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ATHEIST FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA INC 
EST. 1970 

 

PHILOSOPHY 
The Atheist Foundation of Australia recognises scientific method as the only rational means toward 
understanding reality. To question and critically examine all ideas, testing them in the light of 

experiment, leads to the discovery of facts. 
 

As there is no scientific evidence for supernatural phenomena, atheists reject belief in ‘God’, gods and 
other supernatural beings. The universe, the world in which we live, and the evolution of life, are 

entirely natural occurrences. 
 

No personality or mind can exist without the process of living matter to sustain it. We have only one 
life - here and now. All that remains after a person dies is the memory of their life and deeds in the 

minds of those who live. 
 

Atheists reject superstition and prejudice along with the irrational fears they cause. We recognise the 
complexity and interdependence of life on this planet. As rational and ethical beings we accept the 

challenge of making a creative and responsible contribution to life. 

 

AIMS 
To encourage and to provide a means of expression for informed free-thought on philosophical and 

social issues. 
 

To safeguard the rights of all non-religious people. 
 

To serve as a focal point for the fellowship of non-religious people. 
 

To offer reliable information in place of superstition and to offer the methodology of reason in place of 
faith so as to enable people to take responsibility for the fullest development of their potential as  

human beings. 
 

To promote atheism. 

ATHEISTS PROVIDING 
FOR ATHEISTS 
AFA Member 

Anthony Pickham 
Managing Partner of the firm 

‘AJBartlettCachia’ 
Chartered Accountants 
can assist with all your 

accountancy, taxation, business 
and management needs. 

 
276 Keira Street,  
Wollongong NSW 2500 
 
Email:  info@ajbca.com.au 
Web:    www.ajbca.com.au 
 

Phone: (02) 4226 1000 
Fax: (02) 4228 0907 



 

 

A ccording to religious folk I am placing my soul in mortal danger by being an atheist, so it seemed like a good 
idea to find out a bit more about this business of souls. After a bit of “soul searching” I have discovered a couple 
of interesting things. 
 
The religious can be essentially divided into two groups, the Creationists and the Evolutionists, and it’s useful to 
consider the two groups separately in looking at the issue of souls. First, let’s consider the Evolutionists. This is a 
large group, because it includes the Catholics, the Vatican having finally decided that evolution is acceptable. If 
you trace back through the fossil record from modern humans, Homo sapiens, you reach Homo ergaster, then  
going further back Homo habilis and so on. It’s an interesting observation, made by Richard Dawkins in his most 
recent book The Greatest Show on Earth that the only reason that we are able to place labels on these various 
stages of human evolution is because we do not have a complete fossil record. The point is that at any stage in our 
evolution there is no real distinction to be made between any child and its parents, and you can follow that       
argument back through time from child to parent to grandparent to great grandparent and so on. So with a       
complete fossil record you would not be able to say at any given point that this child is Homo sapiens say, but that 
this child’s parents are Homo ergaster. Quoting from Dawkins “As Darwin himself said, in The Decent of Man, 
“In a series of forms graduating insensibly from one apelike creature to man as he now exists, it would be         
impossible to fix on any definite point where the term ‘man’ ought to be used”. It is only because we have an   
incomplete fossil record that we see major differences over a large time span, and can give distinct names to these 
now distinct looking stages in human evolution. 
 
Now here is my point. If modern humans have a soul, then each ancestor as we go back in an unbroken line must 
also have a soul. There is no logical reason to stop somewhere along this line and say, right, this no longer looks 
like a modern human, so here is where we have to stop popping in a soul. But now we can follow this logic all the 
way back in time to our most recent common ancestor with the chimpanzee, which must therefore also have had a 
soul. Now moving forward in time and following the line of descent from this common ancestor down the     
chimpanzee path, we see that chimpanzees must therefore also have souls. Now some religious people may not be 
uncomfortable with the idea of animals having a soul. But it’s not that simple. We can follow our ancestral line 
back even further than our most recent common ancestor with the chimpanzee; we can follow it back to our most 
recent common ancestor with, say, a cabbage. Following that line forward to the modern cabbage, then logically 
all vegetables must also have a soul, and using the same argument all fruit and all plants, in fact all living things 
must have a soul as well. I am not talking about the concept of animism, whereby some cultures consider that 
souls or spirits exist not only in humans but also in other animals, plants, rocks and natural phenomena such as 
thunder and so on, or even religious belief that all living things, or at least animals, have a soul. What we are   
talking about here is the supposed human soul that is sacred and eternal, and if the human soul is sacred and    
eternal, then by the above reasoning so is the soul of a bacterium. 
 
Now let’s consider the Creationists. They don’t have to worry about whether or not a carrot has a soul. For them, 
everything was created in its present form at some time about 6 to 10 thousand years ago, and the souls were just 
popped in, only to human beings, right there. But here is something they need to consider. According to Christian 
theology at least, the soul enters the zygote at the moment of conception. (This little bit of dogma leads to some 
great injustices, such as bans on embryonic stem cell research and the murder of abortion doctors, but that is    
another story.) But this idea leads to a conundrum. I cannot possibly put it any more succinctly than Sam Harris, 
so I will just quote directly from his book, Letter to a Christian �ation: “let us assume, for the moment, that every 
three-day-old embryo has a soul worthy of our moral concern. Embryos at this stage occasionally split, becoming 
separate people (identical twins). Is this a case of one soul splitting into two? Two embryos sometimes fuse into a 
single individual, called a chimera. You or someone you know may have developed in this way. No doubt      
theologians are struggling even now to determine what becomes of the extra human soul in such a case. Isn’t it 
time we admitted that this arithmetic of souls does not make any sense?” 
 
So don’t worry about your soul my fellow atheists. It’s just another absurdity from our infallible frocked friends at 
the Vatican. 
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I  am an Atheist. I have always had my doubts and the 
reading of ‘The God Delusion’ crystallised all my 
thoughts into a coherent understanding. 
  
If, like me, other Atheists can see the fallacy of         
religion, why are there so many intelligent people    
embracing religion. 
 
Is it, ‘give me the child and I will give you the man’ 
and when becoming an adult they are so indoctrinated 
they are unwilling to question, or are they ‘hedging 
their bets’ just in case there might be a supreme being. 
  
If so, then I question their intelligence. 
  
Can I have your thoughts? 
  
Thank you, 
Richard. 
 
 

D ear Richard 
 
Thank you for your enquiry. 
 
I too, continue to wonder how it is possible for        
otherwise perfectly ‘normal’ and intelligent people – 
rational in any other aspect of their lives – to believe in 
what is essentially an ‘invisible being in the sky’, as 
well as a whole suite of preposterous constructs i.e. 
prayers, afterlife, miracles and so on.  Ideas, one might 
have thought, that would be impossible for modern, 
educated human beings to take seriously.  But there 
you have it.  Millions of people do - but how? 
 
Well, improbable as it may seem to you and me,      
religiously inclined people seem to be able to         
compartmentalise their brains (or thought processes) 
into two distinct sectors – the rational sector and the 
supernatural sector, and the two somehow co-exist and 
sometimes even overlap, without the ‘believer’        
experiencing the slightest feeling of tension between 
the two.  If tension does arise, the believer simply    
ignores it, making no effort at resolution or              
reconciliation.  I imagine we all do this at some time or 
other, but to varying degrees and for various reasons.  
For many, it is mostly relatively harmless, even if plain 
barmy.  Followers of astrology, palmistry and many 
‘alternative’ medicines and treatments come to mind.  
But with religion, as with medicine, matters do tend to 

get more serious – if not downright dangerous.   
 
To understand how the stark contradictions between 
truth, science and reality on the one hand, and religious 
jiggery-pokery on the other can be entertained          
simultaneously by religious folk, one needs to          
understand why they are ‘believers’ in the first place.  
There are undoubtedly a myriad reasons, some buried 
deep in the human psyche – penetrable perhaps only by 
those who study these phenomena.  But to the atheist 
layperson, the following come readily to mind - in no 
particular order: 
 

Indoctrination. 
This is probably the ‘big daddy’ for most believers.  
Your paraphrase...”give me the boy”…etc. is           
indisputably correct – although efficacy is not one   
hundred percent.  There have always been apostates 
and it would appear that the number abandoning      
religious beliefs is on the rise. But childhood           
indoctrination works well because children, no matter 
how bright, are essentially naïve and gullible.  They 
love mummy and daddy, and although on a steep   
learning curve, they are not yet capable of analytical 
scrutiny.  They’ll mostly believe their parents and more 
or less follow the parental examples set.  Comfort, 
love, trust and security are powerful instruments on a 
soft and compliant child.  It should not be surprising 
then, that the seeds of religious behaviour, nourished 
for a decade or more, will become an irresistible habit 
of thought.  Religion ultimately equates with the    
comforts and joys of childhood and if not the comforts, 
the discomfiture of eternal purgatory or perhaps a   
mixture of the two.  Beyond childhood, there may be 
any number of reinforcers, which will maintain the 
status quo, resisting any attempt by the rational mind to 
triumph over the supernatural. 
  

Comfort. 
Ceremonial procedures such as the singing of simple 
tunes (hymns) the murmured recitation of prayers, the 
repetitive appeals to a loving god or the parables of 
‘gentle Jesus’ can all be mildly hypnotic, if not      
soporific.  Preachers are trusted ‘father’ figures – their 
sermons reminiscent of a wise and knowledgeable   
parent imparting fragments of a greater mystery to a 
bewildered child or the ‘child’ within the adult.  
There’s comfort in repetition and routines.  Church 
offers familiar faces and familiar phrases. 
 
 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Eternal life or hell. 

The fear of purgatory can cause a ‘conditioned’ person 
to maintain religious adherence.  This, tragic as it may 
seem, binds many people to their religious roots.  So too 
can the fear of death.  On the other hand, a religious life 
promises a glorious ‘eternal life’. That seems like a 
good deal to the religiously indoctrinated.  Rational 
thinking therefore is suspended to accommodate the 
desire to live forever in god’s loving arms. 
 
Security. 

Religious people appear to be emotionally and perhaps 
intellectually incapable of dealing with the randomness 
and meaningless of life.  They have been indoctrinated 
or have somehow acquired the notion that someone, 
somewhere is in charge and knows what is going on and 
has assigned a purpose to every single life.  They find 
succour in the knowledge that there is a ‘higher         
authority’ – one with a ‘grand plan’ in which they, as 
faithful Christians, have a rightful place and a role to 
play. 
  
 

Morality. 
The conviction that their religion provides a moral code 
of conduct, without which humans would degenerate in 
to mere brutes and presumably, spend their entire lives 
killing one another!  Religious people seem almost 
point blank to refuse to entertain the fact that morality is 
a logical biological survival mechanism, required for 
any species to perpetuate. Apart from minor (and   
sometimes very major) aberrations, most people behave   
perfectly well and cooperate with their fellow most of 
the time.  They live their lives without ever seriously 
harming another human being, and of course, can do so 
without ever having had a religious upbringing. 
  
Well Richard, to the above you could add many other 
factors, important to the religious people in varying   
degrees.  Here’s a few more: 
 
Pomp and Tradition, 
Community and Fellowship, 
Social Pressures and Conformity, 
Love of mystery, 
Personal Crisis, 
‘Christian’ Charity, 
 
Drawing all these together, it is perhaps not difficult to 
see how, to the religious mind, the positive benefits of 
‘belief’ are irresistible.  The real world, with its  naked 
truths and bare facts and its natural phenomena are  
constantly pounding on the religious door.  But the   
religious convictions are safely sequestered in their own 
private little compartment, secure and inviolable.      
Scientific facts may be stored in one place; the       

metaphysical remain unharmed in another.  You and I 
and millions of others are simply not able to do this.  It 
becomes possible primarily through childhood          
indoctrination.  The classic ‘born again’ adult usually 
results from a particularly traumatic crisis in life.  Often 
too, it is the result of ‘contamination’ or coercion 
through a personal relationship with a religious partner.  
 
I think it would be as mistake to question a religious 
person’s intelligence – tempting as that may be. 
 
There are many highly intelligent, wise, educated,   
morally and ethically sound people, who are also      
religious – sometimes profoundly so.  I’ve known a 
good number such, and without fail, family tradition 
and childhood indoctrination have proven to be the 
‘devils’ handiwork 
 
Trusting this helps, Richard.  Most atheists enjoy     
having a ‘shot’ at religious ‘nutters’, but it is important 
to always keep in mind that our fight, such as it is, 
should be with the institutions of religion, not with the 
individual, who is, essentially a victim - albeit,      
sometimes a rabid victim, but a victim nevertheless.   
 
Best wishes 
 
Jac 
Public Relations Team 
Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc  
 
 
Personally I think it has a lot to with social                
acceptability. 
 
The thing we non believers lack is the weekly social 
gathering where warm emotional bonding smooths 
away any doubts that creep in during the wee hours. 
What our society lacks, outside religion, alcohol and 
spectator sport, is a safe, neutral meeting ground where 
families and individuals feel accepted, respected and 
able to express their passion for life without inhibition.  
Religions have had thousands of years to build these 
social networks, fleece the masses and establish a     
formidable power structure. 
 
Without ‘pie in the sky’ to sell we are a bit            
handicapped. 
  
Michael 
 
 
Nicely put...and succinct.  Social acceptability is an    
important factor.  So, I think, is family expectation - 
demands even. 
 
Jac 

(Continued from page 5) 
 

(Continued on page 7) 
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Personally I think it has a lot to with social                

H i there, 
 
Just writing to let you know there is a slight fault on 
the ‘athiestconvention.org.au’ website. 
 

The header says ‘The Rise of Athiesm’.  As 100%    
correct as this is.... really it should say ‘The Rise AND 
FALL of Athiesm. 
 

Because that is what is GOING to happen. And on  
another note... this ‘convention’ is going to be dull, 
have very little impact, and be a massive                  
disappointment. Because Melbourne already belongs to 
Jesus. 
 

Peace. 
Kathryn  
 
 

D ear Kathryn, 
  
My name is Nigel and I will comment on your message 
about the atheist convention to be held in Melbourne in 
March. 
 

“Really it should say ‘the Rise and FALL of    Atheism’.” 
Who says it “should”— apart from you? 
 

“Because that is what is GOING to happen. . .” What 
brand of crystal ball do you use? And do you have an 
independently audited track record of being a          
successful prophet over several years? 
 

“This ‘convention’ is going to be dull, have very little 
impact, and be a massive disappointment”. Well it may 
very well be very, very dull for people with your      
particular mindset, but what is dull is purely a matter of 
taste. Lots of people like Gregorian chanting; it gives 
me the creeps. Lots of people like film and pop culture 
“celebrities”; I find them boring. I like some sorts of 
opera; many people hate all forms of opera. 
 

The convention will not be a boring, disappointing flop 
just because you wish that it would be. It is already 
sold out, which suggests a lot of interest. 
 

“Melbourne already belongs to Jesus” H’mm! Just  
another petty slogan born of wishful thinking.        
Constantinople once “belonged to Jesus” in the sense 
that it was the capital of the Eastern Church. But it fell 
to the Islamic Ottoman Empire and was its capital for 
several centuries. Now it is a major city (but not the 
capital) in a secular Turkish Republic. 
 

Berlin once “belonged” to Adolf Hitler and his thugs; 

Moscow to Stalin and his henchmen. Not any more. 
Slogans and wishful thinking are a very poor substitute 
for adult argument. 
  
With good wishes, 
 
Nigel 
Public Relations Team 
Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc 
 
 
 

W hat is the purpose of living then if there is no 
god? When it comes down to it, on the science, we’re 
all just rotting organisms waiting to die. So we may as 
well believe in something. My life would be so so 
empty without God.  
 
 

D ear Shaher  
  
Thanks for your email. 
 

Yes, I’ve heard it said that we begin to die from the 
moment we are born, but fortunately, most of us have 
around 70 years of reasonable health before the ‘rot’ 
sets in. And I agree we have to believe some things are 
worthwhile, otherwise the ‘emptiness’, as you put it, 
would destroy us psychologically. 
 

But what should we ‘believe’ in? What values, actions, 
plans and ideals should we hold dear? For many     
thousands of years, long before the ‘big three’      
monotheistic religions became widespread,  wise men 
and women have been telling humans how they should 
live; what actions and behaviours will bring friendship, 
happiness, contentment… and always the advice is  
essentially the same; it includes such things as…. Live 
simply. Treat others as you wish to be treated. Take 
care of the environment that sustains all life. Treat all 
living creatures with respect. If you want to be loved, 
make yourself lovable. Don’t steal. Be honest. Be 
charitable, generous and hospitable. Turn the other 
cheek. Take care of your family and friends. Show  
tolerance. Be fair in dealings. Be a good listener. Be 
realistic in your aspirations, and your abilities, desiring 
only what is possible. All these things are               
commonsense and derive from an understanding of 
human nature and the reality of the world in which we 
live. They are not divinely inspired, although most  
religions have appropriated them without                 
acknowledgement of their human source.  
 

Life seems to stretch ahead forever for the young, and 
everything seems possible; heads are filled with dreams 

(Continued from page 6) 
 

(Continued on page 8) 
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of wealth, happiness, fast cars, fame, and a future filled 
with excitement. For those who have followed ancient 
wisdom, age brings contentment at contemplating a life 
spent behaving decently, and gentle pleasure in the 
simple joys of living in peaceful security, love and  
contentment. 
 

Now to your primary question: what is the ‘purpose’ of 
life? Do you mean all life – that of sea cucumbers and 
ants and seagulls, as well as growler monkeys and   
humans?  Or is your notion of ‘purpose’ restricted to 
humans? Do you think there’s an externally imposed 
‘grand plan’ for humans? If you do then that’s probably 
because from an early age you were taught that a god 
created Earth and the universe in order to test every 
human to see if they are worthy of living for eternity 
with him in ‘heaven’ after they die. 
 

For people groomed in this way from birth, the     
meaning or purpose of  their life is clear; it is to      
worship their god and have unquestioning and         
uncomplaining faith that whatever happens, no matter 
what calamities unfold, because all is as it should be, 
and going according to his plan. 
 

However, for those who did not receive such           
indoctrination, and people whose brains require proof 
of such grand assertions, such a ‘purpose’ seems     
servile at best, and dangerously infantile at worst. 
 

Unlike religious people, Atheists and other              
free-thinkers have no dogma. We expect everyone to 
think for themselves and come up with a way of living 
and a purpose in life that gives them satisfaction,  
pleasure and a sense of worth. For rationalists, ‘life’ 
has no externally imposed, over-arching meaning or 
purpose; it simply is. [How it began has nothing to do 
with the present discussion]. The only universal 
‘purpose’ of all living organisms is to procreate so 
‘life’ will continue. 
 

Being sentient and self aware, humans invent other, 
more specific meanings/purposes for their lives, not so 
obviously linked to species survival, and those         
purposes can range from the banal desire to become a 
millionaire, through a wish to be a good person/
husband/wife/parent/friend/lover, to the noble urge to 
assist the victims of flood and famine and prevent the 
extinction of life on earth. 
 

No single overarching purpose could apply fairly to 
every human on the planet, because we are all          
individuals with our own characters, hopes, desires and 
talents. Most people desire a peaceful, stable life     
devoid of major upheavals, crime and disease... and to 
assist us with that we have a moral code that sets out 

appropriate behaviours. But morality is a tool of       
society, not a purpose. 
 

You admit that your life would be empty without god. I 
am not being facetious when I ask, ‘Which god?’ It is 
clear that every religious person believes in a different 
god – one that suits their values and notions of         
morality. Aggressive people imagine an aggressive god 
desirous of retribution if disobeyed. Gentle people   
revere a god that is gentle and kind, forgiving and   
understanding of their failures. No two people picture 
the same god when they pray, but they all believe theirs 
is the ‘true’ god. 
 

It is understandable, therefore, that people who have 
suffered great injustice should worship an avenging 
god and be prepared to do battle in his name to exact 
retribution. And it is equally obvious that generous, 
kindly people will sing the praises of a gentle kind god, 
and in his name go out and do good deeds. But it is 
clear that the goodness and decency come from the 
person, not from the god they confide in, just as the 
sense of desperation and anger arise from the militant, 
not from the god. Both groups, of course, denounce the 
others as not being ‘true’ believers; of following false 
gods. 
 

I have no problem with individuals gaining comfort 
and joy from believing in and ‘communing’ with a god 
they admire. I do have a problem though, when these 
beliefs become organized into monolithic organisations 
of great power and wealth that attempt to impose their 
vision of god and his laws and punishments on        
everyone else. This is intolerable. I also have a big 
problem with the grooming of young people to believe 
implicitly in the truth of their parent’s god, without 
also teaching them about other religions and the      
philosophies that have sustained humanity, so they can 
decide for themselves what to believe. 
 

In conclusion, I suggest that the purpose you have in 
your life derives from your own nature, but modesty 
makes you credit your god with that. Once you        
understand that praying is thinking deeply about    
problems, analysing them, and arriving at solutions 
from your own accumulated wisdom, then you will 
realise that you are the source of the purposes that give 
meaning to your life. You will also discover that you 
are able to live happily without the support of an     
invisible ‘friend’, and the great advantage of that is the 
absence of guilt feelings which are the inevitable result 
of an externally imposed ‘purpose’. 
 

Best wishes, 
 

Peter 
Public Relations Team 
Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc 

(Continued from page 7) 
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Deception by Omission 
By Charles Cornwall 
 

I n my pre-retirement days my duties sometimes     
involved attendance at court. On these occasions I 
would hear witnesses being sworn in with these words:  
I promise to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing 

but the truth, so help me God, I swear. While the bit 
about swearing by God is, itself, a topic worthy of  
consideration in the present forum, it is not my        
intention to comment on it now. Rather, I want to draw 
the reader’s attention to the words the whole truth.  
 
Paradoxically, a person can be deceptive while telling 
the truth. This is achieved by being selective, that is, by 
not telling the whole truth. Thus, a mischievous person, 
wishing to achieve some devious end, could do so by 
being truthful in what he says while at the same time 
omitting other factors known to him that, if included, 
would create an entirely different picture.   
 
This method of deception is very common. By dint of 
long practice politicians are past masters at it, as is the 
media. But it is the Church’s habit of doing so that I 
wish to focus on in this article.  A few examples: 
 
Hymns 

Christian hymns are notorious for their selective     
content. Take, for example, the old favorite All Things 

Bright and Beautiful. This saccharine hymn is full of 
all the “wise and wonderful” things God has made – 
the “little bird” with “glowing colours” and “tiny 
wings”, etc, etc, and concludes by telling us that God 
“made all things well”. But where are the references to 
the darker side of nature that may give the thoughtful 
singer pause to give the matter a moment’s critical   
consideration? There’s nothing in this hymn about the 
fearsome eagle that swoops on our dear little bird with 
its glowing colours and tiny wings and, with vicious 
beak and claws, rips it to pieces and then consumes it – 
nothing  whatever of  “Nature, red in tooth and claw”. 
By its selective nature this hymn gives an entirely false 
representation of nature as purportedly created by God.    
 
Recently I saw a TV program on the life of that      
wonderful naturalist and TV presenter Sir David      
Attenborough (pilloried by some Christians in the UK 
for expressing evolutionary views on his programs). He 
said he receives many letters from viewers complaining 
that he does not give credit to God for the wonders of 
creation. He replies to these people by telling them of a 
little toddler he saw in northern Africa who had a little 
worm burrowing into his skull behind his eye. He soon 
became blind and was dead before reaching five.     
Attenborough reminds his correspondents that if God 
made pretty little birds he also made that worm. I don’t 

know of any hymns about that worm – or killer viruses 
or Red-back spiders or insects that carry deadly       
diseases – not a one. 
 
The Harvest Festival hymn We Plough the Fields and 

Scatter is another example. This hymn tells us that God 
waters the seed planted by man and then gives “warmth 
to swell the grain”. It talks of “breezes” and “sunshine” 
and “soft refreshing rain”. And so it goes on, all      
intended to convey the notion of a benevolent Deity 
lavishly bestowing largesse on the world, all of it good 
and all of it for the benefit of humanity. But where are 
the references to the darker side of nature, the         
devastating droughts, cyclonic winds and torrential 
flooding rains that destroy the crops? Not a mention! 
 
The hymn’s chorus sums up by telling us that “All 
good gifts around us / Are sent from heaven above” 
and therefore we should “thank the LORD / For all His 
love.” I ask myself, do God’s “good gifts” include 
earthquakes, volcanoes and tsunamis?  Presumably 
they do because another verse tells us “He only is the 
Maker / Of all things near and far” and, what’s more, 
“The winds and waves obey Him”. So, according to 
this hymn, we should thank God for Haiti, 12 January 
2010! This hymn, like so much else spouted by    
Christians, clearly demonstrates how Christians back 
themselves into a corner when they tell only half the 
story.    
 

Sermons 
I was a regular church-going Christian for forty years 
before the light of reason opened my eyes. I heard 
thousands of sermons in that time. I heard about the 
love of God, the sacrificial love of Jesus, and mansions 
in heaven. I was told God hears our prayers and gives 
meaning to life and that Jesus gives joy and peace of 
mind to believers. I heard all these things, based on 
specially selected Bible passages, over and over again. 
Strangely, however, there were many other Bible    
passages about which I never heard a single sermon. 
 
Take, for example, the book of Joshua, chapters 11 and 
12. God had promised the tribe of Israel a land of its 
own. However, this land was already occupied by other 
tribes. The methods God used to eliminate these tribes, 
as detailed in these chapters, reveal him as jealous, 
cruel and bloodthirsty with tactics rivaling those of the 
Cambodian Pol Pot atrocities.  
 
In these chapters it is unambiguously stated that it was 
God’s will that the Israelites should appropriate the 
land for themselves and that the tribes in residence 
should be killed and driven out. Some of the nasty 
tricks God instructed Joshua to use in order to achieve 

 
(Continued on page 10) 
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this, and in which God himself lent a hand, included 
God throwing the ‘enemy’ into a panic so that they 
would be easier to “slaughter”, God raining down    
enormous hailstones onto the fleeing ‘enemy’ thereby 
killing more of them than the Israelites did by the 
sword and God’s instruction to Joshua’s men to      
hamstring the ‘enemy’s’ horses (an excruciatingly 
painful way of completely laming them).  
 
In this way the Israelites moved from tribe to tribe   
killing, destroying and pillaging. With God’s           
permission they appropriated all the cattle and other 
spoils from the tribes they conquered. But of the men 
“they did not leave any that breathed…For it was the 
Lord’s doing”. Not a single sermon did I hear on this 
topic nor, for that matter, any number of other          
unsavory Biblical topics such as those referring to the 
killing of witches, the lesser place of women, the     
sinfulness of homosexuality, and the condoning of   
polygamy. 
 

Recounting personal experience 
Many Christians love to testify to the goodness of God 
in their own lives. They talk of the meaning he gives to 
life – the peace and joy (subjective feelings that can 
equally be explained in psychological and emotional 
terms.) Christians also testify how God has answered 
their prayers (usually, when seen in the context of 
world events, piddling and selfish ones and, again, with 
results that can equally be explained by wishful     
thinking, coincidence, rationalization and statistically      
expected results.)  
 
These same Christians are, however, selective in their 
telling. What they don’t mention is all the times their 
prayers were met with stony silence. They don’t tell the 
whole story. They are silent on the fact that, on a daily 
basis, the God who supposedly answers their prayers 
simultaneously ignores the anguished prayers of the 
mothers of 26,000 children. These are the   mothers of 
children under the age of five who, in developing   
countries, die agonising deaths from malnutrition every 
24 hours through no fault of their own. That amounts to 

nine million dead babies each year (UNICEF figures). 
 
Christians also get a vicarious faith-charge by retelling 
the stories of amazing miracles God has wrought in 
other peoples’ lives (stories that have seldom come to 
them first hand). For example, Catholics have been told 
that it has now been “proved” that Mary McKillop  
miraculously cured two people of incurable illnesses 
when they prayed to her. However, what the Church 
fails to mention is that thousands of other people have 
also prayed to this about-to-be-elected saint and have 
not been cured. When one considers the whole story it 
becomes impossible to believe the bit that is told.    
 
Conclusion 

The above examples, while few in number, are        
nevertheless typical of the greater proportion of     
Christian dogma. Christians the world over are very 
adept at nimbly side stepping, ignoring, rationalizing or 
conveniently forgetting anything that fails to support 
their pre-digested beliefs. It must, however, be         
admitted that many Christians are ignorant of the whole 

story. They know little or nothing of those facts,      
including Biblical passages, that contradict their      
beliefs. The blame for this must be laid squarely at the 
feet of priests, pastors, parents and other proselytisers 
who fail to tell them the whole story.  
 
I remember years ago, when I was still a believer,    
listening to the evangelist Billy Graham saying, ad    
nauseam, “The Bible says”, “The Bible says”, “The 
Bible says”. Then he would quote verses supporting his 
theme of the universal love of God while conveniently 
failing to mention those which portray God as jealous, 
unforgiving, and cruel. (This is the same Billy Graham 
who was advisor to President George W Bush!) 
 
To make a reasoned decision about the validity of 
Christianity, or any other religion, one must start  
thinking outside the square of one’s pre-digested     
beliefs and take cognizance of all the facts – historical 
and scientific – before reaching a conclusion.           
Unfortunately, a great many people, including         
intelligent and well educated people, fail to do this 
when it comes to their own particular religion. 

(Continued from page 9) 
 

R eligion has lost respectability as a result of the atrocities committed in its name, because of its 
clamouring for an undue slice of the pie, and for its efforts to impose its views on others.  

                                                                          

M isuse of reason might yet return the world to pre-technological night; plenty of religious   
zealots hunger for just such a result, and are happy to use the latest technology to effect it.  
 

                                                                                                                                                  — A.C. Grayling 
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Atheism “On the Move” in Victoria 
 

In a campaign aimed at raising the profile of Australia’s burgeoning atheist community, advertisements on      
Melbourne buses will soon carry the message:  
 

“Atheism - Celebrate Reason!” 
 

Inspired by a massively successful promotion on London buses, advertising atheism on public transport has now 
“gone global”. David Nicholls, president of the Atheist Foundation of Australia, explains that, like the campaigns 
in the UK, Canada, the USA, Spain and Italy, the Australian promotion is financed by donations from local    
atheists.    
 

“When we first floated the idea,” said Nicholls, “we were not sure how much support we would  receive. To our 
pleasure, we were overwhelmed with offers and now have enough pledges to fund a significant advertising     
campaign in Victoria.”   
 

The Victorian bus ads will roll out two weeks prior to the Global Atheist Convention to be held in Melbourne next 
March.   But, while the Rise of Atheism convention is sure to create some controversy, Nicholls says the bus  
campaign is simply a public service announcement.    
 

“We’re not selling anything,” says Nicholls.  “We just want people to think about their beliefs, and consider that 
the fulfilment that many find in faith can also be gained by celebrating reason.” 
 

Global Atheist Convention – A mammoth success! 

12 – 14 March 2010 will go down in history as the time Atheism came of age in Australia. The response to the 
Rise of Atheism convention by the media who were taken by surprise had some sections reeling off and           
exaggerating inconsequential negatives as though a hole has appeared in the centre of the city of Melbourne and 

was devouring all before it. 

Many reports penned were from journalists who did not even attend the convention. From the perspective of those 
in the audience, such trivialised rubbish has only marked those writers as people not to be trusted in future on any 
topic. Genuine reporting would have recognised the euphoric atmosphere and the sea of smiling faces at the    
convention leading to investigative reporting as to why that was so. One can only assume that finding the truth to 

be painful elicits a reaction from some by sheer panicked prejudice. 

The Global Atheist Convention was a resounding success judged by any criteria except the one cocooned in     
bigotry. The social isolation experienced by Atheism has suffered a severe blow and things will never be the same 
again. Atheism is not going away. To a greater extent each year it will impact positively on the education and  
political systems to the benefit of all the population and not just the few who shelter under the umbrella of        

religion. 

David 6icholls 
President 

Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc 
Private Mail Bag 6 

MAITLA6D SA 5573 
Ph: (08) 8835 2269 
 

Email: info@atheistfoundation.org.au 
Web: http://www.atheistfoundation.org.au 

Forum: http://atheistfoundation.org.au/forums/  

MEDIA RELEASE 
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AFA PRESIDE6T’S SPEECH TO THE 

GLOBAL ATHEIST CO6VE6TIO6 

G ood evening everybody.  My name is David 
Nicholls and I’m the president of the Atheist         
Foundation of Australia.  
 
Greetings and welcome to the Global Atheist          
Convention aptly titled, The Rise of Atheism.  I would 
especially like to welcome Stuart Bechman, president 
of Atheist Alliance International who first contacted 
me to suggest the Atheist Foundation co-host this  
wonderful event.  Also, a very warm welcome to all the 
international, national and local guests, presenters and 
numerous helpers.  And let us not forget the friendly 
and efficient Melbourne Convention and Exhibition 
Centre staff.  They have been instrumental in helping 
us put this moment in history together. 
 
There is no doubt that The Rise of Atheism as a social 
happening has occurred very quickly and more      
powerfully than we imagined.  A small number of   
factors have been responsible for activating the 
thoughts of freethinkers worldwide.  The simmering 
disquiet about religion’s interference in education and 
politics, the attack on the Twin Towers, the denial of 
science, the role of some religions in terrorism, the  
oppression of half the world’s population – women, 
and the prejudice endured by same-sex oriented people 
are just some of the factors that have helped atheists 
and other freethinkers to stand up and say clearly 
“enough is enough”.  We can be thankful that all of this 
and more has been enunciated in recent books, some 
authored by the speakers at the Global Atheist        
Convention.     
 
It has been a long road and a steep learning curve since 
Stuart first put forward the idea of a Convention back 
in early March 2009.  
 
Back then, the AFA was deeply entrenched in battle 
with various state anti-discrimination bodies over our 
attempt to follow the London example of advertising 
on buses.  Since that time, we have won our cases and 
our signs have been proudly displayed on buses, in 
Hobart and here in Melbourne. The inadequacy of  
anti-discrimination laws in NSW and South Australia, 
the home state of the AFA, has meant we are in the 
process of seeking redress at the United Nations. A 

long journey no doubt. 
 
But let us return our focus to the Convention, which is 
being conducted in these magnificent surroundings.  
Conventions of this scale do not just happen.  It takes 
dedication, commitment and a whole lot of work to 
make sure all of the numerous pieces fall into place.  
  
The ‘whole lot of work’ I speak of involved literally 
thousands of hours of selflessly-given voluntary effort 
by the Global Atheist Convention Committee Members 
and a significant number of supporters. 
 
From a small and unprepared beginning, with ever  
increasing professionalism, all the way up to this     
moment, a team of Atheists has worked like a well 
oiled machine.  We can be very proud of our          
Convention Committee and helpers; they have         
performed “a miracle”.   
 
I do not use that loaded word lightly.  We had to     
overcome the Distributed Denial of Service attack that 
closed the Convention and AFA websites for a few 
days – our technical team worked day and night to  
rectify that situation.  Those responsible for the attack 
have never been identified and we wouldn’t think of 
accusing anyone, but it’s a fairly good bet that Atheists 
weren’t responsible.  That said, we were very happy 
with the spike in ticket sales resulting from the        
publicity about the attack! 
 
Moreover, all three tiers of government have refused to 
sponsor this world class event, the biggest gathering of 
Atheists at a Convention ever in Australia and possibly 
the biggest on the planet, and maybe even the universe 
but I’m not quite sure on that. 
 
Unlike last year’s Parliament of the World’s Religions, 
which attracted nearly five million dollars from the 
taxpayer, we have received nothing.  We are here at 
our own expense and it has been achieved by extremely 
tight control. The Convention Committee has indeed 
performed a ‘miracle’ in keeping us in the black.  
 
In addition, all kinds of offers have poured in from 
people with various skills. And I would like to make 

(Continued on page 13) 
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special mention of a donation of $4,000 dollars by 
Hashim, originally from Baghdad, who moved to   
Australia 40 years ago.  Hashim has a very real        
understanding of religious bigotry and he wanted to 
help on hearing about this event.  We are indeed    
privileged to have friends like Hashim? 
 
So here we are, with one thousand five hundred people 
at the Global Atheist Convention in one place, which 
will grow to two thousand five hundred on Sunday. 
With all due respect to any of our religious friends in 
the audience, isn’t it just a magnificent feeling to be the 
majority on this occasion.   
 
Popular imagination in some god-fearing quarters,   
suspect that we are here to talk about nothing, worship 
Satan or plan for world domination, but I have to     
inform you, that is far from the truth.  
 
The Global Atheist Convention will thrill and entertain 
you with the thoughts and ideas of some of the    
brightest intellectual and academic minds on the planet.  

They will send you on a thought journey encompassing 
human rights, biology, ethics, palaeontology,           
philosophy, sociology, comedy, satire and illusion.  All 
of this, and more, will be flavoured with a liberal dose 
of Atheism.   
 
Atheism is not a despondent outlook as painted by the 
faithful. Atheism is a cooperative way forward for   
humanity; it is the recognition that this life is the only 
one available and we must all live it and let others live 
theirs to enable everyone to reach their full potential as 
human beings. That is of course, one of the core     
messages of the Global Atheist Convention.  
 
I will now hand you over to the president of Atheist 
Alliance International, Stuart Bechman and Kylie  
Sturgess from ‘The Skeptic Zone’. They have          
graciously agreed to be the Master and Mistress of 
Ceremonies for the Convention. Stuart and Kylie will 
guide you through the mental banquet we have        
prepared for you.  This is one feast where you can   
partake of as much as you like without any adverse 
health effects.  Thank you and enjoy. 

(Continued from page 12) 
 

The importance of being  

negative 
By 6igel Sinnott 
 

T his article was stimulated by Peter G. Beahan’s 
letter, “What’s in a name?”, in the January-February 
issue (pp. 9 & 10) of THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST. The 
letter is either intended to be taken literally — at face 
value — or it might be a spoof by someone with a             
remarkably dry sense of humour and a gift for satire. I 
have concluded on balance that the letter was written 
seriously, and my comments are based on this          
assumption. 
  
Mr Beahan begins with informing us that the word 
atheist “carries with it a significant stigma”, and he 
prophesies “that stigma will not disappear with time as 

some believe”. What brand of crystal ball does he use? 
And he adds, “It is one thing to be an atheist. It is    
another to use that word as the primary descriptor of 
your point of view.” Well, I suppose it is. 
  
If there is a stigma attached to the word atheist, this is 
all the more reason — not less reason — to use it for 
publicity and campaigning purposes, at least (or even 
particularly) against triumphalist theism. 
  
There was for centuries a stigma attached to the word 
Jew. Should we seriously advise all voluntary          
associations with the word Jewish in their names to 
change it to something else? I suspect it would be an 
understatement to suggest we would be most unpopular 
for trying to do so. 
  
There was a stigma about having a black skin in parts 
of the United States, and as long as the stigma was  

(Continued on page 14) 

 

 

The next issue of  THE AUSTRALIA6 ATHEIST  will be covering the 

 Global Atheist Convention. 

Tom Melchiorre, editor of Secular 6ation, the magazine of 

Atheist Alliance International will be a co-editor. 
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treated with timidity and respect, white-skinned racists 
and thugs were able to ensure that Jim Crow            
legislation, lynching and third-class citizenship for 
“nigras” held sway south of the Mason-Dixon Line. 
  
Other terms with a stigma attached to them, now or in 
the past, include foreigner (and in Australia, Oriental), 
mental illness (especially schizophrenia), handicapped 
and cancer.  Should the Anti-Cancer Council change 
its name to some coy, mealy-mouthed euphemism? 
  
Stigmas are usually created or decreed by bigots, and 
are maintained and followed by the friends of bigots. 
Respecting stigmas is a bit like the irrational practice of 
not giving hotel rooms the number 13 — but it is     
ethically worse! The good news is that stigmas are 
prone to crumble when enough people have the     
courage to oppose them; and they tend to flourish,   
proliferate and cause chronic harm when such          
opposition is inadequate.  
 
Mr Beahan also reckons that atheist “can be a liability 
rather than a help” because “It is a conversation     
stopper”. I do not think it has been a conversation  
stopper for some decades and, if it still were, this 
would be another reason for using it, not dropping it. 
  
I suspect Peter Beahan’s “other objection” is really his 
main objection, namely that “atheist is a negative word 
with an inevitable negative projection”; and, by       
implication, he clearly places a very large stigma     
indeed on the word negative. 
  
I most certainly don’t. I have been speaking out against 
stigmatising negative for about fifty years! 
  
Treating negative as a taboo word is as fatuous and 
irrational as suggesting that batteries should be     
manufactured with only positive terminals. I am HIV 
and hepatitis negative, and am only too pleased to stay 
that way. And I would much rather support the      
Anti-Slavery Society (which still exists) than a 
(hypothetical) Slavery Association. Back in the 1840s 
and ‘50s, opponents of slavery were accused of being 
antisocial and negative by those who wanted to      
maintain the vile institution. 
  
The cult of “being positive” does — and certainly has 
done — immense harm because it tempts those who 
take it seriously to put form before substance: old,   
hallowed injustices and abuses are acceptable as long 
as they have fashionable, polite, “positive” images or 
names. In some ways it is a form of linguistic prudery. 
Also, being “positive” appeals, because of its slogan 
value, to authoritarian ideologies like Fascism, Nazism, 
Stalinism, some forms of Christianity, advertising   

executives, and numerous schools of dubious          
psychology and avaricious motivational movements. 
  
Indeed, if you hear someone using positive as a       
hurrah-term and negative as a boo-word, you can be 
almost sure that what is being presented to you is    
imposture, humbug or calculated fraud. 
  
Being positive, like being optimistic, is appropriate in 
some circumstances, but so is being downright      
negative in others. And wisdom and maturity are part 
of knowing the difference. 
  
I would like to see an annual booby prize for the best 
practitioner of “being positive”, and I suggest it be 
named the Cajus Fabricius Award. Professor Dr D. C. 
Fabricius was the author of a little book which was 
once very popular: it was called Positives Christentum 

im neuen Staat (1936), usually translated as Positive 

Christianity in the Third Reich; and it is still being 
lauded on a far-right Christian web-site. 
 
Mr Beahan’s letter arose from his learning that the  
Rationalist Association of South Australia had been 
renamed the Atheist Foundation of Australia. I do not 
know why the members made this change, though it 
seems they wanted a body with a national focus rather 
than just a state one. The only thing that surprises me is 
that the word humanist was not adopted, as it was very 
much in fashion at the time (1970). The precise     
wording of an organisation’s name can, of course,   
influence what it does; but its effectiveness depends far 
more on the number, quality and energy of its members 
(especially active members) and on the wisdom of its 
policies and priorities. 
  
Few people, I think, will dispute that we should work 
with and be polite to moderate believers who share our 
concern about religious fundamentalism, particularly 
when it becomes aggressive and triumphalist. But in 
dealing with advocates of censoring education in the 
interests of pseudoscience, with people who would  
impose legal sanctions on criticism of religious beliefs, 
and with would-be theocrats and their political friends 
and allies, we need to use words like no and not  — 
loudly, persistently and freely. 
  
I regard parts of “What’s in a name” as the worst     
tactical advice I have read in a freethought magazine 
for many years. Some of it borders on the downright 
unethical. If we really want to make worthwhile 
changes to our society, we need to stand up and be 
counted, think carefully, be moderately patient (when 
appropriate), and be clear, truthful and forthright in our 
utterances; if not, then we can pussyfoot around, be 
ever so positive and respectful, whisper in           
euphemisms, and shun anything with a so-called 
stigma attached to it. 

(Continued from page 13) 
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Atheos: 

Without God, Down Under. 

Presenting the first edition of atheistic writings by the  members 
of the Atheist Foundation of Australia: stories that are as      

diverse as atheists are themselves. 

Short stories, poems, ‘coming out atheist’ life accounts, articles 
and opinion pieces about what atheism means to the various 

Australian writers of this anthology. 

Atheos: Without God, Down Under 
by Atheist Foundation of Australia Members 
Paperback, 132 pages, ©2010 
 
Usually takes 3-5 business days to print 
US$10.00 
 
Total cost is approximately AU$20.00 with postage. 
 
Order online through Lulu. 
 
 

http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-book/atheos-without-god-down-under/8235926 

Global Atheist Convention Merchandise 
 

A wide range of official merchandise for the Global Atheist Convention is now available via: 
 

www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists  

 
There is a limited mark-up on each item with any profits shared between the Atheist Foundation of Australia and 

Atheist Alliance International, hosts of the Global Atheist Convention. 
 

Note: A limited selection of The Rise of Atheism merchandise will be available at the Global Atheist Convention. 
To ensure you get the merchandise (and, in the case of apparel, size) you would like, we recommend you order 

online ahead of the Convention. 
 

Bumper Stickers  
As seen on Tasmanian and Victorian Buses. 

Available online 
www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists  

 and at the  
Global Atheist Convention 
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Letters in The Age - Melbourne March 2010. 

 

I can’t believe atheists will advertise on buses (2/3). Maybe we will discover the evidence on which their        
certainty of a non-deity is based. 

6oel Tennison 
 

It’s heart-warming to see atheism celebrating faith in reason, affirming they are not without faith. I wonder how 
reason stands as a benevolent taskmaster throughout history?  
Reverend Gary Heard 

 

6oel Tennison (3/3), it’s not incumbent on anyone to prove the non-existence of anything a la Bertrand Russell’s 
“celestial teapot”.  

6onie Sadler 
 

Reverend Gary Heard wonders how reason stands up as a taskmaster (4/3).  Pretty well compared with the       
homophobia and misogyny of the great religions, I would have thought.  
Sue Smaills 
 

Reverend Heard, after studying the historical data, I have discovered that reason triumphs over imaginary friends 

999.821 times out of 1000.  

David Johnson 
 
 

AFA Guestbook 

 

Just wanted to say I saw one of your bus ads today! It made my day. I don’t think I realised how hidden atheism 
is until I saw the ad and realised I see Christian based ads all the time, everywhere. I feel glad to know my son has 
the opportunity to hopefully grow up in a world where choice in religion and freedom of speech is truly valued 
and recognised. Thank you for pushing to get these ads out there- they are making a difference!  
Renee 
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C an your believe it! The Global Atheist Convention has sold all tickets six weeks prior to the event opening.  
Over 2,500 people will be attending.  Another 700 of that number opting to go to the Saturday Evening dinner. 
This is a magnificent result demonstrating the longing by Atheists in Australia to be a part of a growing awareness 
that religion has held the social and political reigns for far too long.  Not only is the ‘Sold Out’ sign firmly in 
place but also those who missed buying a ticket is in the hundreds. 
  
It was about a year ago that Stuart Bechman, president of Atheist Alliance International suggested the AFA       
co-host an Atheist convention. No one at that time had the foggiest of an idea how many people would be        
interested in attending. We were flying blind as such a convention had never happened in Australia. The AFA put 
out feelers on the internet and by email to our members and it soon became apparent that the interest was        
enormous.  How huge was the question? 
  
We approached all three tiers of government for sponsorship to allow us juggling room in hiring a venue suitable 
to our best guess. For a not for profit organisation to gamble without back up could have placed the AFA in a state 
of liquidation if we were wrong.  We did not ask for the millions of dollars such as that afforded the Parliament of 
the World’s Religions, but instead, we sought a few hundred thousand. The money would have been invaluable 
for advertising and in lowering the price of tickets as far as possible.  
  
The governments knew this was going to be a big affair by the information we supplied to them. It showed the 
Global Atheist Convention had the potential to bring millions of overseas and interstate dollars into Victoria.   
Unfortunately, all government bodies procrastinated for so long that we could wait no longer and we hired, as it 
now turns out, a venue that was far too small. Eventually after many months of negotiations I was told, “The event 
is already secured” and the AFA would not be receiving any financial help. The government did not contact us 
with this information; I had to phone them.  And of course, that excuse for not assisting the AFA was groundless 
as has since been pointed out by letter to the appropriate people.  
  
We have only recently received an official reply which was unsatisfactory. 
  
This is a sure sign that governments of all denominations are still doing the bidding of religion and disregarding 
over fifty percent of the population who are either secular or have no interest in the machinations of the many 
faiths. My suggestion is to take this bleak appraisal of the place of Atheism in Australia into consideration when 
next you are in a voting booth. 
  
Even without government assistance, The Rise of Atheism Convention will be a benchmark in the history of 
Atheism in Australia and it will have a direct influence on future conventions held throughout the world.  
  
Atheism has come of age. 
  
Until we meet again, 
 
 

HERETICAL  HAPPE6I6GS 
             KEEPI6G YOU I6 THE K6OW 

R eligions are like pills, which must be swallowed whole without chewing.  
                                                                                                       – Anonymous 
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Faith is (probably) the  

problem; Doubt is (possibly) 

the solution 
By Ian Macindoe 
 

I t seems to me that the core difference between     
believers and non-believers is that believers crave   
certainty and non-believers are comfortable with     
uncertainty. Believers accept what they are told     
without sceptical questioning; non-believers are   
doubtful and question what they are told. 
 
This core difference is more central than the             
oft-proposed difference between the scientific and  
non-scientific distinction.  As I have pointed out     
elsewhere (THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST No.9      
May-June 08, p. 10) there are plenty of practising    
scientists who hold religious or spiritual beliefs.  If 
they are good scientists they are probably sceptical  
questioners in their chosen scientific field, but they do 
not extend that attitude to their total world view. They 
are willing to accept on faith beliefs about aspects of 
the human condition, or ideas about the world or     
universe, that non-believers question and have doubts 
about. Doubters raise questions that good science    
attempts to answer. Where science is inadequate, or in 
domains for which  science is not applicable, the 
doubter is comfortable with “I don’t know”. 
 
All this is based on a philosophical  position of realism: 
that there is a physical world out there that is objective 
and exists independently of our knowledge of it.  Our 
perception of the real world is limited and is often   
distorted by our biological make-up and our lived    
experiences. Science tries to overcome these           
limitations through its rigorous methodology and   
sceptical appraisal. But even within the scientific   
community there are those who are less sceptical (at 
the extreme they are gullible) and, at the other end of 
the spectrum, are those who are  tough-minded sceptics 
(at the extreme are those who suspend judgement of 
everything, unable to reach any conclusion no matter 
how tentative). I have been  referring to scientists. But 
what of humans not versed in or committed to a       
scientific discipline? 
 
In the sphere of religion, within the broad spectrum of 
sceptical humanity there is a distinction to be made 
between the atheist and the agnostic. Strictly speaking 
the atheist believes there are no gods and, insofar as 
that position is held as an unquestioned belief, the  
atheist is a believer (accepts on faith that no gods    
exist). Agnostics on the other hand question the       
existence of gods but, lacking any evidence for against, 

takes the position “I don’t know”. From that point of 
view agnostics are the more rigorous doubters.      
However, the distinction is often an artificial one, since 
rigorous agnostics are often so doubtful of any god-like 
entities — thinking that the probability of the existence 
of gods is vanishingly small — that they can hardly be 
distinguished from atheists.  But they do not take their 
position on gods from a believing stance. They strongly 
suspect there are no gods and see no evidence for 
same; but in order to avoid a faith-based intellectual 
position on the issue they are willing to allow an      
infinitesimal possibility that they could be wrong. As 
doubters agnostics are in a stronger position than   
atheists. 
 
Personally I find the distinction between atheists and 
agnostics, as outlined above, unsatisfactory and       
artificial. This is why I think a better term in the 
twenty-first century is “rational secularist”: a sceptical, 
critical and non-mystical approach in the context of a 
pluralist secular society. In this day and age questions 
about the existence of gods are so sixteenth century.  
 
Faiths are a problem because those who subscribe to 
them, the believers, tend to make others in their image 
— either in the upbringing of children, or via an 
“educative” process, or through pressure and coercion. 
History is replete with this phenomenon, most easily 
appreciated in our knowledge about such examples as 
the Inquisition and Stalinism.  
 
Those who wield power through the propagation of a 
faith have little or no  tolerance for those who doubt, 
especially if that doubt is expressed publicly as      
sceptical questioning. Despite those who claim that 
“god is love” and so on, the reality is that believers 
tend to work for conformity of others to their own   
beliefs and value positions. Thus, the Catholic Church 
takes a less-than-humanitarian stance on voluntary 
euthanasia for those suffering intolerably with         
unrelievable misery in their illness. And it is not just 
the Church and religious fundamentalists who lack 
compassion. Many politicians, “cowarded” by religious 
extremists, lack the spine to support compassionate 
legislation that would relieve suffering. This is but one 
example of the foisting of faith-based positions on an 
unwilling  population. Others are not hard to find. It is 
much    easier, of course, to point to such abuses within       
theocratic states such as Saudi Arabia or Iran. Even the 
USA, despite its Constitution and separation of church 
and state, is a partial theocracy in practice, as          
politicians bow to political pressure from                 
fundamentalist believers.  
 
Of course, it can be argued that atheists, especially 

 
(Continued on page 20) 
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through solidarity organisations, are working to      
convince others of the rightness of their own value  
positions. While that is true, it must be noted that   
atheists (or non-believers by any other name) do not try 
to convince others to believe a faith, provided that their 
atheistic position is a product of doubt rather than    
belief. One is or becomes a non-believer through the 
exercise of critical thinking, scepticism of positions put 
forward on the basis of authority, and the cultivation of 
a general attitude of initial doubt about each and every 
proposition one is asked to accept.  
 
In his book Angels and Ages Adam Gopnik, in drawing 
parallels between Charles Darwin’s and Abraham   
Lincoln’s influence on modern thought, makes the case 
for a shift in our thinking from theology to naturalism. 
“Darwin and Lincoln were makers and witnesses of the 
great change that, for good or ill, marks modern times: 
the slow emergence from a culture of faith and fear to 
one of observation and argument, and from a belief in 
the judgement of divinity to a belief in the verdict of 
history and time. First, the change from soul to mind as 
the engine of existence, and then from angels to ages as 
the overseers of life.” 
 
Doubt, that quintessential difference from faith, is not a 
modern concept or intellectual position. In his book 
Ideas: A History from Fire to Freud  Peter Watson  
describes how Aristotle’s logic was rediscovered by 
Church scholars in the Middle Ages, giving rise to 
doubt as a catalyst to dialectical reasoning that         
produced argument, debate and persuasion within a 
theological context. Such scholars as Abelard and Peter 
of Poitiers wrote of “their duty to doubt the articles of 
faith, and to seek and discuss”. Watson comments: 
“For us today, logic is an arid, desiccated word and has 
lost much of its interest. But in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries it was far more colourful and contentious, a 
stage in the advent of doubt, with the questioning of 
authority, and offering the chance to approach God in a 
new way”. 
 
Later thinkers built on these foundations: Spinoza did 
away with magic and devils (and much else) and more 
than any other thinker “persuaded us that man is a 
natural creature, with a rational place in the animal 
kingdom”. Spinoza gave us the groundwork for       
republicanism and democracy and “explained that the 
end-result of all these ideas was toleration”. Watson 
draws our attention to the Neapolitan Giambattista 
Vico (1668 – 1744) who, among much else, discussed 
the history of humans through their language and     
mythologies: “People who are in the depths of         
ignorance naturally interpret their surroundings by  
fables and allegories.” Vico revealed that humans 

evolve “not just biologically but in terms of language, 
custom, social organisation, law and literature. And 
under all of that lay a bigger time bomb: that religion 
itself evolves. Thus Vico helped also the advent of 
doubt” (p. 508). 
 
Deists — those who felt that religious conviction did 
not need supernatural elements to support it —        
represented a half-way position between the orthodox 
devout believer and the genuinely sceptical. As Watson 
observes: “Many people could not have gone directly 
from orthodox belief to atheism. Deism eased the 
way.” While it had lost its influence in Europe and 
America in the nineteenth century, “the overall impact 
of the deists was to achieve a major transformation in 
the concept of God, arguably the greatest change in 
understanding since the development of ethical     
monotheism in the sixth century BC.” 
 
The way was then open for thinkers such as Hobbes, 
Hume, Bayle (a French sceptic) and Vanini (“the first 
outright atheist”) to push back the fog of                  
supernaturalism. At the same time as other scholars 
were examining the Christian scriptures critically, Paul 
Henry Thiry (1723-89) made is clear that human     
concepts of God and supernaturalism “had been       
invented by primitive man who simply did not         
understand natural phenomena”. He also was clear that 
an acceptable morality does not depend on religion — 
a position reinforced by John Stuart Mill who         
published his essay On Liberty in the same year as 
Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 
1859.  As Watson observes: “The advent of doubt 
could not but have a major effect on ethical           
thinking” (p. 525). 
 
It is foolish, I think, to take the position that all belief 
systems (and religions in particular) are always        
destructive or negative in their effects on people. The 
need to believe in a faith of some sort may even be 
“hard wired” into the genetic codes we all carry, and 
only some of us are able to resist them and hold at bay 
biases, prejudices and beliefs that our critical faculties 
tell us are indefensible. 
 
On the other hand, there seems little doubt that the  
social order and general tenor of the times exert an  
influence on us all, so that for centuries when doubters 
exercised their critical faculties they did so within an 
overwhelming social commitment to religious ideas. 
As illustrated by Watson and summarised above, the 
struggle to break away from these belief systems     
occurred gradually and was not a universal               
phenomenon. It continues today and will do so in the 
future, perhaps for the lifespan of humanity.  
 

(Continued from page 19) 
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It is my view that we should take a tolerant attitude to 
those who subscribe to private belief systems, provided 
their faith is not forced on others. For many religious 
people, and not just Christians, the exercise of their 
faith is little more that the expression of a community 
ritual. The devout and fundamentally religious will 
continue to hold ideas that we non-believers find 
strange, illogical and sometimes downright bizarre. 
Nevertheless, provided their strange beliefs do not   
impinge on our secular social order or our own       
freedom of expression and behaviour, perhaps we 
should be grateful that they are preoccupied with a 
relatively harmless system of thought that keeps them 
from   intruding on our real world.  
 
As Gopnik sums it up: “There is no struggle between 
science and art or between evolutionary biology and 
spiritual faith; there is a constant struggle between the 
spirit of free enquiry and the spirit of fundamentalist 
dogma. That struggle is the story of human intellectual 
history… �othing is a guarantee of humane conduct, 
except an insistence on it.” 
 
Perhaps the world would be better off without faiths, 
perhaps not. Religious faith certainly has much to    
answer for, from stultifying human development, to 
persecution, to unspeakable tortures and deaths. From 
that viewpoint faith appears to be a problem. Whether 
an increase in doubt would alleviate many of the ills of 
faith is worth thinking about. At the level of individual 
humans struggling to think clearly about their lives and 
the world, doubt is probably extremely helpful. A    
society permeated by doubt about beliefs and faiths is 
possibly one solution to the negative aspects of faiths. 
 
One thing is clear: today’s struggles to free ourselves 
from belief systems are not new. While science can 
help us gradually establish fact from fiction, even    
science is itself subject to the tension between doubt 
and belief. The sum total of human knowledge is    
miniscule by comparison with what remains to be 
known in the universe, much like a single grain of sand 
on a large beach. Perhaps it was Karl Popper who 
wrote or quoted words to the effect that while we differ 
widely in the knowledge that each of us has, in our  
infinite ignorance we are all equal. 

And to keep us humble in our ignorance I can think of 
no better medicine than the words of the ancient Greek, 
Xenophanes: 
 

The gods did not reveal, from the beginning 

All things to us; but in the course of time, 

Through seeking, men find that which is the better. 

 

But as for certain truth, no man has known it, 

�or will he know it, neither of the gods, 

�or yet of all the things of which I speak. 

And even if by chance he were to utter 

The final truth, he would himself not know it, 

For all is but a woven web of guesses. 
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outright atheist”) to push back the fog of                  

T he Ethiops say that their gods are flat-nosed and black, while the Thracians say that theirs have 
blue eyes and red hair. Yet if cattle or horses or lions had hands and could draw, and could sculpture 
like men, then the horses would draw their gods like horses, and cattle like cattle; and each they 
would shape bodies of gods in the likeness, each kind, of their own.  
 

— Xenophanes 
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- Anti-Choice - 

Worldwide anti-choice group will hold prayer vigils in 
Australian capital cities from 17 February - 28 March.  
 

They will be “joining together for a faith-filled, 
groundbreaking, coordinated pro-life mobilization - 40 

Days for Life.” 
 

“We are praying that, with God’s help, this          
groundbreaking effort will mark the beginning of the 
end of abortion in our city - and throughout Australia.” 
 

����    

 

- Celibacy cruel - 

 

A Sydney judge has condemned the vow of chastity as 
a “cruel requirement” as he sentenced a Catholic priest 
to at least six months in jail for grooming a girl for sex. 
The parish priest was arrested last August. He had used 
a webcam to broadcast himself masturbating to an    
undercover detective. 
 

He was handed a maximum jail sentence of 18 months, 
with a non-parole period of six months, after pleading 
guilty. 
 

In sentencing submissions, the priest told the court the 
internet relationship was a fantasy and a game, and he 
needed to release energy. 
 

Handing down his sentence, the judge said the priest 
had been sexually frustrated after a life of celibacy. He 
described the vow of chastity as “agonising” and 
“cruel”. 
 

But the judge said children were vulnerable and     
sexually innocent and “for an adult to exploit them is 
repugnant.” 
 

He said other people with pressures of life managed to 
escape those through legal forms of recreation. 
 

� 

 
- Atheists in the White House - 

 
The advocacy group In God We Trust are not amused 
with the Obama administration meeting to plot political 
strategy with 60 atheist activists representing           
organisations comprising the Secular Coalition of 

America. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It is one thing for Administration to meet with groups 
of varying viewpoints, but it is quite another for a    
senior official to sit down with activists representing 
some of the most hate-filled, anti-religious groups in 
the nation,” says In God We Trust’s Chairman Bishop 
Council Nedd. 
 

� 

 

- Chile Earthquake - 

Citing what he described as the “the persecution of a 
great hero who rid their land of Godless communists” 
as a possible cause, prominent TV evangelist and   
amateur seismologist Pat Robertson today argued that 
the 8.8 magnitude of the earthquake that struck Chile 
early this morning should serve as a warning to the 
population that “God is even angrier with them than he 

is with the people of Haiti.” 

“If I had to guess, I’d say it must have to do with 
Chile’s persecution and attempted prosecution of their 
great former leader, and a personal hero of mine,     
Augusto Pinochet – who, it should be noted, had never 
been convicted of a crime when the Lord called him 
home three years ago.”  The popular host of ‘The 700 
Club’ and long-time bingo circuit icon also added, 
“General Pinochet not only assisted the CIA in the 
overthrow of Chile’s Marxist government, but is 
widely credited with personally arranging the meetings 
of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of his countrymen 

with Jesus.” 

http://open.salon.com/blog/the_desperate_blogger 

����    

    

 - Death to the Whale - 
 
The American Family Association wants the whale  
that killed his trainer to be stoned to death.   
http://www.afa.net/Blogs/BlogPost.aspx?id=2147492239 

 
Bible ignored, trainer dies  

 
Says the ancient civil code of Israel, “When an ox 
gores a man or woman to death, the ox shall be stoned, 
and its flesh shall not be eaten, but the owner shall not 
be liable.” (Exodus 21:28)  

 
����    
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Science is nothing without 

philosophy 
By Bruce Everett 

 

P hilosophy, at least in some 
quarters, is a dirty word.       
Consider string and M-theory; 
through a lack of experimental 
verification, both have invited 
the label of “philosophy”, often 
as if it’s self-evident that 
“philosophy” is a bad thing. 
 

If one recalls Mel Brooks’  
excellent History of The World 

Part I, Bea Arthur’s Roman social security worker 
used a colourful turn of phrase for the occupation of 
Brooks’ “stand-up philosopher”, Comicus.  Suffice to 
say it involved artistry with the leftovers from a bull’s 
digestion. 
 

As if the fact that this criticism resonates widely isn’t 
bad enough for philosophy, a lot of the philosophy of 
the twentieth century has in no small part pulled the rug 
out from underneath itself.   Heidegger pronounced that 
it followed from Nietzsche’s work that metaphysics, and 
philosophy, were dead – that Nietzsche had killed them. 
 

Of course the natural sciences were, in the view of 
Nietzsche, just a  philosopher’s tool, and it follows from 
Heidegger’s interpretation of Nietzsche that science, or 
natural philosophy, died as well — being naive in its 
assumptions and thus unable to make any claim to truth. 
 

Against a backdrop coloured by this kind of nihilism, 
post-modern philosophy advanced its “incredulity of 
meta-narratives”. Apparently not realising that amongst 
the sceptical-analytic,  science-minded, incredulity was 
old hat; for example, statistical hypothesis testing is 
geared to avoid Type I errors (also known as credulity) 
– and even then the statistical methods used have been, 

and still are, hotly debated. But then Lyotard never had 
the best grasp of mathematics, as you’ll find if you read 
the relevant portion of Sokal and Bricmont’s         
Fashionable �onsense. 
 

Furthermore, if you consider a sceptical tradition from 
David Hume onward, through Bertrand Russell, Karl 
Popper and others, you’ll see that the continentals 
never had grounds to lay claim to incredulity as one of 
their distinguishing characteristics.  
 

If you’ve followed the “Science Wars”, especially if 
you’re a scientist, this may all be making you feel a 
familiar sense of nausea. Indeed, the charges levelled 
against science by nihilistic and relativistic philosophers 

should be familiar to anyone who has  followed the 
religious and allied-apologist response to “The New 
Atheism”. They are deployed with much the same 
regularity as talking points parroted from political 
think-tanks by hack-journalists, and thought out with 
about as much scholarship. 
 

Certainty! Dogmatism! Scientism! Triumphalism!   
Reductionistic! Mechanistic! 
 

Certainty, dogmatism, scientism, triumphalism and 
totalitarianism are all things that we shouldn’t  invite, 
but the severity of an allegation is no indication of its 
truth. “Reductionistic” and “mechanistic” are         
complaints that can be disregarded on the grounds that 
they are predicated on a failed appreciation of the full 
significance of complex mechanisms (and how they 
can evolve out of simplicity); it’s treating explanations 
of complex physical systems as if they are lesser and 
base just because they don’t need a ghost in them to 
work that’s reductionistic!  
 

The so-called “New Atheists” and scientists in general, 
are innocent of these charges. Sure there are occasional 
bloody-minded and bellicose outbursts, but these         
ultimately aren’t fatal to the kind of truths that science 
deals in. 
 

No matter how many times you perform titration after 
(boring) titration, the distribution won’t suddenly skew 
because of a change in industrial relations policy on 
campus. A pH strip won’t indicate alkaline just because 
the colour  indicating acid would make it clash with the 
season’s fashions.  
 

What arrogance it is to assume that the Universe has a 
fixation on human interests! Science harnesses this  
universal apathy to whittle away at our assumptions 
and ideas about what is. It’s a dogma smasher, not a 
dogma builder.  
 

Given this war between a good part of philosophy, and 
science,  particularly in the twentieth century, you get a 
good idea of why there’d be bad blood. And this war 
between science and philosophy has far more fronts that 
I’ve detailed. 
 

I’m concerned that this bad blood between philosophy 
and science has undue influence; extending the        
battlefield beyond the portions of philosophy           
responsible, and turning otherwise reasonable people 
away from philosophy at precisely the point they 
should be embracing it. 
 

In trying to get society to wake up, how often does 
“reason” accompany “science” in our campaigning, all 
without mention of philosophy? Humanism gets a look 
in (not as much as it should, in my opinion) but how 

(Continued on page 24) 
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often is a philosophical project explicitly undertaken 
with the same depth of thought as is spent on topics 
like evolution? It’s not like it’s irrelevant. 
 

For example, the problem of demarcation – what should 
and shouldn’t be considered science – isn’t a question that 
science can answer. It’s a matter for the philosophy of 
science; what epistemological criteria differentiate       
scientific ideas from non-scientific ideas? 
 

We invoke philosophy of science, even if not always 
explicitly, each time we reject claims that creationism 
is science. Just knowing the facts of evolution is        
insufficient to this particular task – if all you can do is 
counter fact-claim with fact-claim, you’ve essentially 
given “equal time” to creationism. 
 

A general antipathy to philosophy then, risks eroding 
the defence of science. But such antipathy to            
philosophical endeavours is much more dangerous to 
science than giving of equal time to pseudo-science. 
 

A short thought experiment: take a few scientists who 
refuse to engage in philosophy and ask them, “without 
recourse to philosophy, why do you do science?” They 
won’t be able to answer you without failing. 
 

If you’ve read your Hume (specifically A Treatise of 

Human �ature), you’ll know that you can’t arrive at an 
“ought” from an “is”; that justification for the          
prescriptive “ought” cannot be found in a “is”          
descriptive statement, and hence must be found (or is 
already hidden) elsewhere. 
 

Think of a statement of human  tragedy; the child is to 
be hit by the train. How would one arrive from this  
descriptive statement, at the prescriptive statement “the 
child ought to be hit by the train”? 
 

Some people would arrive at this conclusion, and you’d 
likely need to tease out what criteria they were using to 
justify the “ought”. “That’s just the way it is” isn't good 
enough, and is often a front for some dubious interest 
(such as a reluctance to see funds spent on safer       
railway crossings). 
 

Relating back to the scientist who can’t answer “why 
do you do science?”– science deals exclusively in    
descriptive “is” judgements. This is to say that needing 
some other criteria to justify a prescription of science, 
one must necessarily look outside of science and its 
exclusively descriptive pronouncements. You need  

philosophy. 
 

Too often, I think, amongst attempts to argue that we 

ought to cherish and push for more scientific            
understanding, the criteria that we use to justify our 
prescription are taken for granted, and even seen too 
often as self-evident, which they aren’t. As good as our 

interests in science may be, they need to be teased out 
and analysed. 
 

Whip out your Cosmos DVD boxed set (and if you 
don’t have one and can afford one, get one) and let an 
awe of the Universe spill over you. Various             
significances and descriptions have been attributed to 
this awe; an awe of “the  numinous”, an aesthetic         
experience, an aspect of “Einsteinian religion” itself    
paying homage to Spinoza) and so on. 
 

Astronomy is typically invoked as the science of 
choice when it comes to these kinds of experiences, 
Carl Sagan speculating that it was character building. 
Although astronomy doesn’t have a monopoly in this 
department; illusions to the contrary can be dispelled 
by a  reading of Darwin’s Origin. 
 

I’ve seen the value of these experiences being          
described as  non-utilitarian, but I think that in these 
treatments, utility has been defined far too narrowly. 
By definition, anything improving quality of life can in 
some form be seen as having utility, and hence I think 
it possible to justify such  experiences from a utilitarian     
perspective. 
 

This is in addition to typical utilitarian justifications for 
science; increased life span, decreased infant mortality, 
more recreational (non-reproductive) sex, cleaner 
power, improved gadgets, faster and safer transport, 
project spin-offs like HTML and so on and so forth; all 
the “material stuff” a phrase which leads me to ask 
“what, if not matter, is your awed brain made of?”) 
 

Whether we use a utilitarian justification, or another, 
what a  philosophical evaluation of science gives us is 
a strong position from which to value science against 
the “alternatives”. And the message should be that   
science underpins our decision making with better 
statements of fact than the “alternatives”— if you value 
life, you don’t want to let homoeopathy inform you 
decisions! 
 

If we are going to push for reason and science, we need 
to have our justifications properly thought out for when 
we are asked “why?” And an articulated response   
necessarily involves a philosophical enterprise. 
 

We need an articulated justification for the             
genuinely-curious-but-for-whatever-reason-ignorant. 
“REASON! SCIENCE!” doesn't cut it; one may as well 
shout “just because!” 
 

We need an articulated response when dealing with the 
educated-but-adept-at-misunderstanding.  
 

Without a philosophical investigation we don’t have a 
reasonable means of valuing science over the 
“alternatives”, and we are left with no bulwark against 
nihilism and woo. We need to embrace philosophy, 
because science can be worth nothing without it. 

(Continued from page 23) 
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The Improbability of       

Immortality 
By Kirk Straughen 

 
 

T he idea of the human soul as the source of         
individual immortality is as old as ancient Egypt, with 
its elaborate mummification and funerary rites that 
were designed to ensure the deceased’s safe transition 
to the afterlife. Indeed, the idea probably predates even 
this ancient civilization, for the burial customs of     
Palaeolithic cultures 40,000 years ago suggest that 
even in this remote age there existed the idea that some   
aspect of human personality survives death, and must 
be propitiated with rituals of one kind or another.  
 
The belief in the soul and run on afterlife appear to 
have existed in every culture and in every age. 
 
It is not surprising that the idea of the soul and         
immortality persists. Death is a universal fear of         
humankind, and no one likes to contemplate their own 
inevitable end. The unavoidable death of the body is an 
incontrovertible and distasteful fact to many, and the 
belief that death is merely a transition to another mode 
of being is no doubt a powerful consolation to most 
people. 
 
Comforting though the belief in the soul and            
immortality may be, of what use is it (apart from being 
a soothing illusion) if untrue? A lie, no matter how 
pleasing it is to believe, diminishes us if we accept it as 
being true. Therefore, if we value the truth we must 
fearlessly investigate the possibility that all our      
cherished hopes are unfounded, and that death is final 
and that nothing but permanent and irrevocable        
dissolution exists after the decay of the physical body. 
 
We know that belief in the existence of the soul is very 
ancient. How the idea first originated is impossible of 
certain elucidation given its formulation in the depths 
of prehistory. One hypothesis, known as Animism,  
propounds that early humans, in their attempts to     
explain the nature of dreams and death, came to the 
conclusion that the physical body is animated by a   
subtle substance that leaves it temporarily during sleep or 
unconsciousness, and permanently at death. The soul 
for many primitive peoples is the breath of a living 
thing. 
 
It is comprehensible how dreams of deceased relatives 
and of journeying to distant places whilst asleep could 
have led to the belief that humans possess a separable 
and immaterial essence that is capable of surviving the 
destruction of the body. However, the exact origin of 

the idea need not trouble us unduly, for it is the         
evidence for the truth of the idea, rather than the cause 
of its origin, that will determine the probability of it 
being true. 
 
If you ask a theologian or philosopher “What is the 
Soul?” they will probably say a great deal that in fact 
tells you very little. Souls, generally speaking, are   
considered immaterial — that is to say, not made of  
matter. Of course, if the soul is not made of matter, 
then the question naturally arises as to what it is      
actually made of. 
 
The answer is usually that soul is spirit, but once again 
this tells us very little. Again, it may be deemed the 
essence of personality — the inner person, if you will. 
Now, after reading this are you any clearer as to what 
the soul is? I know that I am not, and I suspect that the 
theologians know just as much as I. 
 
What evidence is there for the existence of the soul? If 
we define the soul as the life force of a living thing, 
then the soul must be a material, biological process. 
Biology is the study of living things, and this science 
has revealed that life is not so much a force, but a   
process involving incredibly complex biochemical  
reactions. Death, of course, results from the cessation 
of these reactions and the consequent decomposition of 
the body into its constituent elements. 
 
The atoms from which the body is composed survive 
death. Some are incorporated into the bodies of other 
living things while others are reintegrated into the   
non-living world from which all living things have 
their ultimate origin. Clearly, this definition of soul 
precludes immortality as it is generally understood. 
 
Could soul be synonymous with mind? Can our minds 
survive the death of the body and travel to some other 
realm? Again, the same problems arise with this idea as 
with the idea of the soul being the animating force of 
the material body. Mind, too, is dependent on matter 
for its existence. Drugs affect our thoughts and can  
alter our personality. Brain injury can do the same. All 
evidence points to the fact that the mind is material and 
that it is the product of the electrochemical operations 
of the brain. When the brain dies the mind dies too as a 
consequence of this dependence. 
 
Theologians may object to these conclusions by saying 
that the soul is immaterial and invisible and this is why 
we cannot find any evidence for it in dissection or 
other methods used to study the human body. That is 
all very well, but if the soul is undetectable, then how 
do we know it actually exists? 
 
The theologians may reply that the existence of the 

(Continued on page 26) 
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soul is vouchsafed by revelation through this holy book 
or that. Well, holy books do make reference to souls, 
but they were written a very long time ago. Perhaps the 
scribes who wrote them did so under the guidance of 
God. Then again, perhaps they made it up themselves 
or based their writings on the mistaken opinions of  
others. Neither you nor I nor the theologians were there 
when these books were being written, so it is           
impossible to say with certainty that souls exist        
because the holy books say they do. 
 
Where do souls come from and when do they enter the 
body? Does God create each soul and implant it in the 
embryo? Does the soul grow with the person, or does it 
simply record the developing personality like a video 
camera? No one knows and it seems we have no way 
of knowing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If souls exist where do they go after the body dies? To 
our forbears the answer was quite simple: they either 
went to heaven or to hell, depending on what you      
believed. At one time many Catholics thought that 
Protestants would go to hell while many Protestants 
thought the same of Catholics. Heaven, it seems, is 
more ecumenical these days. 
 
But where is heaven? In the past the answer was self 
evident — heaven was located up in the sky. This    
belief is clearly portrayed in the religious art of the 
past. For example, The Assumption of the Virgin by 
the fifteenth-century painter Matteo di Giovanni      
portrays Mary rising into the sky surrounded by 
winged angles that lift her up towards the abode of 
God. 
 

Today, of course, the theologians will say that this   
image is merely symbolic and is not meant to be       
literally believed. Of course they must say this because 
astronomers have explored space with powerful      
telescopes, and neither angles nor virgins are to be seen 
when the photographic plates of distant stars and      
galaxies are developed. Perchance God and his angles, 
like the soul, are invisible. 
 
But if the abode of God is invisible, then how do we 
know it exists? Again, the theologians may refer to 
their holy books. But once more, the same problem 
arises as with the soul these holy books were written in 
the remote past. The theologians were not there when 
they were written and cannot say with certainty that the 
scribes wrote fact and not fiction. 
 
Maybe I am being somewhat unfair to the theologians. 
After all neither I nor they have been to heaven, so  
perhaps it is unreasonable to expect them to know its 
precise location and the nature of the divine              
environment. 
 
Be this as it may, the whole concoction seems a vague 
and flimsy thing to base one’s hopes upon. The soul 
remains an ill defined concept for which there is no 
substantiating evidence. Heaven is somewhere, it is 
claimed, but no one really knows where. Both soul and 
heaven are invisible and therefore undetectable and 
impossible of verification. Furthermore, the holy books 
used as evidence by the theologians were written in the 
remote past by scribes of unknown calibre who may or 
may not have known what they were talking about. 
 
It seems more reasonable to conclude that humans are    
totally mortal. There is no evidence that suggests we 
have any aspect to our being that can survive death, 
and therefore the possibility of immortality is, based on 
current knowledge, improbable. We have but one life 
and we must live it well. 
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Parent seeks High Court solution to  

government funded chaplains 
 
Mr. Ron Williams, from Queensland, expected his children to enjoy a 
public education in a secular state school. His family experience, 
since 2006, has shown that the federally-funded National School 
Chaplaincy Program (NSCP) has intervened, creating a non-secular 
pro-Christian culture in the state schools his children attended. 
 
Prior to launching the NSCP in 2006, Prime Minister John Howard 
said, “Students need the guidance of chaplains, rather than just  

counsellors. Yes, I am calling them chaplains because that has a  

particular connotation in our language, and as you know I'm not ever 

overwhelmed by political correctness. To call a chaplain a counsellor 

is to bow to political correctness. Chaplain has a particular         

connotation, people understand it, they know exactly what I'm talking 

about (ABC News 29 October, 2006). 
 
NSCP funded state school chaplains across Queensland may: conduct    
Christian prayers on all-school assembly; at significant school     
ceremonies; hold lunchtime prayer/Bible study sessions, and engage 
with students in the classroom, playground, school excursions, school 
camps and sport.  Chaplains oversee and conduct Religious            
Instruction classes and on-campus church-designed and run           
programs, inviting further religious contact after school.  
 
In 2009, a frustrated Mr. Williams sought advice regarding a possible 
High Court challenge to the constitutional legality of the                 
federally-funded NSCP. In February 2010, Horowitz & Bilinsky    
accepted the case.  
 
This matter concerns more people than Ron Williams’ family from      
Queensland. It concerns all Australians, of all faiths and none, who 
support the secular ‘wall of separation’ concept concerning church 
and state. This ‘wall of separation’ is required to safeguard our     
multicultural and multi-faith, and non-faith, liberal democracy that 
has become the hallmark of the civilised 21st century nation Australia 
rightfully claims to be. 
  
A trust account is being established to accept donations to defray the      
considerable costs related to this s.116 ‘wall of separation’            
constitutional challenge. 

 
 

This case needs considerable financial support to succeed.  

Please  donate at highcourtchallenge.com 

All assistance will be       

gratefully accepted.. 

DIRECT DEPOSIT 

BA6K: NAB 
 
ACCOU6T: Horowitz & 
Bilinsky Pty Ltd ATF Ronald 
James Williams 
 
ACCOU6T#: 169589121 
 
BSB: 082 080 
 

REFERE6CE: R.J. Williams 

Please �ote: While the above  

account name may not be        

accommodated in full within 

the space provided at some 

online banking facilities, be 

assured that �AB account 

number 082 080 169589121 is 

dedicated to the H&B RJ       

Williams trust account, with or 

without the provision of 

' r e f e r e n c e '  o r  o t h e r              

information. 

CHEQUE/MO6EY ORDER 

MAILI6G DETAILS:  

Horowitz and Bilinsky 
Suites 3-7 
1st Floor 
229-231 Macquarie St 
Sydney NSW 2000 
 
All funds deposited to the 
above trust account are only to 
be applied for costs and                
disbursements associated with 

the High Court proceedings. 

Please note that any donation 
to off-set these legal costs is 

not a tax deductible expense. 

...thank you for your support 

CONTACT 
admin@highcourtchallenge.com 

Your anecdotes are welcome 
Thanks for those already    

received 
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