who share an identity are likely to have commonalities of experience related to that identity, because our
identities and “membership” in social categories shape our
experiences. And as mentioned, our experiences often influence our political interests and positions. Senior citizens
and older adults pay more attention to policies relating to
Medicare funding and social security, while LGBTQ people
are more likely to be concerned with issues that affect that
community.
These two parts of identity politics—that our political
positions are often informed by our identities and experiences and that people who share an identity are likely to
have some commonalities of experience that can lead to
similar attitudes about relevant issues—seem uncontroversial to me. Of course we care about issues that affect us!
(This is not to say that everyone only cares about issues that
affect them, but surely we recognize that being affected
personally often motivates a person to care about an issue.)
Is there more to it? Let’s consider recent criticism.

“[Identity politics] refers to the fact that our
political positions and interests are often
informed by, or grounded in, aspects of our
identity and experiences.”

Critiques from Steven Pinker and Sam Harris
Steven Pinker has come out swinging against identity politics, saying the following in a recent interview:
Identity politics is the syndrome in which people’s beliefs
and interests are assumed to be determined by their
membership in groups, particularly their sex, race, sexual
orientation, and disability status. Its signature is the tic of
preceding a statement with “As a,” as if that bore on the
cogency of what was to follow. Identity politics originated
with the fact that members of certain groups really were
disadvantaged by their group membership, which forged
them into a coalition with common interests ... .
But when it spreads beyond the target of combatting
discrimination and oppression, it is an enemy of reason
and Enlightenment values, including, ironically, the pursuit
of justice for oppressed groups.

In a recent podcast discussion with Ezra Klein, Sam Harris gave the following description:
[W]hat I mean by identity politics is that you are reasoning
on the basis of skin color, or religion, or gender, or some
particular trait, which you have by accident, which you
can’t change—you fell into that bin through no process of
reasoning on your own, you couldn’t be convinced to be
white or black—and to reason from that place as though,
because you’re you, because you have the skin color you
have, certain things are true and very likely incommunicasecularhumanism.org August/September 2018
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ble to other people who don’t share your identity.

Epistemological Concerns: Pinker and Harris share the
fear that “identity politics” means that some groups have
special knowledge that can’t be accessed by others. I
acknowledge that many proponents assert, to different
degrees, that those who aren’t part of a group are likely to
lack subjective knowledge about the experience of being a
member of that group.
I agree with the concern on some level. Although it’s
clear that a veteran is likely more capable of speaking
about the experience of being a veteran than is a non-veteran, it’s also true that there is not one experience of being
a veteran. Whether a vet was in the Air Force or the Marines, whether he or she was drafted for Vietnam or signed
up for Iraq, the experiences of individuals within a group
are often very different. For that reason, the affiliations and
commonalities between members may be tenuous at best.
A white ex-Catholic atheist living in Boston may have some
experiences and interests in common with a black ex-Baptist atheist in Memphis and a Pakistani ex-Muslim atheist

tionality give us information that others might not have,
as is true for others and their experiences. I believe that
understanding this can help increase our empathy and our
political morality.
Organizing around Immutable Characteristics or Innate
Traits: Harris and others are critical of basing political attitudes on characteristics we’re born with or into, including
skin color and gender, because we end up in these categories through no fault of our own.
To be frank, I disagree. How can one applaud the nonreligious for organizing but criticize racial minorities for doing
the same? Unlike one’s atheism, we have almost no option
to hide our race (or gender, or many other characteristics)
when we show up to a job interview, run for political office,
apply for a loan, or interact with the police. There’s no Race
Closet for us to go back into.
If Harris and others know that there is prejudice and bias
against racial minorities (a fact that is well-supported), if we
know that black people, people who “look Muslim,” and
other minorities suffer from bias and bigotry, then why disagree with those groups’
efforts to organize and combat that discrimination? It seems to me that our “immutable characteristics” and the social
identities we may be born into that put us
into marginalized categories are important
to organize around precisely because we
can’t change or hide those identities.
Recall that Pinker said, “Jews really did
have a reason to form the Anti-Defamation League.” Perhaps we disagree about
whether black people really do have a
reason to organize to challenge prejudice. My experiences
of racism as a black person inform my perspective on this
issue, and the social sciences show us that there is plenty
of racial prejudice in our society. I can’t help but wonder
whether critics lack that knowledge because they don’t
have similar experiences.

“Of course, the list of identities that people organize
around is as long as a list of social categories.”

in Detroit, but it’s a mistake to think that their political
attitudes should be similar because they’re atheists or to
assume that one of them can speak for all atheists by virtue
of their individual atheist identity. There is not a singular
atheist experience.
I’ll mention that as a secular organizer, as a former
Center for Inquiry campus outreach coordinator, and as
the director of African Americans for Humanism (if Pinker
would accept this speaking from experience), I support the
existence of “interest groups,” including students, African
Americans, and ex-Muslims, within the secular community,
because it’s clear that secular people with different backgrounds and experiences do have different needs and
interests.
So although I sympathize with the epistemological
concern, the perspective does have utility in practice. Let’s
say you’re investigating the rumors that a local businessman treats women inappropriately in his store. It’s more
reasonable to speak with women customers than with men
because the women are more likely to have subjective
knowledge of the businessman’s behavior toward women.
Although there are activists who may take this perspective
further, I’m not convinced it’s harmful to recognize that
subjective experiences related to our identities and posi36
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Mark Lilla: Movement versus Institutional Politics
Ten days after Trump was elected, political scientist Mark
Lilla wrote a controversial op-ed in The New York Times
titled “The End of Identity Liberalism” that put some of the
blame for Trump’s win on recent identity politics. Although
the argument suffered from the limitations of the medium,
Lilla was able to expound on his thesis in subsequent interviews, in talks, and eventually in the book The Once and
Future Liberal: After Identity Politics.
Lilla draws a distinction between “institutional politics,”
or electoral politics and “movement politics” focused
on social change. He criticizes Hillary Clinton’s “strategic
mistake” of slipping into the “rhetoric of diversity” at campaign stops because it made the white working class and
those with strong religious convictions feel excluded and
turn to Trump. College students’ concerns about gender
pronouns and other “campus craziness” are also harmful

because … well, because it pushes more “average voters”
to vote for Trump.
Lilla is clear that his primary focus is on political strategy
and winning elections. He argues that his “side”—liberals,
Democrats, or the Left, depending—must come together
as Democrats and do what it takes to gain political power
because “institutional politics will trump movement politics all the time.” On the other hand, his calls for unity
that are followed by potshots at student activists, and his
ambivalence toward movement politics over the past four
decades, bring up more questions.

For example, might social change need to come before
political power? Consider that attitudes about members of
the LGBTQ community needed to shift before laws could
pass in favor of same-sex marriage and against gender
discrimination.
And if Trump voters perceive themselves as losing status
in an increasingly diverse country, as recent studies show,
can Democrats craft a platform that’s relevant to its diverse
constituency while appealing to voting blocs that fear
status loss? In this polarized climate, how do controversial
identity groups such as the nonreligious advocate for ourselves without inviting a religious backlash?
Considering Lilla’s concern about the political attitudes
of the white working class, the religious, and the “average voter,” I wonder whether his issue isn’t primarily with
liberal “identity politics” but instead is with the increasing
demographic diversity of our political body, the perceived
empowerment of minority groups, and the conservative
backlash against these. In other words, it’s not about our
side’s pronouns as much as it’s about their side’s fears of
minority power.

number of professors and conservatives, “identity politics”
summons an image of student protesters who spend too
much time on Tumblr or vocal social media activists. Others
may think of the Civil Rights Movement and the fight for
marriage equality. We should be aware of this and strive for
clarity when we participate in public conversations around
such topics.
Personally, I’d like to see concerned writers spend more
time digging into the historical causes of the perceived
problems to make grounded recommendations for action
and spend less time chiding people for getting involved
in issues that affect them. I’d be interested to see more
information out there about the following: Why have identity affiliations increased on the Right and the Left? Could
there be a connection with the increase in news media for
targeted constituencies and the growth of social media
“walled gardens” such as Facebook? It seems obvious that
these new tools to connect us with like-minded people can
strengthen our affiliations and identities. (I wonder how different Civil Rights activism would have looked if Rev. Martin
Luther King Jr. were on Twitter.)
Secular humanists should keep in mind that the secular
community also engages in identity politics, whether it’s
forming a Congressional Freethought Caucus, marching
at the Reason Rally, or participating in the Openly Secular
campaign. It seems hypocritical for secular humanists to
decry identity politics yet happily engage in and defend
them when they involve identities that we ourselves have.
Recognizing that political interests are often informed
by our identities, and that people with similar identities are
likely to have similar experiences, is reasonable. I only wish
the conversation around this topic was more so.
Further Reading
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Conclusion
The more I see the term identity politics in current discourse, the more evident it is that people have vastly different ideas in mind and are talking past each other. For a
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The Social Forces behind Trump’s War on Science
Jeffrey S. Victor

A

s you know well, the Trump Administration is ignoring or even censoring scientific evidence that
enforces past federal regulations that protect the
American people. It is eliminating federal regulations restricting toxic pollution of the air and water. It seeks to do
away with restrictions on the purity of our food. It seeks
to eliminate restrictions on health and safety hazards in
the workplace, in our homes, and for our children. And,
of course, the Trump government is suppressing scientific
findings about climate change caused by human activities.
You know all that. My question is this: How can an American government deny scientific findings? How can the
government get away with it in a country that has so many
well-educated people?
Unfortunately, many Americans think of science as being
basically similar to a religion. I know this from fifty years of
teaching mainly working-class college students about social
science. When people hold this belief, it distorts their understanding of science. Religion is based upon reverence
for truths from the distant past. In contrast, science searches
for information about what is not known using methods of

magazines and keep up with Google French news daily. So
I can understand, on a daily basis, how many Europeans are
reacting to Trump’s politics.
Hard evidence can be found in public opinion surveys
conducted in Europe and the United States. A recent 2016
Pew research poll found that less than half of Americans
(48 percent) believe that climate change is caused in part
by human activity. In sharp contrast, a 2017 European survey performed in four countries (United Kingdom, France,
Germany, and Norway) found that the vast majority of Europeans (83 to 91 percent) attributed the cause of climate
change at least in part to human activity. An indication of
the difference between Americans and Europeans is that
Europeans are much more supportive of the Paris Accord
on climate change. Another is that Nobel Prize winner Al
Gore is much more popular in Europe than he is in the
United States. So, we need to ask: What is distinctive about
American society that promotes distrust in science?
There is some social-science research designed to find
the causes of antiscience beliefs among Americans. It is
widely believed that the basic cause is the American public’s widespread ignorance of science facts
and methods. Accordingly, it is wrongly
believed that all that needs to be done is
to educate most people in scientific facts.
That is a naive delusion, because ignorance is not the basic cause of the increasing distrust of science. Poor education
simply makes people easier to manipulate
with antiscience propaganda.
A major research study of how attitudes toward science
have changed since 1974, published in the American Sociological Review, found that distrust of science increased
primarily among political conservatives, even well-educated conservatives. In contrast, political liberals have not
changed over the years in their trust in science. Other
research, published in an environmental research journal,
found that political conservatives are especially likely to distrust environmental and public health science, which might
result in government regulation of industry. Therefore, the
key factor in science denial is having a politically conservative ideology opposed to government regulation of unconstrained capitalism and not simply having a low level of
education. Delving a bit deeper, the sociological research
found that conservatives who distrust science are likely to
be people who attend church frequently and live in the

“In Trump’s America, facts have become opinions
and the process of democracy is breaking down.”
careful observation and investigation. Religion is usually
based upon obedience and faith. In contrast, science is
based upon criticism and questioning claims of truth. It is
not a body of unchanging facts. Most importantly, scientific “facts” may constantly be challenged, modified, and
changed as new insights become available. The evolution
of science is what leads many people to believe that scientific findings are merely the temporary prevailing opinions
of scientists.
In my experience, at this point in history distrust of
science is much more common among Americans than it is
among Western Europeans. I married a Frenchwoman and
did my doctoral dissertation research in her village in Normandy. Since my retirement, we have been living in France
during the past sixteen winters to be with her family and our
French friends. In addition, we subscribe to French news38

Free Inquiry August/September 2018

secularhumanism.org

South. Most of these people vote Republican. It is no surprise, then, that political attitudes toward science are now
polarized between partisan Democrats and Republicans.
However, I still want to know what influenced political
conservatives to change over the past fifty years, from
having trust in science to distrust. Historical studies have
shown that two social forces fueled distrust in science over
the past several decades: fundamentalist Protestantism
plus the money interests of certain billionaires and big
industries threatened by scientific findings. The marriage
between big business and fundamentalist Protestants is a
fascinating story of strange bedfellows. The combination
of these two powerful forces is distinctively American and
helps to explain why Europeans and Americans differ in
attitudes toward science.

In 1962, Rachel Carson published the book Silent
Spring, revealing the dangers to the environment of the
popular insecticide DDT. Following that, many other chemicals and industrial activities were revealed by scientific
research to be hazardous to human health and harmful to
the environment. Federal regulations followed one after
the other, threatening to reduce the profits of major American industries. The big companies producing gasoline,
cars, cigarettes, coal, pesticides, pharmaceuticals, and
chemicals for home and farm were all threatened. At first,
these companies relied on propaganda (popularly known
as “public relations”) and the vilification of research scientists. Remember the public-relations tactics of the cigarette
companies.
However, lies and distortions were not enough. These
big industries needed voters who had a habitual skepticism
of science; they found these voters among fundamentalist
Protestants. Ever since the early 1960s, fundamentalists had
been growing increasingly angry about scientific findings
and laws concerned with sexual and reproductive issues:
birth-control pills, abortion, sex education in public schools,
and the increasing acceptance of premarital sex and homosexual relationships. Seeing an opportunity, big industries
poured money into fundamentalist candidates for political
office and right-wing political organizers. Big industries also
poured money into the coffers of right-wing talk show hosts
who spread antiscience propaganda.
This marriage of strangers gave birth to the modern

Republican Party. Now we can better understand the bond
between a nonbeliever like Donald Trump and religious
fundamentalists. They have an exchange relationship. Religious fundamentalists support Trump because he gives
their leaders access to national power. Their followers, as
always, follow like true believers. They can close their eyes
to any of Trump’s immoralities. For his part, he needs their
support because they are one main pillar of his base. (On
September 1, 2017, a group of evangelical ministers met
Trump in the Oval Office and “laid their hands” on his head
while he prayed at his desk.)
As a sociologist, I see a relationship between the
growing distrust in science and the larger problem of
determining truth when it comes to government actions.
The heritage of big industry’s distortions of unfavorable
scientific findings meshes well with fundamentalist religion’s
demand for faith over fact when it comes to science. The
result spreads distrust in claims of evidence. Truth becomes
a mere matter of partisan opinion. This is why Trump can
lie every day and get away with it. (According to the Washington Post’s lie tracker, “Trump has made 2001 false or
misleading claims in 355 days … an average of more than
5.6 claims a day.”)
A message long ago from the second president of
the United States is particularly relevant today. “Facts,”
John Adams argued, “are stubborn things; and whatever
may be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates of our
passion, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.
When facts become opinions, the collective policymaking
process of democracy breaks down. Gone is the common
denominator—knowledge—that can bring opposing sides
together.” In Trump’s America, facts have become opinions
and the process of democracy is breaking down. There is
a growing tolerance of lies, distortions, and obfuscation
unbalanced by demands for concrete evidence.
Trump did not create the politics of lies. He simply mastered it and rode the wave to the White House.
Further Reading
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Principles of Secularism and Freedom
of Religion Do Not Limit Teaching of Truth
in Public Schools—The Real Limit Is Political
Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan

I

n a review of our book Sharing Reality in Free Inquiry (April/
May 2018), Ronald A. Lindsay disagreed with our views on
the topic of what may be taught in public schools. Lindsay
argued: “There’s no need for schools to address the God
question. And if there’s no need for schools to address this
issue from one side, there’s no need to address this issue
from the other side either. One of the key rationales for
church-state separation is that the state has no competence
in otherworldly matters.”
The rationale Lindsay describes has dominated secularist thinking for more than a hundred years. We state in our
book that, for practical reasons, it will be best to continue
to advocate this rationale in public policy debates for many
more years to come. However, when one considers the importance of seeking and accepting the truth about all facts
of reality (which we call “evidism”), this approach suffers
serious philosophical flaws; we think it would be best to
understand those flaws so that we do not reflexively apply
the old rationale when it becomes no longer necessary.
The issue may be illustrated with hypothetical assertions
that there’s no need for schools to teach:
1 – The Sun orbits around the Earth.
2 – The Earth is vastly more than 6,000 years old.
3 – The stories of the Norse, Greek, and Hindu gods are
merely myths.
4 – All life on Earth evolved by natural forces without supernatural intervention.
5 – Humans evolved from apes and have no more divine
qualities than chimpanzees.
6 – Heaven and hell do not literally exist.
7 – Humans have no souls that survive death.
8 – The stories of the god of Abraham are merely myths.
Each of the above assertions was once opposed by a
popular religion. The first five of the assertions are now
taught in many public schools.
Why is it that the last three assertions are not taught in
public schools while the first five are? Although people will
say it’s because the last three are not known for certain,
this is not the real reason. All knowledge has an associated
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uncertainty. For people who never pray to a god, the uncertainty associated with each of the last three assertions is
small enough that they rely on it as being true, and this is
all that is required for truth.
The real reason is that a political majority accepts the
truth of the first five assertions but not the last three.
Secularism protects the freedom to practice and advocate any religion, and this includes the freedom to teach
false “facts” to children. Generally, secularism requires that
the state refrain from telling adults that their religious facts
are wrong or telling children that their parents are teaching
them false “facts.”
But the state has a strong interest in the education of
both children and adults and in teaching them all the conclusions of science. Should the state refrain from teaching
facts that conflict with religious beliefs to implement principles of secularism? Should it refrain from teaching that the
Earth revolves around the Sun, or that the Earth is much
more than 6,000 years old, or that evolution, including the
evolution of humans, is true?
Leading authors on the topic of secularism, such as Russell Blackford, argue that the state has no business teaching
adults or children that facts asserted by various religions
are wrong.1 They make an exception only for countering
religious teachings that are likely to cause substantial harm.
For example, these authors support teaching human evolution to children over the protests of parents because to
do otherwise would cause harm to the children by leaving
them scientifically illiterate.2 These authors would allow
1. Blackford, Russell. Freedom of Religion and the Secular State (Blackwell
Public Philosophy Series), 2012 (p. 118, 145). Wiley. Kindle Edition. “The
state should not consider the truth or falsity of religious ideas. Religious
freedom requires that the state abstain from deciding which religion, if
any, is correct … . The might of the state should not be used to impose,
suppress, endorse, promote, or disparage any religious view … . The
state should not be acting on the basis that it considers religious doctrines to be fantasies, falsehoods, or absurdities.”
2. Blackford, Russell. Freedom of Religion and the Secular State (Blackwell
Public Philosophy Series), 2012 (pp. 156–157). Wiley. Kindle Edition. “No
child has a good scientific grounding unless she understands the basics
of evolution. From a religion-blind viewpoint, then, the state should teach
evolution in its public schools, and perhaps even require it in private

public schools to teach that there are no unicorns or leprechauns or that Zeus is only a myth, but they would allow
secularism’s protection for freedom of religion to block
teaching that there are no gods, souls, or afterlife, arguing
that allowing children to believe these myths does them
little harm.
For people who value the truth about reality (“evidists”),
this rationale is deeply upsetting. The state should teach
all scientific truths to all adults and all children, including
the truth about souls and gods. There can be no political
principles that block teaching of truth as understood by the
scientific way of knowing.
At the present time, there are indeed limitations on
which scientific facts that conflict with religion the state
may teach. The resulting outcome argued by Blackford
and other authors may be the best we can do in each
particular case, but the theory asserted is wrong. Correctly
interpreted, principles of secularism and freedom
of religion do not answer these questions. These
principles do not block the state from teaching
any scientific truths, and they do not obligate the
state to teach any scientific truths.
The relevant principle here is the principle
of accepting the scientific way of knowing with
respect to all facts (“evidism”). The principle of accepting the scientific way of knowing conflicts with
complete freedom from having your government
teach your children that your religious “facts” are wrong.
How should these competing principles be balanced?
The answer is provided by political practicality. In an
ideal world, the principle of accepting the scientific way of
knowing would win out, and the state would teach all facts
to all children and adults. However, so long as a voting
majority believes any particular false “facts” asserted by religion, it is politically impossible to get the state involved in
teaching against these “facts.” A political majority now believes the truth of human evolution, so this can be taught.
However, in 2018, the public schools in the United States
cannot teach that there is no god, no afterlife, or that people have no souls, because a political majority would block
such teaching.
When cases presenting these conflicting principles are
raised in the courts, such as cases in the United States
striking down laws that prohibit teaching human evolution
in public schools, the courts engage in legal sophistry with
theories such as the assertion that principles of secularism
stop the schools from teaching facts inconsistent with religion unless children would be clearly harmed. The courts
cannot openly consider what a political majority in the
country might believe, but this is what the judges are really
thinking—or simply feeling as a member of that majority.
Although they can strike down a law that prohibits teaching evolution, they will not be willing to strike down a law
that prohibits teaching that the god of Abraham is a myth,

because to do so would be exceedingly unpopular. And it
may be impossible for individual judges who believe in that
god and do not fully accept the scientific way of knowing
(that is, who are not “evidists”) to even conceive of the
correct answer.
It is proper that judges mask their real thinking with
legal sophistry, so it is helpful to the courts and progress
of human cultural evolution that authors such as Blackford
help them by providing analyses they can use. Until a majority fully accepts the scientific way of knowing, it will help
us move forward if authors such as Blackford provide helpful legal sophistry with their interpretation of the principles
of secularism.
In our view—others disagree—the correct analysis of
principles of secularism and freedom of religion is that
they place no restraint on the state teaching scientifically
validated facts that conflict with religious teaching. People

“A political majority now believes the truth of
human evolution, so this can be taught.”

schooling. It would do so if religion did not exist at all. The key value here
is the welfare of children in a modern world that increasingly depends on
science, and where scientific illiteracy closes off many careers.”

are free to practice their religions and teach their children
any factual assertions they like, but they have no grounds
to ask the state not to teach conflicting truths validated by
science.
The only limits on what scientific facts the public schools
can teach are political. Once a political majority no longer
believes that the Sun revolves around the Earth, the truth
can be taught in public schools. It is the same for the age
of the Earth, evolution of humans, the existence of hell,
the existence of gods, and the existence of souls. As soon
as a political majority no longer believes these things, we
can teach the truth in public schools. In the meantime, it
is political reality that holds back public education. It will
be an exciting day when a political majority accepts all the
conclusions of science, including that no god is more likely
to exist than leprechauns, so that all conclusions of science
can be taught in public schools.
Principles of secularism do not require that we refrain
from lobbying for teaching by the state of all facts to both
adults and children. But we must accompany that lobbying
with education of politically active adults, because we will
never win the right to teach the truth without support from
a political majority.
Jeff T. Haley is an inventor, entrepreneur, chemist, clinical researcher, patent
lawyer, public interest advocate, and former civil rights lawyer. Dale McGowan
is an author/editor of books, including Parenting Beyond Belief, Raising Freethinkers, Atheism for Dummies, and In Faith and in Doubt. He was the founding executive director of Foundation Beyond Belief, a humanist nonprofit that
raises funds for charities worldwide, promotes volunteerism, and organizes
the humanist response to disaster recovery and international service.
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Respect Freedom of Conscience:
Teach Science, Not Metaphysics
Ronald A. Lindsay

J

eff Haley and Dale McGowan vigorously contend that
public school educators should affirmatively teach
there are “no gods, souls, or afterlife.” Of course, they
recognize that their view of the appropriate curriculum for
public schools has no chance of being adopted—now. But
as “soon as a political majority no longer believes these
things,” we can have Johnnie and Jane recite “There is no
god” 100 times, while bobbing their heads back-and-forth
in rhythm to the song “Imagine” in the Haley/McGowan
version of a madrassa.
Put another way: while many secularists believe the
words “under God” should be stricken from the Pledge
of Allegiance, in contrast, Haley and McGowan apparently
think the Pledge should be amended by adding the word

no need for the God hypothesis to understand biology,
chemistry, physics, or, for that matter, civics.
Haley and McGowan argue this is a misunderstanding of
secularism. It’s just “legal sophistry,” and we can dispense
with this sophistry once atheists achieve power and can
dictate “the facts” to schoolchildren. To this, I can only say
freedom of conscience is a core human right, and it’s beyond distressing when fellow nonbelievers show such little
regard for it.
Turning to practicality, nowhere, either in their book or in
their current essay, do Haley and McGowan provide specifics on how their “facts” about gods, the afterlife, and souls
are to be incorporated into the typical public school curriculum. If there is no pedagogical need to assert that God
exists while explaining evolution, there is also
no pedagogical need to insist that God doesn’t
exist while explaining evolution. God’s nonexistence doesn’t add one iota to the students’
understanding of evolution, organic chemistry,
or quantum physics.
If one has difficulty discerning how God’s nonexistence is supposed to be incorporated into
day-to-day science classes, one is completely
baffled by the Haley/McGowan contention that
public schools should also teach that heaven and
hell don’t exist. What—is this part of a geography lecture?
But Haley and McGowan exclaim, “The state should
teach all scientific truths to … all children, including the
truth about souls and gods.” What scientific truths would
these be? I recognize that many of my fellow atheists believe that science can disprove God’s existence. I beg to
differ. Science can (and should) be taught without the God
hypothesis, but that’s different from disproving God’s existence scientifically.
My sense is that Haley and McGowan operate with a
concept of God that, admittedly, is still probably held by
many naive believers. But that concept doesn’t correspond
to the concept of God that many sophisticated believers

“Haley and McGowan apparently think the
Pledge should be amended by adding
the word not before ‘under God.’”
not before “under God.”
The Haley/McGowan proposal is both a betrayal of the
fundamental principles of secularism and highly impractical.
Moreover, were it to be implemented it would harm rather
than benefit the teaching of science.
As John Locke first argued, the state should confine
itself to affairs of this world; civil authorities have no competence in metaphysical matters. Every person has the
right to come to one’s own conclusions about gods without
compulsion, prodding, or oversight by the state. It’s this
rationale that secularists have long used to argue that public school educators should not introduce God, religious
dogma, or religious exercises into the classroom. There’s
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hold, and the arguments these believers employ are not as
easy to knock down as the claim that rain is Zeus urinating
through a sieve.
Consider the expanding family of fine-tuning arguments. For a summary of some of these arguments, please
consult the online Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
fine-tuning/). Do you understand these dense
arguments? Do you think your average public
school teacher understands these arguments
sufficiently well to refute them? Do you want
your teachers spending their time trying to
master these arguments? I don’t, in part because it’s hard enough to get one’s science
straight.
Proof of that last claim is conveniently
found in the Haley/McGowan essay itself. These learned
gentlemen list a number of assertions that they maintain are
scientific truths, some of which they say are currently taught
in schools. Number 5 of their list is the assertion “that humans evolved from apes and have no more divine qualities
than chimpanzees.” To begin, I’m pretty sure the last part
of that assertion is not taught in many public schools. Principled secular educators don’t get into discussions of “divine qualities.” But the more important point is that Haley
and McGowan are just dead wrong, and embarrassingly
so, when they unqualifiedly claim that “humans evolved
from apes” is a scientific truth. Uh, no. This assertion, un-

fortunately, is based on a common misconception about
evolution. It’s a misconception that plays right into the
hands of creationists who, when they encounter this claim,
understandably ask: “Then why are there still apes? Didn’t
they catch the evolution bus?”

“The Haley/McGowan proposal is both a betrayal
of the fundamental principles of secularism and
highly impractical.”
Humans did not evolve from apes. Humans and apes
evolved from a common ancestor, splitting off from this
common ancestor five to eight million years ago.
This is not a mere quibble. It’s important for understanding
how evolution works, and the fact that Haley and McGowan
are mistaken about this fundamental fact by itself shows the
wisdom of having our public school teachers concentrate on
science and forego delving into metaphysics.
Ronald A. Lindsay is the former president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry
(CFI). Currently, he is senior research fellow at CFI and an adjunct professor
at Prince George’s Community College.
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Space, Time, and God
Laurence W. Britt

W

hen the prehistoric human race emerged from the
Neolithic period and slowly began to form social
structures, a new era began in the development
of our species. The constant struggle for food and survival
abated somewhat, allowing the human intellect to move to
a higher level. For the first time in Earth’s history, a living
creature could contemplate its own existence and wonder:
Why are we here, and where did we come from? These
ancient peoples had no means of determining the answers.
Since there was no ready explanation for the Sun’s daily
rise and set, or why great storms occurred, or why crops
sometimes failed, myths and the worship of deities developed to explain these baffling mysteries. Multiple deities

beliefs about the origin of Earth and humankind evolved
during a period of profound ignorance. Early sheepherders
looking at the sky at night imagined that everything they
saw was just a few miles above them. Human misfortune
was attributed to the anger of a god. Natural forces could
not be comprehended, let alone explained. The holy
books of these religions were written by largely unknown
authors with the knowledge base of the time, which is to
say with no knowledge of natural forces. With this level of
understanding, the ancient peoples evolved their religions,
and over the millennia they became powerful institutions
controlled by a chosen few human beings, not by the
imagined god. Through these institutions the advance of
scientific understanding was usually resisted, whether it was rejecting the Earth-centered universe or
the theory of evolution, right up to
present times in opposing stem-cell
research.
The concept of God as the
all-knowing and all-seeing determiner of human existence comes up
against an enormous logic trap when
fully juxtaposed to the simple understanding of the natural universe. This
understanding has only come about since the early 1900s,
when the science of cosmology developed and was amplified by such figures as Einstein, Hubble, and others. The
size and age of the universe now can be demonstrated and

“The concept of God as the all-knowing and all-seeing
determiner of human existence comes up against
an enormous logic trap when fully juxtaposed to the
simple understanding of the natural universe.”
eventually gave way to monotheism, first with Judaism and
later with the development of Christianity and Islam, with
their often-compulsory belief systems.
The mythological basis for these religions and their
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understood as never before. This understanding is a staggering and humbling revelation for the human race—or, at
least, it should be compared to the simplistic explanations
offered by the world’s fundamentalist religions.
First, let’s consider the logic test of size. Imagine Earth
is the size of an ordinary pea, a quarter-inch in diameter.
On this pea huddle all the 7.5 billion humans with their
hopes, fears, and dreams, living their lives with proverbial
quiet desperation, with the believers counting on their
god to watch over them and properly tote up the score of
their lives. Two hundred forty-two feet from this pea is the
Sun, the size of a basketball. Approximately 1.8 miles away
is the outer edge of our solar system. About 2,500 miles
from there is the nearest star. Remember to compare that
to a quarter-inch pea. Now things really begin to get mind
numbing. Stretching out a distance of sixty million miles
is the Milky Way Galaxy with a hundred billion basketball
suns slowly rotating in gigantic spiral arms. Imagine that
quarter-inch pea with its human cargo circulating in that
immense space.
But that’s just the minimal beginning of the journey into
the vastness of the universe. Approximately 500 million
miles from the outer edge of the Milky Way is the nearest
local galaxy. Modern cosmology has estimated that the universe contains at least two hundred billion galaxies, some
so distant that their light takes billions of years to reach us.
Pea-sized Earth compared to this vastness would be akin to
a single atom compared to the entire Earth. To the believer,
the all-powerful and all-knowing god is in control of this
incomprehensively immense universe: presiding over the
birth and death of stars, super novas, black holes, quasars,
planetary formation, and the lives and fortunes of the creatures residing on this minute pea in an out-of-the-way spot
in one of two hundred billion galaxies. It is a staggeringly
unlikely reality.
Then there is the time element. The sciences of geology, astronomy, and chemistry have evolved to the extent
that the age of Earth can be determined with a high degree
of confidence to be approximately 4.6 billion years. God

waited a long, long time to reveal himself to humanity or
even to create humanity. Large numbers cause the eyes to
glaze over. What is a billion years anyway, let alone 4.6 billion? To make it simple, let’s reduce 4.6 billion years to one
year, compressing things as we did with the pea example.
Let’s begin by supposing that Earth formed on January 1.
Sometime in April, the first single-celled bacterium
developed. Until October, that was the only life on Earth.
Around mid-October, multi-celled organisms slowly developed. By early November, a great abundance of plant and
animal life had evolved, mostly in the oceans, but it gradually adapted to the land. Around December 15, the age of
the dinosaurs began.
On December 26, the dinosaurs disappeared, opening
the door for the clever mammals.
The first traces of the cleverest of mammals, humanoids, appeared at around 10:00 a.m. on December 31. The
Neanderthals arrived at eight minutes before midnight.
The world’s great religions started twenty seconds before
midnight, and most of mankind’s scientific revelations have
occurred one second before the end of the year. What was
God waiting for and why? The obvious answer is that natural processes were at work all along, and the current state of
the natural universe and life on Earth is the result.
To the secular humanist, our logic process does not
allow us to ignore the evidence revealed by understanding
the natural universe. Why would a god preside over events
on the miniscule pea adrift in the vastness of space or allow
31,535,980 seconds to pass in our hypothetical year, representing the entire life span of Earth, before revealing himself in the final twenty seconds? Why indeed?

Laurence W. Britt is a retired international businessperson, writer, and commentator. He is the author of “Fascism, Anyone?” (FI, Spring 2003), the most
reprinted—and most pirated—article in the magazine’s history.
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DOERR’S WAY

Betsy DeVos Ramps Up Her War on Public Schools

O

n May 16, Betsy DeVos, Trump’s
utterly unqualified and virulently
toxic education secretary, was
the featured speaker at the Alfred E.
Smith Foundation in New York City, with
Cardinal Timothy Dolan in attendance.
Her speech was a vicious attack on our
public schools and on the provisions
in three-fourths of our state constitutions that bar tax support for religious
private schools. DeVos is a long-time
despiser of the public schools she
never attended and a well-known fanatic advocate of vouchers, tax credits,
and other schemes for diverting public
funds to such schools.
DeVos thus thumbed her nose at
Article XI, Section 3 of the New York
constitution, dating to 1894, a section
approved then by the Catholic bishops
and upheld by New York voters in the
1967 constitutional referendum by 72
percent to 28 percent. Unmentioned
by DeVos were the twenty-eight state
referenda from coast to coast between
1966 and 2014 in which millions of
American voters upheld state bans on
tax aid to private schools by an average margin of two to one, including
three referenda in DeVos’s own Michigan (1970, 1978, and 2000). In her May
16 speech, she made it clear that she
thinks that those who oppose tax aid to
religious private schools are “bigots,”
presumably including the large number of Catholics who oppose tax aid to
church schools in Massachusetts and
elsewhere.
DeVos was also thumbing her nose
at the wisdom of Madison’s pioneering 1785 Memorial and Remonstrance
Against Religious Assessments and Jef-
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of vouchers, tax credits,
and other schemes for
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ferson’s Bill for Establishing Religious
Freedom in Virginia, in which he wrote
that “to compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the propagation
of opinions which he disbelieves is sinful
and tyrannical.” And at Catholic president John F. Kennedy, who declared
in 1960 that “I believe in an America
where the separation of church and
state is absolute … where no church
or church school is granted any public
funds or political preference.”
In short, DeVos, Trump, Pence, and
various conservative lawmakers are way
out of sync with the finest American values on religious liberty and public education.
While in New York, DeVos declined
to visit a single public school but did
make time to visit two Orthodox yeshivas, apparently indifferent to or ignorant of the fact that many Orthodox
yeshivas are being severely criticized for
violating state law in New York regarding school curricula.
The sooner this Wicked Witch of the
West (well, western Michigan) is banished from Washington, the better off
our country will be.
Francis’s ‘Apostolic Exhortation’
In April, Pope Francis emitted an “apostolic exhortation” titled Gaudate et
Exsultate (Rejoice and Be Glad), a document one notch below an encyclical
in papal authority. This manifestation of
ostentatious grandiosity is apparently
intended to revitalize Catholic dedication to traditional church teaching
in the face of declining interest, and
thus it is rather boring. But two items
in it merit mention: its reaffirmation of

the Vatican’s vigorous condemnation
of abortion and its hyped-up attack on
“Pelagianism,” an essential element of
humanism.
In reiterating the Vatican’s fierce opposition to the right of women to terminate problem pregnancies, Francis
is contributing to the overpopulation
that has been fueling climate change,
ignoring French president Emmanuel
Macron’s recent comment to Congress
that “We have no Planet B” to fall back
on. He is ignoring what Paul Ehrlich
wrote fifty years ago in The Population
Bomb and reiterated this year—that our
planet’s carrying capacity is about two
billion, and we are now at 7.5 billion
and headed toward ten billion by 2050.
He is ignoring what Julian Huxley wrote
in 1961 in The Humanist Frame about
overpopulation. He is ignoring what
the U.S. government’s 1975 NSSM 200
report said on the subject. (See my previous column in Free Inquiry.) He is ignoring what most Catholics think about
abortion.
Pelagianism? That was the view expressed by the Celtic theologian Pelagius (360–416) that “original sin” does
not exist, even though it has been
standard Catholic (and later Lutheran,
Calvinist, and mainstream Protestant)
doctrine since the second century.
“Original sin,” supposedly inherited by
everyone after the “disobedience” of
Adam and Eve, has been used to con
people into accepting church doctrine.
Notice that I said that the “original sin”
idea dates to the second century. There
is no record that Jesus, real or mythical,
ever proclaimed the “original sin” idea.
So Pelagianism is really at the heart of
humanism, Unitarian Universalism, and
similar worldviews. For further information on this matter, see Joseph Fletcher’s article on demythologization in The
Encyclopedia of Unbelief.
Francis has taken some moderate to
liberal positions on some issues and is
regarded as “heretical” by some conservative Catholics, but he is still largely
stuck behind what our troubled times
demand.
Edd Doerr is a senior editor of F ree I nquiry . He
headed Americans for Religious Liberty for thirty-six years and is a past president of the
American Humanist Association.

CUNO’S CORNER

Drawing Lines for Fun and Prophet
How Religion Makes Us Behave Better
Steve Cuno

I

am told religion makes people behave better. I do not dispute it. When
religion draws a line and slaps a thou
shalt not sticker on it, believers mind
the old Ps and Qs.
This came dramatically to my attention over lunch with Brad, whom I
hadn’t seen in years and whose name
isn’t really Brad, as he regaled me with
an account of his recently ended affair.
He allowed that he regretted the affair,
but what mattered most, he said, was
that he always stopped short of vaginal intercourse. This feat of self-discipline he credited to his strong faith.
Without it, he might have crossed the
line separating other naked, extramarital fun from out-and-out adultery,
which, I need hardly point out, would
have been sinful.
Incredibly, Brad’s valor was lost on
his ungrateful wife. If you can imagine, she offered no joyous, heartfelt,
“Thank god you didn’t do that.” I
admit to surprise at her naïveté. Even
Christian teens understand that the
thou shalt not line barring access to
vaginas makes no mention of other
orifices. (Unless you’re gay. Duh.) If the
hymen remains intact, so remains the
Purity Pledge.
Besides establishing what is forbidden, religion-drawn lines are useful for
establishing what is permitted. Think
how many Catholics would needlessly
resort to Friday vegetarianism if not
for the clear line placing fish, lobster,
mussels, and the like safely in the “Not
Meat” food group. Or how many seventeenth-century Quebeckers would
be roasting in hell for consuming beaver stew on wintry Fridays had not a

church-drawn line confirmed what
everyone already knew—namely, that
beavers are fish.
The utility of drawing lines dates
back thousands of years. When the
protagonist in the novel The Old Testament forbade Sabbath-day work,
Jewish scholars placed pretty much
any needful or appealing activity on
the verboten side of the line. Then, to

“My hat is off to
Christians who have
worked out that not
helping the poor helps
the poor.”
ensure compliance, they worked out
ways to cross the line without crossing it. Take the eruv. Lest you break
the law by carrying, say, a set of keys
outside your home, you need only
redefine “your home” to mean “the
entire neighborhood.” You may then
sally forth, keys in hand, without fear
of death by stoning.
Few take their thou shalt not lines
more seriously than the Amish of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. To avoid
worldliness, they eschew ownership
of modern conveniences the likes of
telephones, computers, and motor
vehicles. Only by a stroke of luck does
using their non-Amish neighbors’
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phones, computers, and motor vehicles fall on the lawful side of the line.
Don’t try telling me the Amish aren’t
serious about doing without technology.
No discussion of the efficacy of religion-drawn lines would be complete
without a look at Mormon prophet
and founder Joseph Smith. Discovered in flagrante delicto with his wife’s
fourteen-year-old housekeeper, Smith
informed his discoverers that God had
drawn a line making said housekeeper
fair game. She was, he explained, one

“As often as you
blunder too far, and no
matter how long you
linger, you need only
press the button on
your way back.”

Using Technicalities to Outwit God
Recently overheard in Heaven:
God: How’d you get in? You
were an adulterer.
Man: That was before I believed in my heart and confessed with my lips.
God: Damn. You got me on a
technicality. But wait a sec.
You did it over and over.
Man: I believed in my heart
and confessed with my lips
over and over.
God: Damn. Anyway, where’s
your wife?
Man: In hell.
God: But she was such a good
person.
Man: She didn’t forgive me the
490th time.
God: Damn.
—S. C.
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of his wives. It was in this elegant and
thoughtful manner that Smith brought
his new doctrine of polygamy to light
and, at the same time, to the attention
of his (first) wife. No doubt he had been
meaning to tell her.
There is no end to the ways lines
improve human behavior. One cannot
help but be impressed at the fierce
commitment of horny Muslim men who
would sooner enter into the occasional
one-hour marriage, which is allowed,
than fornicate, which is not. Equally
impressive are Jehovah’s Witnesses
who avoid the evils of Christmas participation by only accepting gifts that
are not wrapped and are delivered before or after, but not on, December 25.
One must admire Catholics who, too
family-oriented for divorce, make do
with annulment. And my hat is off to
Christians who have worked out that
not helping the poor helps the poor.
It makes no sense to keep one’s distance from a thou shalt not line when
any fool can see how much safer it is
to teeter at the brink. And while the
danger of an inadvertent overstep is
not to be ignored, neither is it to be
feared. That’s thanks to a reset button,
sometimes referred to as repentance,
conveniently placed at every line. As
often as you blunder too far, and no
matter how long you linger, you need
only press the button on your way
back. This takes any fun you may have
accidentally had, renders it officially
un-had, and cleanses you of sin. There
is no limit to the number of times you
may press the button, provided you remember each time to say, “This time I
really mean it.”
Society owes a debt to carefully
drawn thou shalt not lines. They provide the kind of personal growth that
comes only with finding ways to claim
good behavior on a technicality. Without them, we would be in danger of
wasting precious time and effort looking for ways to be better people.

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.
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POEM

No Ideas
Patty Seyburn

Things, they are no fools. They tableau.
The trees pose, too, as the yogini know.
And my trousseau of objects rearrange
themselves each night. They want to be stilllives, to be of record. The time they change
changes because letting me watch would
sacrifice their modesty. The slender jug
switches shelves with the Bakelite bowl.
A landscape of short strokes, dense pigment
gazes at a sepia silhouette: what are you?
My lipsticks jockey for position, wise
to my predilection for the front row.
It is drafty in here. A strange breeze, low
on the Beaufort Scale, deranges the interior.

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).

LIVING WITHOUT RELIGION

Voices from the Past: Recalling ‘the Good, the
Beautiful, and the True’ Allen H. Agnitti

I

have always been struck by the way
people go through life oblivious to
past struggles to understand life,
ignorant of the intellectual tools and
creative efforts by which distant or
past cultures have benefited. As Bertrand Russell wrote in his 1937 essay
“On Being Modern-Minded”:
We imagine ourselves at the apex
of intelligence, and cannot believe
that the quaint clothes and cumbrous phrases of former times can
have invested people and thoughts
that are still worthy of our attention.
... The belief that fashion alone
should dominate opinion has great
advantages. It makes thought unnecessary and puts the highest
intelligence within the reach of everyone. … And so we are enabled
to despise the paltry intellectual
fortunes of former times … .

One valuable voice from the past, a
celebrity in nineteenth-century France,
Ernest Renan is today relegated to the
occasional quotation and footnote.
Even in France, only in literary surveys
will the average student find excerpts
of his wonderful prose; little else remains in the public eye. My first encounter, a sentence or two, occurred in
undergraduate research on Julian the
Apostate. “Christianity was a vampire
sucking the blood of the Empire” presented a striking image treasured for its
polemical style, reminiscent of the venomous pens of the early Church fathers
in their depictions of Julian.
A hero to the anticlerical camp and
an infamous apostate to the rest, Renan’s most famous (or notorious) book
was a biography of Jesus, La vie de

Jésus, which begins: “Jesus was born
in Nazareth.” As many historians note,
the verifiable facts of Jesus’s life can fit
on a postage stamp; so Renan’s story
of Jesus is a literary creation as much as
a religious history or biography. In that
and his other works, his literary flair and
narrative manner provided both pleasure and an illumination of what history
could be.
Renan’s conceptual trinity—le bien,
le beau, et le vrai—supplanted the holy
trinity of his Roman Catholic youth. The
former seminarian finds not three persons in one divine being but three ideals often in conflict within the individual human experience. His histories are
filled with examples of human tragedy
resulting from a failure to balance these
three elements of life. His work presents examples of their presence in the
human dramas of the past, drawn from
scholarly research fused with imagination and a sympathetic understanding
of human endeavors: Nero’s excessive
artistic pursuits leading to morally monstrous acts; a puritan’s moral zeal leading to an unhealthy rejection of life’s
bounty as realized through the senses
and science; a scientist’s pursuit of truth
leading to an arrogant dismissal of the
realm of doubt from which beauty often
springs. Renan’s awareness of the gray
curtain of uncertainty that renders obscure those paths by which one seeks
the good, the beautiful, and the true is
what saves him from his own occasional
positivist leanings and secures his footing in the contemporaneous symbolist
terrain.
His own search for truth in history

was marred at times by a failure to
break with his own era’s racist views
and its hope for worldly salvation in
the potential bounties of science. What
emerges, however, from his flawed visions are the historian’s storytelling
craft, a belief in tolerance, a sense of
human dignity, and sensitivity to nature’s mysteries. He treasured life’s delights and was fascinated by the human
pageantry of the ages. Later histories
would correct factual inaccuracies and

“The belief that fashion alone should dominate opinion has great
advantages. It makes
thought unnecessary
and puts the highest
intelligence within the
reach of everyone.”
—Bertrand Russell
perhaps provide more cogent characterizations of the historical actors, but
Renan’s work remains a collection of
compelling stories comparable to the
myths of the past because of its art and
its conveyance of the dramatic conflicts
inherent within human society and
within each individual.
While not a common perspective
today, it is of some value in today’s
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secular world to consider with Renan
that allegiance is owed to three kingdoms: the good, the beautiful, and
the true—coexisting domains within
the same boundaries, the limits set by
life. The failure to pay proper homage
to each leads to the distortions of an
unbalanced life. A constant mist, more
a fog at times, drifts across all three
kingdoms but occasionally parts to
allow moments of stunning clarity and
enlightenment, perceptions of beauty,
and moral direction—the rewards
sought within the shadows of uncertainty.
As Russell’s essay laments, efforts to
preserve this trinity as valuable beacons
for humanity were less than successful:
Throughout the nineteenth century
the True, the Good, and the Beautiful preserved their precarious existence in the minds of earnest atheists. But their very earnestness was
their undoing, since it made it impossible for them to stop at a halfway house. Pragmatists explained
that Truth is what it pays to believe.
Historians of morals reduced the
Good to a matter of tribal custom.
Beauty was abolished by the artists
in a revolt against the sugary insipidities of a philistine epoch and
in the mood of fury in which satisfaction is to be derived only from
what hurts. And so the world was
swept clear not only of God as a
person but of God’s essence as an
ideal to which man owed an ideal
allegiance; while the individual, as
a result of a crude and uncritical
interpretation of sound doctrines,
was left without any inner defense
against social pressure … .

“Renan’s conceptual
trinity—le bien, le beau,
et le vrai—supplanted
the holy trinity of his
Roman Catholic youth.”

Instead of Renan’s trinity, today one
sees partisan distortions and tribalism,
a destructive skepticism and confusion, and sentimentality and materialism prevailing more often. Yet Renan’s
trio is frequently encountered in common discourse even if with no settled
definitions. With the right lens and the
proper perspective, Renan’s mission
might be redeemed, with the three
concepts taking on a more defined
outline so as to form an intellectual
foundation for accommodating life’s
challenges.
Everyone wants to reach some
understanding of life—truths around
which to build a life. Some find truth
50
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in their community’s accepted beliefs,
some in religion, some in philosophy.
Primary sources for the humanist are
first, experiences with and observations of people in everyday life (one’s
own and those of artists), and, second,
history—lessons of the past and contemporary events. The historical understanding of life separates one to some
extent from those holding to other
visions of truth, especially contemporary prejudices and opinion. Those ensnared in the “truths” of Fox News—

proclaiming a nation’s exceptionalism
and variations of social Darwinism,
those whose religious vision has led
to intolerance or the arrogance of the
chosen ones, those whose academic
specialties have created an arrogant
disregard for common sense—all these
are distasteful and alien to the devotee
of history and are to be avoided when
possible.
Historians also have their differing visions, their opposing systems of
values that inform their narratives and
judgments. Thus the values you bring
to a reading of history determine which
historical vision of the past wins your
adherence. The crucial determination
of one’s choices springs from one’s
youth, from one’s family, and, most importantly, from one’s own initial experiences of people and perceptions of
what matters. Starting with this fragile
foundation, finding support from validating myths and the arts, further life
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experiences interact with the lessons of
history to build the increasingly elaborate structure of the individual’s version
of truth. A growing awareness of competing visions and evolving definitions
of life’s priorities will provide some corrections or adjustments as this mental
edifice takes shape, as competing historical visions are weighed, one against
another.
To pursue history’s truth is also to
seek convincing stories. Every story
must be set against the background of
two awe-inspiring realities: infinity and
eternity. Each of us is at a constantly
changing point where space and time
intersect; so is each event of the past
that the historian attempts to capture
in a story. The myriad dramas that individuals have encountered at various
points in history are beyond the reach
of the historian’s craft; they are best described in literature. As Novalis wrote,
“Novels arise out of the shortcomings
of history.” Billions of forgotten lives
contain countless stories, each of interest at least to that person, stories
woven from the threads of life common
to all of us and thus having some interest to the stranger. The great novelists
capture those moments when those
common threads become visible in the
tapestry of the individual life.
There is no great significance to
any one life, any one nation, any one
culture, or any one planet. Nevertheless, even though lacking any enduring significance, an individual’s life is
significant to that individual and those
sharing in his or her life’s experiences.
It is extremely difficult to live otherwise; there is little choice but to act
day-to-day as if one is significant. To
live requires a focus on one’s self, that
is, on what one needs to live—one’s
basic instinctual drives, one’s relations
with others, and the moral, intellectual,
and esthetic imperatives that make up
human existence. Aware of the many
influences determining who we are, an
individual must still live as if one has
the primary determinative role in one’s
own existence. To do so, an individual
has myths, the arts, and history to support these efforts at playing the role
of a major character in life’s theater,
an actor who contributes to the script

as the drama unfolds. In the pursuit
of what life requires of us, the defeats
and frustrations, as well as the triumphs
and satisfactions, must be tempered by
what should not be lost in the moment:
the so-called Grand View.
In zooming out from the individual
life, one can go as far as the perspective of the universe, that is, eternity and

“A growing awareness
of competing visions
and evolving definitions
of life’s priorities will
provide some corrections or adjustments
as this mental edifice
takes shape, as competing historical visions
are weighed, one
against another.”

infinity. These two vast realities are beyond comprehension. Their awesome
nature has led to the religious concepts
of God and gods, heaven and hell,
resurrection and reincarnation. The
complex interaction between the unfathomable and the daily dramas of an
individual’s life produced the world of
myths and legends and also their contemporary offspring, the science fiction and fantasy that fascinate so many
today. An awareness of the inexplicable also furnishes the beginning of the
historian’s perspective and one source
of the philosopher’s wisdom. This ultimate perspective, the perception of
the universe’s reality, can be liberating
to a great extent as one struggles to
master the intense emotional reactions
that regularly and inevitably occur.
Whether or not one adheres to
dietary practices, prayer routines, the

Ten Commandments, or the rulebook
approach of the Baltimore catechism,
one finds in life conflicting moral demands. Even that simplest of commands, the Golden Rule, may leave
one groping among unsatisfactory alternative courses of action—a theme
often explored in the best of literature.
For many, morality requires the worship
of God or gods, dietary restrictions or
dress codes, a set of commandments,
the promise of eternal bliss, or the fear
of everlasting punishment. The secular
humanist, whether agnostic or atheist,
leaves aside these speculations, pieties, and rituals of the religious and
focuses on the readily evident feelings
of compassion. Any moral code not
grounded in feelings of compassion is
suspect. The feelings and practice of
benevolence allied with common sense
form a reliable basis for recognizing
one’s duties and responsibilities in life.
Aesthetics attempts to explain the
inexplicable: what is beautiful. Standards are applied such as proportion,
clarity, color, and balance. But beauty
lies in the heart of the beholder, as well
as in the eye. The sublime, the experience of awe or of ekstasis, often escapes the parameters set by aesthetic
discussion. Sometimes academic expertise or consensus can be a useful
guide as one explores the many artistic forms. Yet often one stumbles over
neglected or dismissed creations—
whether a novel, poem, painting, or
song—and when one finds “it” in these
hidden gems or neglected treasures,
one then hears the heart trumpeting
the “tootings at the weddings of the
soul,” as Wallace Stevens put it.
One need not explore Renan or
Russell to appreciate the value of Renan’s conceptual trinity, rewarding as
such an effort might be. History and the
arts provide a bounty of supports for
this conceptual framework, one that
will work for many in providing a handle on life’s complexity.

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 (2016).

POEM

Encounter
with a
Neighbor
Joyce Wilson

I met him on the empty cattle walk.
We knew that he had planned to go away.
I was surprised when he began to talk
To me with sorrow that he could not stay,
That he was going to Jerusalem
Where he would live and work on a kibbutz
and learn from people who would counsel
him
To match religion with his politics.
Blue clouds assembled like cathedral
domes.
The field would give a church its corner
stone,
The farm a plot for tracts of showy homes,
And soon it would be hard to be alone.

Joyce Wilson has taught English at Suffolk
University and Boston University. Her first poetry
collection, The Etymology of Spruce, and a chapbook, The Springhouse, both appeared in 2010.
She is creator and editor of the magazine on the
internet, The Poetry Porch (www.poetryporch.
com), which has been online since 1997. Her
poems have appeared in many literary journals,
among them Alabama Literary Review, American
Arts Quarterly, and Ibbetson Street Magazine.
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HIGH HERESY

Secular Mythology

W

hat do you think of when you
hear the word mythology?
Many of us tend to picture
a culture’s “mythology” as a collection
of stories and personal narratives particular to that social group and their
way of life—usually with the most popular and enduring myths of each culture
intending to explain key features of social life, the environment, and the roles
of our species within it. Or, as famed
mythologist Joseph Campbell once
wrote in his 1988 classic, The Power of
Myth: Our collective stories are often
forged to help create identities. Identi-
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Marc Schaus

ties for ourselves, for our immediate social group, and for the cosmos at large.
Because people have been “mythologizing” for all of human history,
however, we now have a lengthy list
of competing identities staking various
claims on the truth for everyone. And
as most of these claims have eroded
under the real knowledge we do gain,
we in the year 2018 now tend to associate the word mythology with fantasy.
Which is to say: we now understand
that imaginative, culturally relative
myths are as fake as they are ubiquitous throughout history.

secularhumanism.org

For the people who first heard
about and believed in the legendary
sky- and thunder-god Zeus—hurling
thunderbolts down to Earth from his
throne perched high near the peak of
Mount Olympus—such a realization
was not so obvious. Sure, people of
each time period have tended to view
all other belief systems as fake, because that’s just how mythology goes.
While a group’s stories are still being
actively believed, mythologies are
more aptly called “religions” early on
in their ideological timeline.
Individuals still endorsing active

mythologies today—these would
be our major international religious
faiths—naturally do not enjoy viewing
their beliefs as fanciful folklore on the
same level as past civilizations. I can’t
blame them; neither would I. Yet that
also brings me to the curious line of
thinking I’ve been falling into lately as
a secular humanist. Just as all other cultures throughout history have not taken
to the prospect that they’re believing
in fake forces and empirically overruled
concepts, we nonbelievers also tend to
believe that our chosen narrative is not
simply the mythology du jour. But is
there, in fact, a “secular mythology”?

“People have, and will
find, many reasons to
rationalize violence
besides religious faith.”

Religious nonbelief and secular
value systems have often been dubbed
“superstitionless” worldviews, in that
they are constantly in flux relative to
what the scientific method can verify
empirically. This condition, we often
believe, disqualifies the tag of mythology because mythologies are simply
made-up stories, while our latter views
are based on real evidence. And evidence-faith versus straight-up faithfaith seems like an easy dichotomy to
separate the two.
Now, if nonreligious worldviews
were being based purely on the above
dynamic, it would be great. But I have
not often found this to be the case in
pro-secular media. Yes, a scientific narrative for reality reflects the latest and
greatest findings of groups of experts
in a variety of fields. Which, yes, is certainly the way it ought to be. Endorsing
empirical science for our understand-

ing is ultimately self-correcting over
time, and that’s the best we can do.
However, our methodology is based
on proving things that can potentially
be shown to be false. Hence even if
we do cater to a version of reality that
can be considered the “most true” at
any point in time, this also implies that
even today’s best theories may turn out
to be thoroughly erroneous. So when
I sometimes see fellow nonbelievers reacting with a religious fervor to
newer research results, this can begin
to assume that traditional faith dynamic
without the accompanying skepticism
and context. And theists realize that.
They recognize the thin conceptual line
between defending a deity with fewer
and fewer discernible characteristics
and the potential that you may be embarrassingly red in the face defending
our next phrenology or phlogiston.
More importantly, though, and as
noted, we also know that mythologies
tend to craft a specific narrative (or
identity, if you will) of what any given
culture tends to value. For many of us
living the secular life in the twenty-first
century, that means celebrating the
heroes who reflect the values predicating this specific culture. Usually, in our
case, our heroes are scientists, artists,
and civil rights visionaries who have
advanced such values as the freedom
of speech, self-reliance, sexual emancipation, gender equality, faith in the
scientific method, and a resistance to
arbitrary authority. One kind of secular
mythology, then, reflects the distance
between the facts and our hero stories.
Myth #1: Scientific Martyrdom Is Plentiful
throughout History.
Take scientific martyr Giordano Bruno,
for example. Were one to watch only
Bruno’s story in the Cosmos episode
where Neil DeGrasse Tyson describes
his jailing and torture, we’d really have
half the story. In this example, Cosmos implies to us that Bruno only
wanted to read about and understand
the universe—with a shadowy, evil
Pope figure sneaking up on him and
going all thought-police to stop that
dangerous learning. We viewers only
really hear about the charge against
Bruno of asserting other worlds in the

Copernican sense. In reality, though,
Bruno’s conviction also rested upon
his more incredible assertions of the
Virgin Mary not actually being a virgin
and that Jesus was not actually the
“Son of God” (more of a wizard, in
Bruno’s view). And that does change
the context a little: shifting Bruno’s
character slightly from detached rationalist and untainted hero of science,
with the Church shifting less into easily
identifiable villain status.
Or we might consider stories that
we’ve heard about Galileo. Tales
abound in pro-secular literature of Galileo being ruthlessly imprisoned and

“But is there, in fact, a
‘secular mythology’?”

tortured for advocating a Copernican
view of the cosmos. Despite research
potentially indicating that Galileo may
have been neither sent to jail nor tortured, although he was certainly still at
least threatened with both (see Ronald
Numbers’s 2009 Galileo Goes to Jail
and Other Myths about Science and
Religion). Of course, my point is not
to denigrate Galileo or his incredible
achievements in furthering our species’ self-understanding. The point is
just that history told by folks who would
like to believe in scientific martyrs may
be replete with tales of misunderstood
hyper-rationalist champions fighting
to free us from the limits of religious
bondage.
The more sordid underbelly of our
scientific past is one rarely mentioned
in literature of our kind. We do not
often hear about the decidedly nonprogressive attitudes many of our scientific
champions may have had living within
the context of their own time. We typically don’t discuss Carl Linnaeus, original developer of the taxonomy system
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still in use today (species, genus, family, etc.), for his view of different races
being separate species, complete with
a separate species for children born
with disabilities labeled “Monstrosus.”
Or James Watson, codiscoverer of the
DNA double-helix, for his consistent racial commentary about the inherent deficiencies of African intelligence. To say
nothing of how mythologized Watson
and Crick’s story already was in the absence of Rosalind Franklin—and every
other scientist solitarily celebrated
without acknowledging any of the help
he or she received from collaborators.
We typically do not discuss American
Founding Father Thomas Jefferson,
historical source of the phrase “all men
are created equal,” for his slave ownership, which continued even after the
Revolutionary War. Selective telling of
their stories, like others from our intellectual history, sometimes reflect less
a telling of history and more a tone of
taking the moral high ground in a custody battle for the truth.

“People of each time
period have tended to
view all other belief
systems as fake.”

Myth #2: There Are No Leaps of Faith in
Science.
We also do not typically discuss the
leaps of faith that proposers of new
ideas have needed to take in their
own respects relative to what they
could verify. We now have a long list
of decorated scientists who needed
to invoke the handy influence of God
to complete their theories (Newton,
Hyugens, and more). But aside from
history, we would do well to keep in
mind that some of our more speculative theories today still lack empirical
evidence—take string theory or mul54
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tiverse theories, evidence for both of
which lies absent outside of abstract
mathematics—or that quarks somehow constitute the most fundamental
form of matter despite an absence of
generally falsifiable results.
Myth #3: Giving Up the Shackles of
Religion Will Instantly Bring Us Social
Paradise.
Mythologies usually come complete
with tales instructing us to give up our
sinful ways if we hope to experience
social paradise. And for anyone who
has been reading the New Atheist
literature, you are likely familiar with
the appeal against faith for the sake of
human progress. Or maybe the argument that holding religious convictions
merely embroils our social groups in
endless wars over unprovable assertions. Or the one that, because religious values are often very conservative, religions stunt our progress by
their very virtue of being nonprogressive in definition. Or that they do even
worse, by historically (and sometimes
even violently) repressing scientific research if it is not favorable.
We certainly do have historical
evidence of officials from religious organizations repressing new ideas for
religious reasons. The mythology lies
in selectively blaming one source and
implying that ceasing it will stop the
process. Because while we do have
evidence of church officials repressing
new ideas, a reading of Thomas Kuhn
reminds us that even celebrated scientists can repress research when it is not
favorable to a generational zeitgeist.
One may look no further than the early,
entirely scientific denials of atomic theory, big bang cosmology, and today’s
climate change denialism based undoubtedly upon financial rewards.
There are additional mythologies
here—both that all “religious wars”
were actually being started over religious ideas and that abandoning the
supernatural source will stop the process. People have, and will find, many
reasons to rationalize violence besides
religious faith. Indeed, a growing
lobby of scholars tells us that history’s
religious wars have not always been
waged over religious ideas by those
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giving the commands to fight. By which
I mean to say: wars supposedly waged
over religious concepts have sometimes more realistically been resource
and commerce wars at heart, no matter
how they were later propagandized to
(and rationalized by) citizens and soldiers. I mean, yes: aggressive attackers
having one less insane rationale to justify killing others would be great. But
it’s far from the only one available, and
our literature can be reticent to mention that.
Lastly, I have read many pro-secular
books over the past ten years envisioning a paradisiac future for our species
should we simply just finally give up our
religious bondage. But we have very
little historical evidence of substantial
religious decline and then subsequent
social progress thereafter. Instead,
what we do have plenty of evidence for
is that as social groups seem to progress along a matrix of socioeconomic
values (education, standard of living,
strength of law, power of democratic
institutions, and the like), they become
less likely to be conservatively and supernaturally religious. The numbers tell
us that rather than a group giving up
religion and its people being better off
thereafter, people tend to get better
off first, then give up religion because
it seems less necessary.
Although I suppose, at the very
least, that even if pro-secular literature
may sometimes be off-base on that last
point, discovering the converse is still
pretty good.

Marc Schaus is a debut Canadian author who has
recently published his first book on the rise of secularism and religious nonbelief around the world.
Marc has previously completed research in neuroscience labs mapping out neural networks in the
brain—and has also appeared in digital print on
Patheos and The Huffington Post. His primary
research focus, now, is how the transition from
belief to nonbelief “works” in the human brain and
why twenty-first–century life is creating a cognitive
advantage for secular, so-called superstitionless
belief systems. His latest book, Post Secular:
Science, Humanism and the Future of Faith was
published this year.

HUMANIST SOAPBOX PART 1

Religious Scientists

P

ilots have a saying: there are bold
pilots and old pilots, but there are
no old, bold pilots. I am a good
geologist (now retired), and geologists
have a comparable, mutually exclusive
saying: there are good geologists,
and there are religious geologists,
but there are no good, religious geologists. Geologists, as a group, are
probably the least religious bunch on
the planet. We learn about radiometric dating, the fossil record, evolution,
deep time, and other matters that,
even to the barely open minded, turn
us away from religion. Hence, we look
askance at fellow scientists who cling
to their religions and superstitions.
For it really comes down to this:
science is simply applied reason,
whereas religion is institutionalized superstition—yet many seemingly rational scientists cling to the religion that
they learned at their mother’s knee.
Before I retired, my last two bosses
were brilliant chemists, both with PhDs
from UCLA, a bastion of liberalism if
ever there was one. And both of these
seeming paragons of reason were
Catholics, practitioners of that oldest,
most superstition-laden form of Christianity. How could this be? How can
someone be so smart, so rational as to
excel in such a difficult subject and, at
the same time, be so irrational? I offer
three possible answers to that question. The first answer is that there is
no conflict here; that is, smart, rational

R. C. Gibson

people can be religious. But surveys
of scientists reflect just the opposite:
they show that the more advanced
degree-holders are consistently less
religious, with those at the top of the
academic pyramid—PhDs who belong
to the most prestigious national associations—being virtually religion-free.

“It takes considerable
courage to turn away
from the morés of your
parents and your community and to embrace
reason completely.”

Okay then, how about this business of cognitive dissonance? Our
second answer says that some people
supposedly have the capacity to compartmentalize their thinking: rational in
this compartment, irrational in another
compartment. And never the compartments shall conflict. Nonsense. For this
is the very definition of schizophrenia,

and anyone who can get a PhD in physical chemistry is sure as hell (pardon the
pun) not crazy.
So, I give you the third answer to
explain the existence of religious scientists: lack of courage. The mass of humanity has an excuse: they are relatively uneducated, disinclined to
question authority, and petrified by the
prospect of death. For them, religion
offers a balm to soothe the frustrations
of their lives and promises another,
trouble-free, life in heaven. Such a deal
was never on offer—a little time with
the priests for an eternity in heaven.
But they don’t know any better,
whereas our religious scientists don’t
have this excuse: they know better.
They are sufficiently educated to see
the puerility of such concepts as hell,
heaven, and an omnipotent god. I propose that these religious scientists are
simply lacking in courage. It takes considerable courage to turn away from
the morés of your parents and your
community and to embrace reason
completely. It takes courage to turn
your back to religion, and many of our
scientists are simply lacking in intellectual honesty and courage.

R. C. Gibson is an exploration geologist (retired)
and an unabashed atheist.
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HUMANIST SOAPBOX PART 2

The Suffocation of American Compassion

T

he rise of the GOP and the
decline of compassion go handin-glove. This dreadful phenomenon affects not only the old, sick, and
struggling of our own nation but also
rejects all hope for desperate people
in many war-afflicted nations as they
struggle to survive, eat, drink, and escape catastrophic carnage.

“How does any ordinary
citizen have a chance
when such a bully
attacks in early morning
or late at night for the
slightest provocation or
without any provocation
at all?”

To have witnessed this increasingly
depressing scenario following our enthusiastic invasion of Iraq might have
once seemed astonishing. However,
when empathy for others and compassion for the suffering are expunged
from the human heart and replaced by
56
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a greed of a hundred faces, we should
have expected this nation to devolve
into its current attitude of mind and
heart, approaching fascism. Or perhaps it’s already that!
Huge numbers of self-professed
and self-righteous Christian citizens,
confidently claiming this to be a Christian nation, decided that a man who
always was, is now, and always will be
the antithesis of those gospel values
supposedly taught and exemplified
by the stories’ central figure should be
handed the keys of the kingdom as the
most powerful person on planet Earth.
Among the noble—as opposed to
the ignoble—admonitions of the gospels as first spoken, gradually written,
reworked, revised, and handed down
through many years are familiar ones,
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including: Love one another. Love and
care for the poor. Give lodging to the
homeless. Care for the sick and elderly.
Forgive. Welcome the stranger. Among
other teachings, there’s that kicker: “By
their fruits, you will know them.” As for
those millions of Christians who voted
for and continue to support their secular lord and master Donald Trump …
where do these biblical admonitions
come into play? The fruit of their support, after all, resulted in a presidency
of near-Neanderthal obscurantism and
the reversal of a thousand-year era of
intellectual evolution. Will Trump (with
the help of these same Christians) succeed in destroying all human progress
to date? Perhaps, is the regrettable
answer.
We remember recent events as
countless Christians rallied to a New
Cause, a New Reich personified by
Trump, as he unleashed the worst “angels” of human nature: bigotry, racism,
xenophobia, sexism, dishonesty, narcissism, braggadocio, and scapegoating
justifying hatred, vengeance, and violence. The reader no doubt can add
several more despicable traits of this
genie that escaped the bottle!
Most of these so-called Christians
not only voted him into the Oval Office
but even now continue to support all
of his vindictive executive orders, every
one of his shallow and peevish tweets,
and each instance of his presidential
abuse of power against citizens of little

or no power! This president is a man
without virtue … totally amoral. Perhaps his supporters chose and follow
someone like themselves!
Much has been said and written,
is being said and written, and will forever be said and written about President Trump. Actually, this is the fulfillment of his deepest wish. His name is
spoken and his image displayed daily
throughout the world in every corner
of almost every nation. He keeps the
flame of fame (or infamy) fueled by
continual tweets—tweets of inanity, of
spite, of deceit, of hateful machismo,
of self-contented ignorance—all under
the aegis of perverted presidential
power and its flagrant and flamboyant
abuse. How does any ordinary citizen
have a chance when such a bully attacks in early morning or late at night
for the slightest provocation or without
any provocation at all?

The planet has witnessed this dismal spectacle before. It became a monstrous fad in the Europe of the 1930s.
It took unknown millions of deaths;
many more millions maimed physically
and mentally; the total destruction of
hundreds or thousands of cities, towns,
and villages; and in today’s money perhaps $15–30 trillion (which CPA can calculate the cost of World War II?) to save
human civilization from the barbarians.
The Person-Cult has resurrected like
an electrified Frankenstein’s monster to
walk its walk, talk its talk, and stalk its
prey. Nonetheless, Trump’s supporters
refuse to open their minds and, worse,
remain closed-hearted toward indisputable fundamental facts whether they
pertain to the environment and human
survival, vote counts, crowd counts, scientific realities, common sense or basic
logic, enhancement of the mega-rich
with plenty of disdain for the rest of us,

Get

and even human decency.
But, go ahead, you “Christians,”
cheer on your new champion! Eventually, he will turn on you too. It’s inevitable for a tyrant to do so. And a special
thank you—or rather, a Shame-onYou—to “Christian” leaders, Catholic
and non-Catholic, for aiding and
abetting this coup of malicious and
deliberate ignorance that has made
America the third-world nation it
chooses to be!

Nicholas S. Molinari had a brief career as a
Roman Catholic priest. Disillusioned with the culture, structure, and governance of the church, he
left in the late 1960s; married in 1971; worked
productively in the automotive industry; and
retired in 1993, moving with his wife Marie to
their present home in Brick, New Jersey. He now
works to promote humanist values through writing
letters to editors and magazine articles.
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HUMANISM AT LARGE

Bible Theme Parks of the Future

I

’ve never been to one, but I imagine
that Bible theme parks are amazing
creations. Built for the glory of God
and the edification of human beings,
they are devoted to showing the wonders of God’s creation and teaching
visitors truths from the Bible. One of
the most famous of these parks—
or infamous, perhaps, to readers of
Free Inquiry—is creationist Ken Ham’s
Ark Encounter in Williamstown, Kentucky. According to its website, Ark
Encounter promises “a full-size Noah’s
Ark, built according to the dimensions
given in the Bible.” Under the tagline
“Bigger than Imagination,” the website declares that “the Ark equips
visitors to understand the reality of the
events that are recorded in the book
of Genesis.”

Shawn Dawson

To understand the reality of the
events recorded in the book of Genesis. For those of us who read the Bible
with a skeptical eye, that thought inspires no small amount of trepidation.
As it turns out, based upon a quick
Google search of reviews by visitors
to Ark Encounter, what you’re likely to
experience there is a heaping helping
of creationism and a confused and mistaken view of science. Be that as it may,
I’m curious about the parts of the good
book that get left out of Bible theme
parks.
Let’s take the biblical flood story
that Bible theme parks seem so fond
of. It’s all well and good to have a giant
ark and to spend lots of time focusing
on what’s going on inside it, but what
about what’s happening outside of it,

and what happened before the Ark
was closed up? The world is flooded
and drowning. Millions upon millions
of animals are dead. Millions of human
beings—everyone on Earth other
than Noah and his family—are dead.
Drowned bodies, floating in the water.
People screaming, crying, desperately
calling out to their gods, some calling
out to Noah and his god, for mercy and
salvation—and yet no answer. Everything outside the ark is dead or soon
to die.
The biblical flood is not such a rosy
story when one thinks of it in a slightly
larger perspective. For a more complete picture, Bible theme parks should
interpret the death and suffering
caused by the flood. It is a gruesome
spectacle, but no more than is clearly

“It’s all well and good
to have a giant ark and
to spend lots of time
focusing on what’s
going on inside it, but
what about what’s happening outside of it, and
what happened before
the Ark was closed up?”
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suggested by the story itself. Moreover,
this is God’s justice we are witnessing.
All those people, apparently, deserved
to die. And the animals and all the
other life killed by the flood? I suppose
they either deserved it too or were simply not worthy of consideration.
But let’s not stop there. There are
plenty of other enlightening parts of the
Bible that could be featured in theme
parks. Consider another potential attraction: the story of how the Israelites
escaped from slavery in Egypt as described in the book of Exodus. Most
people know the basic outline, that
God called Moses to lead the people
of Israel out of Egypt and how the Pharaoh resisted him. The matter quickly
escalated and Moses, in accordance
with God’s will, began to call down
plagues upon the Egyptian people to
make the Pharaoh comply, in an escalating crescendo of suffering and death.
The ten plagues started with turning the
Nile River to blood and ended up with
an angel of the Lord killing the first-born
son (in some translations it says child or
just first-born) of all the Egyptians, and
even killing the Egyptians’ first-born animals. Only after that did the Pharaoh
let the Israelites go.
Two questions haunt me here. How
was it just to punish all of the people
of Egypt for the actions of one person,
the Pharaoh? Even supposing that the
people of a nation bear some responsibility for the actions of their leader, in
a society as unequal as ancient Egypt,
where the Pharaoh was regarded as a
God-King, how could the people be
accountable to the same extent as he?
Did all Egyptians really deserve to have
their first-born sons slain by an angel
of God? And what about the Pharaoh?
Was he even responsible? In the book
of Exodus, God says more than once
that he “hardened his [Pharaoh’s] heart”
so that he would not listen to Moses.
Did the Pharaoh act of his own free will?
Since no one can resist the Lord, it’s
hard to see how he did, and yet he was
still punished. There is truly an astonishing moral perspective being shown in
the Exodus story, and I can only imagine how educational it would be if presented in full in a Bible theme park.
For the next stop on our tour, we
have the conquest of the Promised

Land, the land that God purportedly
gave to the people of ancient Israel to
be their homeland after they left Egypt
(never mind that other people were
already living there). The story runs
through several books of the Bible,
but let’s focus on the book of Joshua,
which describes some of the military
battles undertaken. Consider the fall
of the city of Jericho (Joshua 6:20–21,
King James Version):
So [the Israelites] shouted when the
priests blew with the trumpets: and
it came to pass, when the people
heard the sound of the trumpet,
and the people shouted with a
great shout, that the wall fell down
flat, so that the people went up
into the city, every man straight
before him, and they took the city.
And they utterly destroyed all that
was in the city, both man and
woman, young and old, and ox,
and sheep, and ass, with the edge
of the sword.

More of the same occurs when
Joshua and his armies later take the
city of Ai and other cities; at God’s behest, they kill all the people and animals, except sometimes the livestock
and “plunder.” We call actions like
these acts of war, war crimes, and even
genocide if they happen now. One
must surmise that, biblically speaking, they are acceptable if God does
them or if people do them at his direct command. A Bible theme park really should do something to allow its
visitors to “experience” the conquest
of the Promised Land, even if such an
experience is likely to amount to shock
and horror.
I have saved the best for last. Behold that ultimate destination for the
wicked, the sinners, those who have
rejected God and are not saved: hell.
What Bible theme park would be complete without a tour through hell? Of
course, there could be variations to
accommodate different theologies,
ranging from a literal place of flames
and weeping and gnashing of teeth
to something elaborate and hierarchical in its ghastly punishments, such as
Dante’s Inferno. There is something
for everyone as we glimpse versions
of hell: being stuck with people you
cannot stand for all eternity (as in JeanPaul Sartre’s play No Exit), or a simple

yet terrifying view of an isolated, tormented individual alone in darkness
for all time. The point is that infinite,
unending punishment is seemingly deserved by everyone in hell, despite the
fact that human beings live finite lives;
such an important truth is, presumably,
worthy of display.
I can anticipate an objection to my
perspective in this essay, namely, that
I have interpreted the Bible much too
literally, which has led to the grotesqueries I have imagined to have found
within it. Perhaps I have adopted a
too-literal approach, but that’s partly

“What Bible theme
park would be
complete without a tour
through hell?”
my point. If one is going to interpret
holy books literally, as many creationists and fundamentalists do, then one
should not arbitrarily leave things out.
Indeed, this challenge stands for all
who want to interpret the Bible as a
whole, who accept that it was divinely
inspired, and who believe in the doctrine of inerrancy. How do you put it all
together into something coherent, if
indeed you can, and how do the nasty,
horrible, parts-we’d-rather-ignore fit in?
At the end of our virtual tour, I’m
even gladder to be a secular humanist
and to see no reason—more to the
point, perhaps, to feel no need—to
view the Bible as something other than
a human creation, let alone some kind
of superlative guidepost to science and
morality. I’ll probably never go to a
Bible theme park, but if one ever materializes along the lines I’ve suggested—
and if I could steel myself for the experience—it might be worth the price of
admission.
Shawn Dawson is a humanist living in Canada. He
is a contributing author to the anthology Voices of
Humanism (edited by Gary Bauslaugh) and has
been published in periodicals such as F ree I nquiry ,
Humanist Perspectives, and Skeptic.
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REVIEWS

When Women Choose Freedom over Religion

W

ith a bold title such as
Women v. Religion: The Case
Against Faith—and for Freedom, Karen L. Garst has once again
provided an opportunity for women
who have suffered at the hands of religious doctrines to speak out. Her first
book, Women Beyond Belief: Discovering Life without Religion, showcased
the personal stories of twenty-two
everyday women who left religion.
This newest work written by different
authors, often professionals in their
fields, focuses more on why women
leave religion and how doing so is
beneficial both to them and society.
Although the fight for the rights
of women in general is experiencing

“Although each essay
is different, they inevitably have one thing in
common: religion stands
firmly in the way of progress for women.”
steady progress in many parts of the
world, religious dogma has shown
itself to be insidiously regressive and
a constant threat to societal advancement. That’s what makes the content of
this book so relevant. Religion is at the
very root of these political and social
movements designed to drag women
60
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Teresa Roberts

Women v. Religion: The Case Against Faith—and for Freedom,
edited by Karen L. Garst (Durham, NC: Pitchstone Publishing,
2018, ISBN 978-1634311700) 224 pp. Softcover, $16.95.

back into the Dark Ages. Culturally,
the threads of religious indoctrination
have been so closely woven into our
collective psyches that they are often
difficult to recognize, but as more
and more women turn their backs on
religion, it becomes harder to justify
such blatant oppression. Even liberal
Christians, one of the most progressive sects of Abrahamic faith, are now
being forced to find a way to align
their fight for social justice with a book
that supports the pervasive belief in
male superiority and female subjugation. As women gain personal autonomy, these Christians are challenged
to find reasonable explanations for the
archaic belief systems in the Bible, the
very foundation of their faith.
Garst has managed for the second
time to bring together a collection of
bright women willing to share their
perspectives about what it means to
be a woman in a culture that worships
old tomes packed full of harmful ideas.
Traditionally, women from all over the
world have been denied a place at the
table with men. Abrahamic religions
in particular have contributed a strong
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hand to the muzzling of women. The
notions that women were responsible for the downfall of mankind or
that they were created as an afterthought to accommodate males are
well founded in their holy scriptures.
It is an absolute inspiration to read
the words of women such as Candace
Gorham. Through her clinical practice, she has witnessed firsthand the
damage that religion does to women.
Having been diagnosed with PTSD as
a result of being raised in a Christian
cult, I know the trauma that a young
girl faces by experiencing the daily
brainwashing of such harmful belief
systems. Leaving an oppressive religion behind is a difficult task, and
the damage to my mental health was
significant. It has taken years to rid
myself of the shame and guilt and find
freedom in following my own path. To
have such experiences acknowledged
and written about in depth was life
affirming.
This book is full of many such
revelations, as Garst was careful to
include perspectives from women of
different backgrounds and religions,

such as Deanna Adams, who writes
about the experiences of black women
in America. She shows the historical importance of those brought here
against their will as slaves and forced
to transition from the faith systems
of their ethnic groups to patriarchal
Christianity. Aruna Papp wrote a compelling chapter about the somber
responsibilities she carried as a child
born into a Christian Indian household.
Trying to combine the cultural expectations already facing Indian women,
she was also burdened with the limitations of Christianity. What an enormous challenge for a young girl.
From the transgender perspective
to black and Hispanic experiences to
Jewish law and Islam, the accounts are
raw and powerfully persistent. They
all insist on calling our attention to
the challenges of being a woman in
any culture upholding a belief system of oppression that is supposedly
sanctioned by a god. What a horrible
cultural construct, designed to sub-

jugate women while giving absolute
power to men. That kind of absolute
power inflicts pain and suffering upon
women as well as limits their autonomy. Although each essay is different,
they inevitably have one thing in common: religion stands firmly in the way
of progress for women. It may very
well be the last big obstacle. The evolution of our societies is significantly
slower than it should be because of
religious ideologies that continue to
permeate our collective consciousness. Even in their complete absurdity
by modern standards of morality, they
persist. Old, archaic, unscientific, and
harmful ideas live on and on and on
while women are denied autonomy
and freedom.
Garst has managed a literary
accomplishment that forces us to open
our eyes and acknowledge that it’s
time to kick these outdated notions to
the curb. Each essay written by a
woman is a testament to her courage.
By leaving their religious upbringings

behind and embracing the responsibility that comes with true freedom, they
set an example for all women.
Furthermore, writing about sensitive,
even controversial, topics from the
female perspective is long overdue. As
more and more women leave religion,
find their voices, and speak out, the
great lie will be exposed. This book is
packed full of thoughtful, well-written
essays, making it very clear that religion
has been one of the biggest lies ever
perpetrated upon womankind.

Teresa Roberts is a retired educator turned writer,
travel blogger, and professional myth buster. Raised
in a religious cult, she soon discovered after leaving
home that the world at large expected conformity as
well. She is dedicated to debunking the many cultural expectations and myths that limit creative living.
Roberts manages a website called Creative Paths to
Freedom. Her most recent book is Have We Been
Screwed? Trading Freedom for Fairy Tales.

The Mathematicians Have Made a Covenant with the Devil
Ed Buckner

C

an anyone write an objective,
reasonable review of an essentially autobiographical book
about someone he knows well and
admires? Perhaps not, but An Atheist
Stranger in a Strange Religious Land:
Selected Writings from the Bible Belt
makes it seem easy. Dr. Herb Silverman
takes great pride in giving appealing
talks, always laced with well-polished
jokes and anecdotes, with crucial matters of timing developed and carried
out with care. His wife, Sharon Fratepietro, gets credit for coaching and
editing with a fine sense of what works.
A superficial listener to one of his talks,
like a superficial reader of this book,
might incorrectly conclude that the
entertainment is the point, because the
entertainment is well crafted and successful. (I don’t know what the equivalent of “timing” is in written anecdotes,

An Atheist Stranger in a Strange Religious Land: Selected
Writings from the Bible Belt, by Herb Silverman (Durham, NC:
Pitchstone Publishing, 2017, ISBN 978-1634311052) 264 pp.
Softcover, $15.95.

but Silverman assuredly does.)
As much fun as Stranger is to
read, fun is ultimately not really the
point: the point is a description, and
by implication a prescription, of how
a man (or in this case, more precisely,
a couple) should live. Atheism, or at
least a lack of theism, is certainly part
of this, because Silverman’s humanism has always emphatically been of

the secular sort. But justice, compassion, decency, respect, and perspective (including, of course, a sense of
humor and the ability to avoid taking
oneself too seriously) matter more.
Silverman, more than any other atheist
or humanist leader in the nation today
(and that includes many of my favorite
people on Earth), has shaped modern
humanism and atheism in the direc-
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tion of being cooperative as well as
competitive. The Secular Coalition for
America was developed by many people, but Silverman was the founder. His
dogged, cheerful persistence made
that happen when others—including
me—were not sure it ever would.
(Chapter 6 of Stranger, though way
too modest in presentation, provides
more detail.)

“Intellectual history is
the history of people who
think and, usually, of
people who think big
and who think clearly
outside the conventional
mainstream.”
I’ve read many of Silverman’s essays
posted on the internet and published
elsewhere, and, as I started reading
this, I expected merely to be going
over old—good but old—ground.
But this is far more and better than
that, since Silverman has here used
selected writings to make a coherent,
witty, wise case for his own life as one
well lived and for atheism and, especially, for thoughtful secular humanism.
As would certainly be expected

from a math professor, Silverman builds
logical case after airtight logical case
within his analysis of his own life and
of religion in America, especially in the
South. As might not be expected from
a math man, his stories are rich with wit
and warmth, with great compassion
for his fellow humans, and even with
some good bad jokes.
Ever wondered whether you—or
one of your friends—is a “Koufax Jew”?
For the definitive—and enlightening—
answer, read this book. For information
on how Silverman could have used
ten-foot-tall billionaire gods to—easily!—defeat Christopher Hitchens in a
debate? Same answer: “… the mathematicians have made a covenant with
the devil to darken the spirit and to
confine man in the bonds of hell.” Find
out more about this massive intellectual conspiracy in this book (by, please
remember, prominent Charleston mathematician Herb Silverman). But hurry,
before it’s too late. (You should also
know that, right in this book, atheist
Silverman openly admits, “As an atheist, I rape and murder as many people
as I want.”)
The jokes and fun are there but
only to entice us to read. With Sharon
Fratepietro, Herb Silverman has built
a life working effectively for justice
and decency. (When Silverman told an
aunt that former Catholic Fratepietro
is an atheist like him, the aunt asked,
“Couldn’t you marry a Jewish atheist?”)
My best guess is that my fellow secular

humanists and atheists in America won’t
understand how crucial Silverman’s (and
Fratepietro’s) community building for
us has been without the perspective of
a hundred years or more. Reading this
book in 2118 CE will secure that legacy,
but luckily we don’t have to wait—read
it now, for wisdom and with pleasure.
Intellectual history is the history of
people who think and, usually, of people who think big and who think clearly
outside the conventional mainstream.
This book is an example of just that,
because Silverman writes and thinks
with great clarity and wit. He knows
American (especially Southern—and it
pains me, as a Southerner, to admit that
a damned Yankee from Pennsylvania
can understand us) culture in depth,
and he treats it with respect but without
automatic deference. The result is full
of insight, and, to use his own line, it’s
inciteful as well.
Silverman made his goals regarding this book clear in its preface: “I’ve
tried to make my condensed writings
in this book … short, relevant, aesthetically pleasing, informative, and entertaining.” Since he succeeded brilliantly
on all five counts, it’s worth your time
and money to get and read a copy.
Ed Buckner served as executive director for the
Council for Secular Humanism from 2001–2003, as
president of American Atheists 2008–2010, and, as
of this writing, is the interim executive director of
American Atheists. He and his wife live in Atlanta;
their son lives in Decatur, GA. All three are proud life
members of the Council.
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Cerebral Pilfering

S

Mark Cagnetta

ince I initially read Guy P. Harrison’s book Think Before You
Like: Social Media’s Effect on
the Brain and the Tools You Need to
Navigate Your Newsfeed, the news
has been rife with stories about the
deleterious effects of social media on
the human brain. Almost presciently,
Harrison narrates how pervasive social media—and the devices used
to connect to it—have become, as
they subconsciously manipulate our
thoughts. The popularity of this media
phenomenon may, as Harrison points
out, “be restructuring humanity.”
Mobile cellular phones seem to be
rarely used for their primary purpose—
making phone calls—but instead have
become the impetus for connecting
with friend and foe in such arenas as
Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, and
Twitter. In a recent article in Education
Week, Donald Coburn underscored
the negative effects social media, via
cell phones, has had on the American
student population. Our future, those
young, malleable minds, are spending
up to nine hours a day contributing to the congestion on technology’s superhighway. Coburn cited a
study conducted by California State
University that drives home the “Think
Before You Like” exhortation advocated by Harrison. On average, of the
263 students who participated in the
study, six minutes of studying led to
indifference, and was, apparently, the
impetus to pick up their cell phones to
text, tweet, or post selfies. “What kind
of critical thinking,” Coburn asked,
“can possibly exist within the span of
six minutes?”
Although the persons most in

Think Before You Like: Social Media’s Effect on the Brain and
the Tools You Need to Navigate Your Newsfeed, by Guy P.
Harrison (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2017, ISBN 9781633883512) 380 pp. Softcover, $18.00.

need of reading such an informative
tome probably won’t—because, after
all, it will take much longer than six
minutes to peruse it—Harrison’s book
is still a worthy read. “Most social
media users are not aware of the
natural and standard human cognitive
biases, mental shortcuts, perception
problems, and emotional weak spots
that can and do trip them up online,”
Harrison stated. Such mental finagling
was grossly evident during the last
election cycle. Russian bots frantically
posted fake news stories skewering
Hillary Clinton’s presidential bid, ultimately lending support to Donald
Trump.
Recent indictments of Russian
nationals for “meddling” in our 2016
presidential election illustrate the
need to evaluate all of our news
sources. “The only reason so many
ridiculous lies and painful mistakes are
able to rage through social media,”
Harrison stated, “… is because sufficient numbers of people are intellectually lazy and pass them on unopposed.” We’ve probably all witnessed
this firsthand. Harrison mentions a

BuzzFeed study that identified the
top two fake news stories generated
by the Russians: The Pope’s endorsement of Donald Trump and Hillary
Clinton’s weapons sales to ISIS. My
best friend posted the latter story
on Facebook, ignoring my cautionary
advice that the story was blatantly
false. Instead, he defended the story
and referred to Clinton as “a liar.”
To make matters worse, we are told
social media users are being monitored by the corporations themselves,
mining for personal data, which is
used internally and sold externally to
advertisers. The data is also used to
manufacture filter bubbles: personalized zones of customized news, be it
authentic or fake. A former mentor to
Mark Zuckerberg, in an article in The
Guardian, warned Facebook users of
the peril they encounter whenever
they log in. Roger McNamee encourages social media users to be aware
of the harm “the platform has caused
through addiction and exploitation.”
Harrison reiterates these concerns in
Think Before You Like: “Every click,
share, like, search, tweet, photo,
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video, and comment is captured,
saved, tossed into various vats of data
that define you.”
A user’s wants and needs, likes
and dislikes, political positions, and
purchasing history, become corporate-owned data. They, in turn, customize an entire internet platform based
on your personal history. Psychological
tools employed by social media, such
as confirmation bias, filter bubbles,
and advertising ploys, Harrison tells us,
are not unintentional. There is a serious attempt by social media platforms
to lure their users into dopamine traps,
whether it is through rather complicated confirmation of our biases or a
more simplistic casting for “Likes” or
collecting friends. This, in turn, leads
to addiction, and internet addiction,
we are informed, can lead to a psychiatric condition linked to depression
and other ailments.
As in his other books, Harrison
eschews scholarly blather and writes in

LETTERS

blance of privacy.” Reading this book
may help.
Awareness and critical thought are
the bottom line of Think Before You
Like. In a topical Dilbert cartoon by
Scott Adams, Asok informs Dilbert that
he has upgraded his soul: “Now I let
the major social media companies
control my beliefs and actions through
their dopamine delivery systems.”
Harrison would have been pleased
had Asok picked up a copy of his book
before allowing his mind to be so
exploited.

Mark Cagnetta holds a doctorate degree in organizational leadership and is a retired police captain with
more than twenty-five years of law enforcement
experience.

continued from p. 17

May 2018). A. P. Norman
responds to Y. N. Harari’s concerns about “our shadow” by
saying that humanism doesn’t
“worship” or “sanctify” humanity, so it won’t blindly cause the
conditions for “our shadow” as
would a “humanity-sanctifying”
worldview.
But the presence in the article
of a scientific and philosophically
accepted term to refer to humanity makes me doubt that Norman
appreciates how easy it is for us
to “worship” and “sanctify” humanity but not see that’s what
we’re doing. I was blinded to the
use of this term for most of my life
because I accepted philosophical ideas. But an anthropologist
friend enlightened me, and I now
see the term as an utterly gratuitous glorification of the human
species.
My friend said: “It’s a mistake
that we ever called ourselves
Homo sapiens, because that
means ‘wise man,’ and it implies
that the species of humanity is
64

his typical friendly, informative way. He
is sincere in his campaign for critical
thinking, and, although there is some
overlap with his previous books on
reason and good thinking, the subject
matter of this book is too important
to ignore. Harrison has conducted
extensive research, citing scholars, scientists, and even common folk who
intimately discuss their internet habits.
Despite the convenience of our portable, handheld computers, there is an
accompanying downside, and it has
been extended to other devices such
as the Amazon Echo, home security
systems, and even robotic vacuums.
Our privacy is intruded upon, our
minds are impressed, and our lives are
forever changed—and we are unwilling participants. “Many people do
have at least some hope that the
Internet and social media will become
a more welcoming, sensible, and
less-exploitive environment,” wrote
Harrison, “enough to save some sem-

wise. But there is nothing about
the human species that is wise.
We are very clever, but we are
not wise.”
This statement takes time to
settle in and manifest its meaning. But “our shadow” is way
more than that humans can accidentally create communism,
Nazism, and capitalism. Instead,
that we are clever but not wise is
such a problem for us as to absolutely dominate us as a species,
and it should modify our ideas
about our possibilities. It explains
why our “accomplishments” so
often blow up in our faces.
It’s great that we learned
how to fix nitrogen from oil in the
1930s, right? But if we hadn’t, our
population would have automatically been limited to two billion
people (maybe forestalling the
problem of man-caused climate
change?). But now our Earth has
over seven billion people who
mostly can’t see us as just another
animal that must regulate its population. When Nobel invented
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dynamite, he thought its explosive force was so horrible that
we would forgo war. Instead, we
were motivated to develop the
hydrogen bomb. And on and on.
That we are clever, but not
wise, is our greatest problem.
And we are nowhere near appreciating that problem.

William H. Clarke

Missoula, Montana
In his all too apologetic exchange
with Yuval Harari, who is no
friend of the humanist movement, A. P. Norman makes the
astonishing claim that Nazism
and Stalinism were both secular
belief systems that had “cast off
their supernatural trappings.”
What nonsense. Nazism openly
embraced an atavistic revival of
occultic Nordic myths, symbols,
and rituals, and all German soldiers were obliged to pledge
absolute loyalty to Hitler bei Gott
(by God). As for Stalinism, the
religion of Christianity with Jesus

as the “Savior” of mankind was
replaced by the religion of dialectic materialism with Josef Stalin,
a former seminarian, giving the
boot to Jesus. The iconography
of the Russian Orthodox Church
depicting Jesus and various
saints inspired the Bolshevik iconography depicting Stalin and
his underlings as semi-divine figures, with “class enemies” as the
new heretics. Indeed, the vicious
anti-Semitism of Nazism and the
Stalinist ultimate goal of a classless society in which the downtrodden are triumphant have by
far a greater organic connection
with Christianity than they do
with either the Enlightenment or
Humanism.

Dennis Middlebrooks
Brooklyn, New York

In his dialogue with Yuval Noah
Harari, A. P. Norman accepted
Harari’s definition of humanism as
“religions (that) worship humanity,” but he did not point out

that Harari misapplied his own
definition in using the term to
label the three ideological movements that he wished to criticize.
Leaving aside the inappropriate
words religion and worship, none
of those movements championed
the whole of humanity, which
is the defining characteristic of
humanism. They only sought to
privilege one segment of humanity and in effect to dehumanize
the rest. The Nazis went to war
to elevate their “master race” to
world domination, even though
they could never sort out their
ideas of who the “master race”
was: Nordics, who at least have
the superficial biological characteristic of demelaninization
in common, or Aryans, who are
really the speakers of the IndoEuropean family of languages
that are spread all the way from
northern India to Spain—but do
not include Hebrew or Arabic.
The advocates of the free market and free trade, now called
“neo-liberals,” have succeeded
in raising the rights of capitalist
investors above those of workers, consumers, and communities through national and international institutions such as the
World Trade Organization. The
Communists tried to do something like the opposite by leading
the disprivileged “proletarian”
workers to overthrow and dispossess the capitalists worldwide. In
each case, the dehumanized enemies of the movements’ favored
categories of humanity were to
be exterminated, deprived of
rights, or at best “re-educated”
to erase their former class identities. Not all humans are considered human by these movements, and that disqualifies them
as humanist.

Homer Edward Price
Sylval, North Carolina

I congratulate Free Inquiry editors for printing the very important report of the philosophical
exchange between A. P. Norman
and Israeli author Yuval Noah
Harari in your April/May 2018
issue.
It was a very fruitful encounter

of two minds. First, to set straight
Harari’s view of our modern humanist movement, which gave
him also the opportunity to enlighten us on our need to modify
slightly our definition of the term
humanism, and to how more
completely state our aims in the
latest version of the Humanist
Manifesto III (2003) authored by
our late founder Paul Kurtz.
For the first suggested modification I favor “secular humanism” as much as Norman did.
And “secular humanist rationalism” too. But how about Homo
sapiens rationalism? It sounds
strange, but it is closer to a scientific truth.
On his second suggestion I
agree with Harari completely. He
echoes my concerns about science fiction and Star Wars–style
“discoveries” by U.S. scientists
who seem not to be truly interested in the benefit of human
kind. They create only to make
the United States “number one”
and feel free to let their imaginations “go wild” coming up with
risky human-like robotic projects
to create sensationalism and get
a place at the hall of fame with a
big cash prize.
No one is sure if such invention will benefit humanity or will
be lethal to future Homo sapiens
generations and all animal species or ruin our ecosystem. Our
rationalistic mind has a duty to
question such creations and like
“watch dogs” sound the alarm so
the non-thinking masses do not
fall for such wild high-tech projects and U.S. financers, worshippers of Wall Street, invest in the
product and sell it to the whole
world.
We must be vigilant to protect our human species, all animals, and Earth’s ecosystem. If
we keep silent we contribute to
our future destruction.
The third step to take with
great love and respect for our late
founder philosopher Paul Kurtz
who was a wise revisionist of his
manifestos, is to add two needed
lines to complete affirmation #3
“… but need to avoid imaginative excesses that might lead to
future dangers to the human and

animal species and the entire
ecosystem!”
And the fourth step to take
is to modify affirmation “number
16” by making it more clear and
complete: “For they are the highest expressions of our humanity.”
I trust that the Council for
Secular Humanism will decide
what is best for the future advancement of our secular Homo
sapiens movement, so that it
won’t be seen again as a negative influence by any Jewish
philosopher.

Jesus Sierra Oliva

Founder of the Hispanic Theatre
of San Diego, California

Identity Politics
In “Is the GOP Fit for Liberal
Democracy?” (FI, April/May
2018), Shadia Drury says that the
basic idea of Friedrich Hayek’s
“spontaneous order” is that
“unbridled capitalism yields meritocratic results.” But this was
not his idea. In The Constitution
of Liberty (University of Chicago
Press, 1960), which Drury cites,
Hayek explicitly denies that those
who succeed get rewarded in
accord with market demand
that does not take into account
whether they are meritorious. “To
decide on merit presupposes that
we can judge … how much effort
of will or self-denial this has cost
them; it presupposes also that we
can distinguish between that part
of their achievement which is due
to circumstances within their control and that part which is not” (p.
95). Hayek is famous for questioning that the government can process the quantity of knowledge to
measure such merit. What a person gets in the market depends
on what others are willing to give
him for his service, “not their
merit in providing it” (p. 97).
Hayek’s “spontaneous order”
or “catallaxy” is no respecter of
moral desert nor is any existing
capitalist market society.

Arthur DiQuattro

Seattle, Washington

Math
Brooke Horvath’s review of the
book Understanding Ignorance
by Daniel R. DeNicola in the
April/May 2018 issue (“Who
Knew?”) gives examples of
some of the questions asked and
answered in the book. One of
them is “Do I know the sum of
237 x 7 if I need first to calculate
it?” Never mind the answer to
that question. I would just like to
know how to calculate “the SUM
of 237 x 7.”

John Grant

Baltimore, Maryland

Deconstructing Religion
The articles on cognitive science
of religion (April/May 2018) are
interesting, but they ignore the
elephant in the room. Many religions are not just the product of
cognitive mechanisms of individual people alone. Religions
don’t arrive by “spontaneous
generation” on a suitable substrate like molds on old bread
or maggots in rotting meat. The
larger organized religions are
intentional products of shamans,
priests, or whatever the religious
leaders are called. In particular
Pascal Boyer has explained how
it works. Religions are about
contraintuitive and counterfactual concepts, such as invisible
powerful agents. The shaman’s
livelihood depends on mediating between those agents and
ordinary people. As their product
is basically worthless, shamans
invent all kinds of ways to stay in
business and defeat the competition. The best way is obtaining
political power and using force
and intimidation. But naturally
they also exploit powerful psychological mechanisms, and the
religions that are best at this survive. Each of those mechanisms is
of course worthy of scrutiny, but
the really important issue is how
the religious leaders secured their
jobs by using those mechanisms.

Jan Willem Nienhuys

Waalre, The Netherlands
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Poem

Iambic
Translation
Joyce Wilson
This evening we examine The Koran
Where the Prayer of the Cataclysm explains
How in the aftermath of the great deluge
“Each soul shall know what it has done
and what
It has failed to do.” The few familiar words
Weigh heavy in my throat till it constricts.
They show, like stones across an endless
gulf,
How we might boast of something in
common—
A patriarchal God full of wrath,
The rising of a flood, the final day,
A love of music and poetic lines—
If only words did not wreak with silence!
Meanwhile my friends insist the problem
lies
With Darwood’s translation, saying it’s too
English.

Joyce Wilson has taught English at Suffolk
University and Boston University. Her first poetry
collection, The Etymology of Spruce, and a chapbook, The Springhouse, both appeared in 2010.
She is creator and editor of the magazine on the
internet, The Poetry Porch (www.poetryporch.
com), which has been online since 1997. Her
poems have appeared in many literary journals,
among them Alabama Literary Review, American
Arts Quarterly, and Ibbetson Street Magazine.
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Politics and Religion—an Unholy
Alliance
Robyn Blumner’s insightful editorial “Women
Should Be Mad at Religion Not (Just) Trump”
in the April/May 2018 issue compelled me to
add this complimentary and complementary
commentary.
President Donald “Make Me Great
Again” Trump is arguably the least religious,
least moral, and least monogamous president in our nation’s history. This raises the
question of why he is so revered by the radical religious Right who previously and piously
preached family values. It is revealing how
strangely silent they are about those values
now.
These regressive religionists obviously
value political ideology more than religious
ideology. In other words, their partisan politics trump their fundamentalist faith (pun
intended).
This unholy alliance represents the height
of human hypocrisy. They presume the pernicious president will further their sectarian
scheme to publicly force their private religious beliefs on Americans in violation of the
United States Constitution. They have no respect for our secular founding, secular constitution, secular government, or the majority of
Americans who do not share their repressive
religious beliefs.
A focus on the family ironically reveals
Mrs. Clinton #1 and Mrs. Trump #3 have
much in common. In addition to being First
Ladies, both are married to misogynistic adulterers, draft dodgers, and public liars.
Concerned Americans can only hope our
constitutional republic endures, this pompous president stops playing with his Twitter
and starts competently governing our diverse nation, and the classless cursing, nasty
name-calling and crass chaos ceases.

How many times can a man turn
his head
and pretend that he just doesn’t
see?
The answer, my friend, is blowing
in the wind,
the answer is blowing in the wind.
—Bob Dylan
(American singer-songwriter and Nobel Laureate)
John Compere
Baird, Texas

Hidden God
Regarding Roy W. Brown’s article, “The Four
Horsemen of Apologetics” (FI, April/May
secularhumanism.org

2018), it occurs to this reader that their god
evidently prefers to remain hidden, else it
would have fully revealed itself to all mankind centuries ago. We are often told that
the reason for this peculiar divine behavior
is to engender faith, and so it would appear
that apologists are working at cross purposes
to their god. Where is the necessity for faith
in the presence of proof? How do they therefore justify their activities?

Peter G. Roode, MD
Gainesville, Florida
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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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