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W hat an exciting time it has been since the Global Atheist  Convention. 
The Atheist Foundation has certainly shown the world how to put on a     
fabulous show!  Many people are ‘coming out’ and making a stand against 
the barrage of  religious interference. 
 

The media, as well as politicians, are now realising that we simply want our 
country to run as a secular democracy for everyone and not just the few.  For 
the first time in the history of Australian politics, an atheist organisation was 
asked to appear before a Senate Enquiry to give its opinion on funding for 
charities.  One giant step... 
 

Australia went into a bit of a frenzy when our new Prime Minister declared 
that she didn’t believe in a god and although it may be a disappointment to 
some, we didn’t fall off the edge of the world. 
 

We live in interesting times! 

Praise for the GAC Special Edition 
 

T hank you to everyone who sent letters, emails 
and telephoned about the 2010 Global Atheist            
Convention magazine.  We really have appreciated 
all your comments.    

Lee and Tom 

 
The latest AFA magazine GAC Special Edition – fantastic! 
I’ve enjoyed every single word so far (I haven’t finished 
yet). 
 
Well done everyone – you’ve brought back so many 
happy memories of what was such an awesome event. 
Lil 

 
Just finished reading my hard copy version of the latest 
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST magazine – Special Edition 
2010 Global Atheist Convention. 
 
Brilliant, excellent, fantastic! Brought back heaps of great 
memories. 
 
Some good pictures of speakers and volunteers, and     
feedback from the speakers was very interesting. 
 
Nice to read some ‘behind the scenes’ from the committee 
members, especially liked Leigh’s piece. 
  
I laughed I cried – once again the AFA committee have 
done a fantastic job.  
Oz Atheist 

I have just read through THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST No. 21 
and having attended all but the Saturday evening of the     
Convention appreciate its contents. Of the Convention 
itself I valued the offerings of all presenters except that of 
Jamie Kilstein. Many thanks to you all for a great event. 
  
I was amused by your comments in the From the Editors 

section p.2 about you and Tom Melchiorre writing        
together. Did you have your arm twisted to use the     
spelling of tidbits by the user of the Webster for ‘modesty’ 
reasons instead of the Oxford preferred tit-bits? 

Joe Dora  

 
Lee, I just received the package of THE AUSTRALIAN 
ATHEIST this weekend. It’s a fabulous issue. I greatly   
enjoyed reading every scrap in it.                                     

Stuart Bechman 
 
Hey! The Special Edition is great!! I am keeping this one 
in a special place. You guys made history.  
Dan Barker 

 
Your magazine arrived this morning and I immediately 
devoured it. Many thanks – great job. 

Mark Tier 
 
Lee & Tom – Excellent work on GAC Magazine. A    
beautiful production I will treasure for long time to come.  
I had some experience of editing and publication in the 
past and I do know how much hard work, lack of sleep,  
excitement, planning, attention to detail you need to     
produce such a good quality publication.      
Congratulations to you both, you have performed a     
miracle. 
Hossain 

LLetters to the etters to the EEditorditor  

FFrom the rom the EEditorditor  

News Flash 
  

The Atheist Foundation of Australia 
and Atheist Alliance International 
are in the embryonic stage of     
organising a second convention in 
Melbourne for  13 – 15 April  2012. 
 
More details in the next issue about 
the 2012 Global Atheist Convention 
– A Celebration of Reason. 
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A ustralia may be Down Under   
geographically but we are On Top of 

the World atheistically. Never has 
atheism had so much publicity both 
positive and negative in the          
Australian media. From an atheist 
point of view, even the negative is 
positive. 
 
Atheist and atheism have almost   
become acceptable words in the   
Australian media. (I said almost.)  
 
I cannot pretend to you all that the 
Global Atheist Convention has been 
the total cause of The Rise of Atheism, 
but it has been a significant influence. 
The GAC has allowed people to feel 
comfortable with their non-belief like 
never before. The messages of      
support and thanks have been        
inspiring, heart -warming and      
downright uplifting. It has made me 
doubly proud to have been involved 
in the making of the event. 
        
The other big influence on The Rise 
of Atheism in Australia since GAC 
has been the churches themselves. To 
use a sporting (and World Cup)   
analogy, they keep kicking own 
goals. And we atheists aren’t even 
playing the game, merely watching 
from the sidelines. 
        
Over the Easter period, atheism, the 
Atheist Foundation of Australia and 
the Global Atheist Convention were 
discussed in nearly every section of 
the media. The head men in frocks of 
the Roman Catholic and Anglican 
churches in Sydney were the main 
instigators of the backlash against 
atheism. (We are considering hiring 
them as our PR people.)  
        
 

Here are some of the comments    
starting with Archbishop Peter Jensen 
of Sydney:  
 

“atheism is not the rational  
philosophy that it claims to be.” 
 
“atheism is as much of a      
religion as Christianity.” 
 
“It’s about our determination as 
human beings to have our own 
way, to make our own rules, to 
live our own lives, unfettered 
by the rule of God and the right 
of God to rule over us…” 
 
“What we’re really seeing, 
once more [is] an example of 
the contest between human  
beings and God over who rules 
the world.” 
 
“atheism was a form of     
idolatry.” 
 
“As we can see by the sheer 
passion and virulence of the 
atheist—they seem to hate the 
Christian God—we are not 
dealing here  with cool         
philosophy up against faith 
without a brain.” 

 
These utterances were given in the 
Anglican Cathedral in Sydney on 
Good Friday. It certainly was a      
joyous weekend for atheism. The 
phone didn’t stop ringing though. It 
was one of the busiest Easter      
weekends we’ve encountered. David 
Nicholls, President of the Atheist 
Foundation of Australia Inc,           
responded to Peter Jensen’s outburst 
saying: 
 

 
“…atheism does not have its 

own belief structure.” 
 
“The passion and vigour that 
Peter Jensen refers to is only in 
his own mind.”  
 
“Because atheists say it as it is, 
and it’s against what Peter 
thinks, he would have to      
include those words”  
 
“Atheism is just the acceptance 
that there is no God, and apart 
from that people make their 
own decisions.” 
 
“He seeks out a scapegoat and 
attacks atheism without any 
understanding of what he is 
saying...” 
 
“To state we hate his god or are 
attacking his god is nonsense.” 
 
“How does one hate or attack 
that which does not exist?” 
 

And then there was the Catholic 
Archbishop Andrew Fisher of       
Parramatta. He certainly has a way 
with words: 

 
“[It’s] the illusion that we can 
build a better life without 
God.” 

 
“Last  century we tr ied         
godlessness on a grand scale 
and the effects were  devastating:       
Nazism, Stalinism, Pol Pot-ery, 
mass murder, abortion and  
broken relationships – all          
promoted by state-imposed     
atheism.”  

 
Yes you read it correctly…Pol Pot-ery!   

 
Again David was asked to respond: 

                  

                   theism Down Under –  

                         No! On Top of  the World 
                                           
                                          By Lee Holmes 
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“…the comments are an act of 
desperation by the church.” 
 
“We’re not forcing anything on 
anybody.” 

 
Last, but by no means least, was    
Cardinal George Pell. He took a    
different tact. He praised government 
organisations “paid for by the    
Christian majority” for helping make 
the Australian way of life the envy of 
the world before saying atheists   
sponsored no community services. To 
which Nicholls replied: 

 
“…atheists made contributions 
to society like any other       
citizen.” 

 
The churches denied a coordinated 
attack of course. That wouldn’t be 
very Christian, would it! 
 
Australians have a reputation for   
being laid back and take the ‘she’ll be 
right mate’ attitude about most      
serious issues. Since the GAC and      
listening to the meanness spewing 
from the churches, many atheists have 
felt emboldened enough to speak out.  
 

Two issues concerning religious    
influence are currently being         
discussed: 
       
One is Religious Education in       
government-run schools. In New 
South Wales, each week students  
attend RE. If parents do not want their 
child to attend they must sign a form. 
The child is not given an alternative 
lesson and often sits at the back of the 
RE class. The AFA have received 
numerous complaints from parents 
with stories of the RE students        
receiving lollies but the ‘heathen’ at 
the back of the room receives      
nothing. These are 6- and 7-year-old 
children. Then there are the ones who 
while crying uncontrollably tell their 
parents they are going to go to hell if 
they don’t turn to Jesus.   
        
The St. James Ethics Centre has    
designed a non-religious ethics      
program for students who opt out of 
the RE class. Well, you would have 
thought the world was about to end. 
The churches are up in arms over it. 
The NSW government is allowing it 
to go ahead for a trial period, after 
which time we suspect it will be axed.  
 

The previously-mentioned Peter    
Jensen had an audience with the    
Premier of the State seeking          
assurances that the program would 
not go ahead.  
       
Second, one of our Federal Senators 
is proposing an amendment to the 
taxation law. He wants charitable   
organisations to prove that the money 
they receive from donors actually 
goes to charity work and not just into 
the coffers. As the churches are not 
accountable for the money they     
receive from the taxpayers, they are 
not all that keen on the proposal.  
        
Whether reason will win out over the 
forces of darkness is still up in the air. 
Whatever the outcome, the new   
Aussie cry will be “No, it ain’t right 
mate.” 
 
 

This article first appeared in the   
July – September 2010 issue of 
Secular Nation, the magazine 
of Atheist Alliance International.   
(www.AtheistAlliance.org) 

2010 Global Atheist Convention Merchandise 
Purchase an array of items displaying The Rise of Atheism logo. 

 

T-shirts, Windcheaters, Bags, Cups, Mugs, Pillow, 

Magnets, Stickers, Track Suits, Caps, Buttons. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   ATHEISM Celebrate Reason stickers 

 

 

Visit our online shop at 

Café Press 
http://www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists 



THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST                                         6                                                      JULY – AUGUST  2010                                                       

H i there, 
 
I found our site today, and went on it for the first time. I 
had a few questions (after reading the FAQ’s) and the 
home page said people are welcome to send queries, so 
here are mine if that’s okay? They might sound blunt – if 
they do, its only so I am brief!   
 
(a)   So...(with sincerity)...what is the ‘meaning of life’ 
then? As in, what is the ‘good life’? The ‘life well lived?’ 
You know, that thing we all want to do!  
 
(b)   Morality – I honestly don’t think I would be as ‘good’ 
if I was an atheist (if you know what I mean). I would be 
more self-centered for example. If ‘it didn’t  matter’ in the 
‘scheme of things’ (i.e. eternity), I think I would make a 
lot more self-centred decisions. Perhaps that’s just me! 
Maybe I’m just a really bad person!!   
 
(c)   I cannot also help but think that life doesn’t matter as 
much (if I were an atheist). Just an example: if things in 
life got really bad – just kill yourself(!) I mean, we’re only 
here 80 odd years, right? So – who really cares? You’ll 
(I’ll) be gone in as good as 5 minutes anyway – so if     
everything goes bad (or I got really sick etc), just kill   
myself, right? I hope you get my above question /         
pondering. I’m not trying to sound horrible – its just what 
I pondered, when I was thinking, ‘what if I were an     
atheist’ No afterlife – no God to judge – so, end life if and 
when I want? 
 
(d)  The ultimate (!) question: what if you are wrong?  
How do atheists answer that? 
 
(e)  Fifth and finally! Do you have any materials in your 
organisation that specifically address Christianity? As a 
christian, (yes, one of those bible believing, Jesus is God 
and is returning to Earth type of annoying christians!) – as 
a christian, I would like to read anything you may have in 
that area  
 
All the best – and for the sake of truth  
Steve 
Tasmania 
 

D ear Steve. 
 
Thank you for your enquiry. Although your questions  
appear to be simple enough, they are not easily answered 
in a few words. My answers are somewhat longwinded, 
but I hope you’ll persevere and find that it will help you 
understand the atheist point of view. 
 

(a)   So...(with sincerity)...what is the ‘meaning of life’ 

then? As in, what is the ‘good life’? The ‘life well lived?’ 

You know, that thing we all want to do!  
 

I think you’re asking, (or rhetorically wondering) ‘what is 
the meaning of life if we (atheists) don’t believe in a god 
who has created humanity as part of a grand plan and has 
assigned a purpose to each human being?’ Well Steve, 
that’s a question that is very frequently asked of atheists 
and I think I speak for many of them by suggesting that we 
find the question a non sequitur. It’s a question that seems 
to pre-occupy people with religious convictions, but     
atheists tend to regard the question as unnecessary and 
irrelevant. 
 
This may seem a little blunt to you Steve, but in essence, 
there is no meaning to life per se. We’re here because 
we’re here because we’re here…! The ‘wheel’ of life 
started turning billions of years ago, and is probably     
unstoppable. But life itself doesn’t care about life. It    
doesn’t intellectualise about purpose or meaning. Life is 
life, and that’s about it. It’s random and unpredictable. 
How random and unpredictable? Just think about this: 
 
After not being here for squillions of years, you’re here 
today because out of 400 million competing sperm cells, 
only one could be the first to successfully penetrate an 
egg. From that moment (of conception), all other         
competing sperm cells were excluded. To cut a long story 
short, the resultant single cell embryo eventually became 
you. Had the egg been penetrated by any other of the 
399,999,999 of competing sperm, you would not be here 
today – you would in a sense, be somebody else! There 
may well be complex chemical and physical factors      
involved, but the end result is essentially a coincidence. 
(Unless you choose to believe that a god specifically    
desired a ‘Steve’ sperm to be the winner!) That you and I 
are here today writing to each other, is likewise pure    
coincidence and very, very unlikely to be pre-determined 
by a god. And so Steve when eventually you die, you’ll 
never exist again; not on this planet, not anywhere, not in 
any form, not ever again. And so it is with all living 
things. Life is random, it’s unpredictable and there is no     
ulterior purpose or meaning. Atheists are perfectly       
comfortable with that – religious people apparently not. 
But just because life has no ‘meaning’ as such, it  doesn’t 
follow that life is not fulfilling or enjoyable or that life for 
atheists is somehow empty or shallow or not worth living. 
On the contrary, atheists embrace life with as much      
enthusiasm as anybody and what’s more, they enjoy 
greater intellectual freedom than religious folk because 
they are not hampered by religion’s  mental straightjacket. 
Atheists are ‘free thinkers’ who value life for its own sake, 
not because of false hope of eternal life or an ulterior 
‘meaning’. 

FFrom the rom the IInboxnbox  
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(b)   Morality – I honestly don’t think I would be as ‘good’ 

if I was an atheist (if you know what I mean). I would be 

more self-centered for example. If ‘it didn’t  matter’ in the 

‘scheme of things’ (i.e. eternity), I think I would make a lot 

more self-centred decisions. Perhaps that’s just me! 

Maybe I’m just a really bad person!!  

 

If it’s true that you don’t think you would be as ‘good’ if 
you were an atheist, then that is a rather sad reflection on 
your moral outlook. What you are in effect saying is that 
you are a bad person who needs to be kept in check by the 
threat of punishment or the promise of a reward. That may 
well be true, but I’m prepared to give you the benefit of 
doubt. I suggest that it’s only in your imagination that 
you’d be a bad person if it weren’t for the watchful eye of 
a vengeful god. I can assure you that being an atheist  
doesn’t make one self-centred. On the contrary, the many     
atheists that I know are if anything, less self-centred,    
possibly as a result of not being influenced by dogma and 
pre-determined ideas of morality. They tend to think for 
themselves and reflect at greater length on the human   
condition. In any event, a person’s disposition to           
selfishness or generosity is shaped by a variety of factors; 
genetic, educational and environmental, in which          
religiosity possibly only plays a part. Altruism is mostly 
an inherent, natural and normal human response. It stems 
from the native realization that one is one’s neighbour’s 
neighbour. We help others because we know that we also 
need help. We are all dependent on one another. 
 
(c)   I cannot also help but think that life doesn’t matter as 

much (if I were an atheist). Just an example: if things in 

life got really bad – just kill yourself(!) I mean, we’re only 

here 80 odd years, right? So – who really cares? You’ll 

(I’ll) be gone in as good as 5 minutes anyway – so if     

everything goes bad (or I got really sick etc), just kill   

myself, right? I hope you get my above question /         

pondering. I’m not trying to sound horrible – its just what 

I pondered, when I was thinking, ‘what if I were an     

atheist’ No afterlife – no God to judge – so, end life if and 

when I want? 

 

Steve, Steve, Steve! You’ve got things really badly 
screwed-up here. Don’t think like that even for a minute. 
Being an atheist, knowing that there is no so-called        
afterlife or the existence of a god to pass judgment or   
being old or living in or with unfavourable conditions, 

does not mean that life should not be cherished. People 
commit suicide for all sorts of reasons; but not believing 
in the existence of a god or gods would definitely not be 
one. I think many atheists are of the opinion that voluntary 
euthanasia ought to be a lawful option available for those 
who seek it. All atheists would readily agree that nobody 
should take their own life for reason of emotional or   
mental  instability. Atheists value life too much, and have 
the only the deepest respect for that of others. 
 
(d)  The ultimate (!) question: what if you are wrong?  

How do atheists answer that? 

 

In the unlikely event that atheists have got it wrong, I’m 
sure that an omnipotent, omniscient, merciful and loving 
god (the way modern gods are mostly described) would 
understand that atheists have made an honest mistake. 
Such a god would appreciate that atheists are not wilfully 
recalcitrant or disrespectful; but can simply not accept, at 
an intellectual level, the existence of invisible beings in 
the sky. The evidence for the non-existence of gods is so 
overwhelming; it’s hard not to trip over it a dozen times a 
day. So, if we’re wrong, perhaps the fault lays with the 
gods for not making their existence obvious and           
unambiguous. 
 
(e)  Fifth and finally! Do you have any materials in your 

organisation that specifically address Christianity? As a 

christian, (yes, one of those bible believing, Jesus is God 

and is returning to Earth type of annoying christians!) – 

as a christian, I would like to read anything you may have 

in that area. 

 

The best I can suggest is that you examine everything on 
the AFA website and then explore the various links to  
related sites. There are numerous books on the topic of 
Christianity/Atheism, of which Sam Harris’ book; ‘Letter 
to a Christian Nation’ is particularly well written and 
highly readable. I commend it to you. A very systematic 
and thoughtful analysis on the web is titled ‘Why won’t 

God Heal Amputees?’ 

 

Wishing you well, Steve. 
 
Jac Dittmar 
Public Relations Team 
Atheist Foundation of Australia 

Christopher Hitchens undergoing chemotherapy 

 
It was very sad to read that Christopher Hitchens has been diagnosed with esophageal cancer and 

would be suspending his book tour.  In a brief statement he said… 

I have been advised by my physician that I must undergo a course of chemotherapy on 

my esophagus. This advice seems persuasive to me. I regret having had to cancel so 

many engagements at such short notice. 

His memoir Hitch-22 is on sale now. 
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Submission to the Senate Standing Committee on Economics: 

Inquiry into the Tax Laws Amendment (Public Benefit Test) Bill 2010 
 

by Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc 
 

1. The Atheist Foundation of Australia supports the TAX LAWS AMENDMENT (PUBLIC BENEFIT TEST) BILL 
2010 which will insert a public benefit test into the Income Tax Assessment Act 1997, requiring religious and charitable 
institutions seeking tax exemption to demonstrate public benefit through its aims and activities. 
 
2. The Atheist Foundation of Australia agrees that a Public Benefit Test is an essential part of this reform, and this test 
should be administered by an independent body that must be convinced that in the proposed charity: 

• There is an identifiable benefit arising from the aims and activities; 

• The benefit must be to the public or a significant section of the public, and not merely to 
 individuals with a material connection to the entity; 

• Any public benefit the charity provides must outweigh any harm it causes. 
 
3. The Atheist Foundation of Australia agrees with the broad definition of charity as outlined in the Bill as follows: 

• the prevention or relief of poverty; 

• the advancement of health or the saving of lives, the advancement of citizenship or community               
development; 

• the advancement of human rights, conflict resolution or reconciliation or; 

• the promotion of religious or racial harmony or equality and diversity, etc. 
 
4. The Atheist Foundation of Australia agrees that activities that:  

• are damaging to the environment; 

• are dangerous or damaging to mental or physical health; 

• that encourage or promote violence or hatred towards others; 

• that unlawfully restrict a person’s freedom, are not acceptable in all cases, but especially in organisations 
that describe themselves as a charity. 

 

Discussion 
1. Organised religions in Australia have changed radically since they were granted tax-free status. At that time the     
government judged their primary function to be charity. Charities are, by definition, non-profit-making enterprises,  
however, the primary activity of organised religions in Australia today is commerce – some denominations being among 
the wealthiest corporations in the country with lucrative share market portfolios, vast land holdings, prime real estate, 
commercial interests in manufacturing, food production – even casinos. The untaxed annual profits of the three largest 
religious corporations have been estimated to be in the billions of dollars. 
 
2. In light of these changed circumstances, giving the commercial arms of organised religions the same taxation         
advantages as charities is a grave injustice to the honest tax and rate payers of this country who have to make up the 
taxation shortfall. Although the trigger for this enquiry was alleged abuses by Scientology, it is essential that all       
charitable organisations, including and especially those run by organised religions, are subjected to a rigorous ‘public 
benefit’ test.  
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3. The fundamental doctrines of organised religions are opposed to democracy, liberal humanism, multiculturalism,   
pluralism, religious tolerance, secularism, free speech, equality for same-sex-oriented people, and equal rights for 
women. It is therefore inevitable that some of the activities of religion-based charities will do harm. For example: 

• withholding information about the possibility and, in some cases, the desirability of pregnancy  
terminations; 

• actively opposing the rational desires of aged sufferers of chronic and terminal illness to end their suffering 
with dignity; 

• failing to address the status and sense of self-worth of women; 

• and undermining the self-confidence of same-sex-oriented people while tacitly supporting active             
homophobic behaviour. Inevitably, these religion-based anti Human Rights attitudes are carried through to 
religious charities with sometimes disastrous results. 

 

Until these and other obstacles to fairness for everyone are removed, charities under the jurisdiction of organised 

religions should not receive support from Australian taxpayers. 

 
4. The problem of abuse is compounded by the fact that there is no fiscal or social accountability requirement for       
religious charities; thus, there is no way of knowing how much, if any, of the money actually comes from the religious 
organisation’s funds, or how the money is spent. This situation is intolerable in a society that desires to be open, honest 
and accountable. If organised religions want their charitable activities to receive taxpayer support, then these activities 
must become legally separate entities with audited accounts, clearly described objectives, and guarantees that they will 
honour the U.N. Charter of Human Rights. 

 

 

Senate Inquiry: Atheist Foundation President calls for accountability      

measures for religious charities 
  

T oday, David Nicholls, President of the Atheist Foundation of Australia, gave evidence in support of tax breaks to 
charitable organisations operating within Australia, while calling for enhanced accountability. 
  
‘The AFA is strongly in favour of granting tax concessions to genuine charities that give assistance to combating      
poverty, illness and the problems of our aged citizens,’ he said. 
  
While a charity is a non-profit-making organisation, most organised religions today own corporations with vast reserves, 
and holdings in equities ranging from stock market shares to real estate and manufacturing with profits in the billions. 
  
Unfortunately, it is common practise that only small amounts of these profits are ploughed back into charitable works, 
while the majority of tax-free revenue is used to increase assets, and simultaneously, religious influence. 
 
At the hearing David Nicholls stated, ‘The facts are damning. The estimated untaxed income of religions in 2009 was 
about 30 billion dollars. Australian taxpayers have to make up that shortfall.’ 
 
‘The AFA demands that only the charitable arms of religions receive tax relief, but only if, like all secular charities, their 
books are open to inspection and auditing; they do not restrict their charity to their own adherents; and they abide by 
every provision of the United Nations Charter of Human Rights,’ he said. 
 
It is the opinion of the Atheist Foundation of Australia that blanket support of religions through tax breaks should cease, 
and the charitable arms of religions should only receive taxation concessions if they are accountable to the Australian 
public. 
  
‘The Atheist Foundation of Australia, along with all Australian taxpayers, eagerly await the Government’s response to 
this important Inquiry,’ Mr Nicholls said.  

the advancement of health or the saving of lives, the advancement of citizenship or community               
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Senate Enquiry Hearing with AFA President 

Extract from Hansard, Monday, 28 June 2010 [3.42pm] 
 
Evidence was  taken via  teleconference – 

 
Acting Chair: We welcome the Atheist Foundation of Australia in the form of Mr David Nicholls, who is the president. Mr 
Nicholls is appearing via teleconference. Would you like to make an opening statement? 

 
David Nicholls: I certainly would. Thank you for the opportunity to speak to this          
committee. The Atheist Foundation of Australia has existed since 1970. I have been a  
member for 26 years, on the management committee for eight years and the president 
for five years. The AFA is by far the largest subscripted atheist organisation in Australia, 
as well as having the biggest internet membership. All members of the management   
committee must sign a privacy charter which disallows any information about     
members or numbers of members to leave the committee room. We would be best 
classed as a philosophical educational organisation and not a religion. The views        

expressed by the Atheist Foundation of Australia represent a wide cross-section of people known as ‘free    
thinkers’ and, by survey on various topics, the opinions of the AFA represent a substantial number of those of a 
religious persuasion. 
 
I want to stress that the AFA is strongly in favour of granting tax concessions to genuine charities that give       
assistance to combating poverty, illness and the problems of our aged citizens. We also endorse taxation     
support for educational institutions for their secular pursuits and taxation benefits for other purposes beneficial to 
the community, as long as they are clearly defined and secular. 
 
The 1982 High Court decision in the DOGS case – Defence of Government Schools – concluded that the      
advancement of religion was permissible, not compulsory, under the Australian Constitution. One of the       
prerequisites for charitable status is the advancement of religion: that is not just permissible; that is          
compulsory. Even so, as humans have followed around 34,000 religions and worshipped about 3,000 gods, it is 
reasonable to assume that advancing any or all religions is a time bomb that will create dangerous sectarian     
divisions in the community. A study by Gregory S. Paul titled ‘Cross-National Correlations of Quantifiable     
Societal Health and Popular Religiosity and Secularism in the Prosperous Democracies’ leaves little doubt that 
religion is a divisive force in societies and in politics, but that is not the worst part. The study indicates that the 
greater religiosity in a society the greater dysfunction, the indices being violence, rape, murder etcetera. It     
follows, therefore, that the AFA does not support the notion that the advancement of religion is a charitable  
exercise, especially as the convention originates from the 400-year-old preamble to the Statute of Elizabeth in the 
year 1601, which equates all religious activity with charity. 
 
A charity is a non-profit-making organisation. Most organised religions today are large corporations with vast  
reserves and holdings in equities ranging from stock market shares to real estate to manufacturing. Their profits 
are in the billions. Were they charities, 100 percent of these tax-free profits would be ploughed back into       
charitable works, but they are not. For the most part, they are used to increase assets and, simultaneously, their 
influence. When the profits of the Anglican stock market portfolio were reduced last year, they curtailed their 
charitable work, despite the profits made in their considerable rental and other commercial enterprises. The 
AFA demands that only the charitable arms of religions receive tax relief, but only if, like all secular charities, 
their books are open to inspection and auditing, they do not restrict their charity to their own adherents and 
they abide by every provision of the United Nations Charter of Human Rights. To this end, the purely          
commercial activities of religions must be treated as separate entities and pay their fair share of tax, thus       
relieving the burden on honest taxpayers. The facts are damning. The estimated untaxed income of  religions in 
2009 was $30 billion. Australian taxpayers had to make up the shortfall. It does not take a rocket scientist to see 
that this is unethical and unacceptable. If this figure of $30 billion of untaxed income was firmly implanted in 
the public mind, with it being common knowledge that the number of regular churchgoers is only about seven per 
cent of the population, there would be an understandable majority outcry of some magnitude. It is the opinion of 
the Atheist Foundation of Australia that blanket support of religions through tax breaks should cease and the   
charitable arms of religions should receive only taxation concessions if they are accountable to the Australian 
public. 
 

Chair: Thank you. 
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Senator Cameron: I have heard 
the figure of $8 billion as the cost 
of charities to the public purse. 
Where do you get $30 billion 
from? 

 

 

David Nicholls: I am talking not just about charities; I am 
talking about the cost of all aspects of religion in Australian 
society. To give you an example – I cannot quite remember 
what they were called; it has escaped my mind for the      
moment. But in America the Council of Churches – I cannot 
remember the date but it was in the 1990s – declared that 
they had a tax income of $450 billion. Now, that is with 253 
million people, which is more than us. But, if you do a quick 
calculation, you work out that the $30 billion is a reasonably 
accurate figure, and it is a figure that is supported by a book 
by Max Wallace called The Purple Economy, and there is 
also a study by Gomez and Perkins –and I think you have 
a submission from them, from the Secular Party of      
Australia; that is submission No. 68 – which verifies what 
I am saying. 
 
Senator Cameron: The bill that is before us from Senator 
Xenophon goes some way towards what has already been 
established in the UK, Ireland, Scotland and New Zealand, 
and that is a charities commission. This could be like a    
stepping stone towards a charities commission. Do you have 
any views about the establishment of a charities               
commission?  
 
David Nicholls:   Yes. As our submission says, and as I have 
just stated, charities have to be accountable. And they have to 
be separate from church matters, because nobody in        
Australia knows – and I am sure that none of you good     
people would be able to tell me – what proportion of that $30 
billion is towards charities and what proportion is enhancing 
the religions that are being mentioned. 
 
Senator Cameron: It seems to me that the Atheist         
Foundation have basically said that religions have to be   
accountable, and that is a fair enough proposition. But there 
seems to be a bit of intolerance towards religion, and it is 
clear that the High Court has accepted that people are entitled 
to make a choice to practise a religion. What is your view 
on that? 
 
David Nicholls: I do not think ‘intolerance’ is the correct 
word. I think religions should be treated the same as any  
entity that has its hand out for tax benefits. What is intolerant 
about that?  

 
Senator Cameron: No, I am talking about tolerating people 
who decide that they believe there is a spiritual focus and 
they want to practice a religion. 
 
David Nicholls: We are not intolerant of people who want to 

practice a religion. People can believe anything they like. 
People can believe there are fairies at the bottom of the    
garden; we do not mind. But, when that belief encroaches 
upon everybody, the Atheist Foundation has to say         
something about it. That is what we are here for.  

 
Senator Xenophon: Mr Nicholls, 
thank you for your submission. This 
bill provides for a public benefit 
test. Does the Atheist Foundation of   
Australia receive tax concessions 
under division 50 of the Income Tax 
(Assessment) Act or any other          
legislation?  
 

David Nicholls: We do not receive any more taxation      
benefits than your average pony club. 
 
Senator Xenophon: Sure. Mr Lind, a lawyer who acts for 
charitable and religious organisations, made the point in 
terms of broader public policy that, if an organisation       
delivers common-good outcomes – in other words, they    
perform charitable acts, they alleviate poverty or            
homelessness, or a number of other acts that could            
universally be described as being in the public benefit – and 
they get a tax concession, one of the arguments is that, if they 
did not do it, the government would have to do it, at greater 
expense ultimately to taxpayers. I am trying to fairly       
paraphrase what Mr Lind, a lawyer who acts for charities and 
presumably religious organisations, has put to the committee. 
Do you have a comment on that? 
 
David Nicholls: We are not saying that people who are   
doing public good should not receive tax concessions; we are 
saying they should receive tax concessions. We are very 
strong about that. But we also say they should be              
accountable. There have been a couple of cases  – one in 
your home state, Senator Xenophon – of the Agape         
Ministries, who use coercion and forced abortions and all 
sorts of things. They are classed as a charity. The figures 
floating around in the paper are that they have received 
something like $150,000 to carry out this work. How do 
you tell who is doing good stuff and who is doing bad 
stuff if there is no accountability? All we are asking is that 
charities have to be accountable.  
 
Senator Xenophon: You do not have any argument from 
me in relation to that, Mr Nicholls. I just want to get your 
views on what Mr Lind said. To be fair to Mr Lind, he 
seemed to be broadly supportive of a charities commission 
type approach. There is one that exists in the UK and one 
that exists in New Zealand more recently, where there is a 
degree of transparency and accountability. Is that the sort of 
thing that you would welcome – that there be a body that can 
supervise and provide benchmarks for the activity of        
organisations that receive tax concessions?  
 
David Nicholls: If those bodies are working efficiently, I 
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would suggest, yes, that would probably be the way to go. 
But, as I say, I do not know. I realise there are probably   
thousands and thousands of charities. Will they be capable of 
being effective?  
 

Senator Xenophon: You are saying that it is good to have 
that level of supervision or overview, as exists in New     
Zealand, for instance? 
 

David Nicholls: If it is as I assume, that they have the power 
to investigate any matter they deem necessary that has to do 
with taxation money going, yes I would agree with that  
statement. 
 

Senator Xenophon: And you have said in your            
submission that you are supportive of the introduction of a  
public benefit test. How would you see such a test working? 
Further to that, how would you like to see the not-for-profit 
sector reformed in terms of its operations?  
 

David Nicholls: It would be a pure matter of auditing as far 
as I can see. The money that goes in has to be accounted for 
in how it goes out.  
 

Senator Xenophon: So it is more of a financial  transaction? 
 

David Nicholls: I think that is the only way that you are  
going to be able to have some sort of control on anybody 
who wants to class themselves as a religious charity and can 
get away with things such as the Mercy Ministries and 
Agape and probably countless others that we do not know 
about. Apart from separating religion itself from charities, 

which seems to be something that people cannot get their 
minds around, there has to be some sort of control on the 
money that goes into religion that is untaxed and where that 
money goes. The public have a right to know where the 
money goes. 
 

Acting Chair: So there needs to be a right of audit? Yes or 
no? You would support an audit of expenditure of where the 
money goes? 
 

David Nicholls:  Yes. 
 

Senator Xenophon: In your view, do any religious based 
charities provide benefits to the public, leaving aside       
whatever systems of belief a religion may have? You do  
concede that they can provide benefits to the public in terms 
of charitable works?  
 

David Nicholls: Yes, I would certainly agree. People who 
are of a religious nature have different motives for helping 
with charitable institutions. I do not want to go into what 
those motives might be. Yes, I would fully support anybody 
who was trying to benefit other humans. 
 

Senator Xenophon: Thank you, Mr Nicholls.  
 

Acting Chair: Mr Nicholls, that concludes this segment of 
the hearing. Thank you for appearing this afternoon. Your 
evidence has been very useful. 
 

David Nicholls: Thank you for inviting me; it has been most 
wonderful. 
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Let’s say goodbye to ‘God’ as we say goodbye to Kevin says                        

Atheist Foundation President 
 

T he Atheist Foundation of Australia (AFA) today congratulated Julia Gillard on her appointment as the new Prime 
Minister of Australia. 
  
David Nicholls, AFA president, said ‘Kevin Rudd has made many positive changes since his appointment including 
apologising to the Stolen Generation, introducing paid parental leave and focusing attention on the need for improved 
education and health care in Australia. Unfortunately, he also used his public position to promote his conservative     
religious beliefs.’ he said. 
  
Kevin Rudd has openly acknowledged his Christianity and its influence over his life and his politics throughout his   
political career. Even today in his speech as outgoing leader he thanked what he referred to as ‘our one creator’. 
  
With opposition leader Tony Abbott, an outspokenly conservative Catholic whose religious beliefs have motivated    
policies that seriously threatened women’s reproductive rights, Australian atheists and other freethinkers will welcome a 
leader who keeps religion out of politics. 
  
‘Julia Gillard’s stance on religion is unknown, and this is exactly how it should be,’ says Nicholls. ‘As a rational and 
highly intelligent person I would hope she is an atheist, but at the very least, I hope that with her appointment, there is an 
opportunity to take ‘God’ out of the Australian Parliament.’  
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David Koch: Is Australia an atheist country? Julia Gillard 
says she does not believe in God. In contrast, previous 
Prime Ministers like Kevin Rudd and John Howard have 
been very open about their faith, but Ms Gillard says she’s 
just being honest. In the 2006 Census, nearly 18 percent of   
people admitted to being like Julia Gillard and not having 
a religion, so are we becoming a country of non-believers? 
Let’s ask Lyle Shelton from the Australian Christian 
Lobby and Michael Boyd from the Australian Atheist 
Foundation (sic). Good morning gents. Michael, first up to 
you. What do you think of the PM’s admission? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Michael Boyd: I think it’s a very good thing for          
Australian voters to have a Prime Minister who’s          
prepared to make that sort of declaration. It tells people 
that we’ve got a PM who’ll be deciding policy on the basis 
of facts and evidence, not religious preconceptions. 
  
David Koch: Yeah. Like, what do you think? We’ve got 
lots of people commenting on the Soapbox, on Facebook, 
on Twitter. One Twitter came in saying ‘a little thing 

(Continued on page 16) 

 

W ith the announcement of Julia Gillard becoming Prime Minister and declaring herself a non-believer, the Atheist 
Foundation received many requests for interviews, one of which was the Channel 7 morning show, Sunrise. David Koch 
interviewed Michael Boyd, AFA Committee Member from NSW, along with Lyle Shelton from the Australian Christian 
Lobby. Editor 

  
  

  “I,  
Julia Eileen  

Gillard,  

do solemnly 

 and sincerely 

 affirm and declare 

that I will  

well and truly  

serve the 

 Commonwealth  

of  

Australia,  

her land and her 

people in  

the office 

 of  

Prime Minister.”                       

New ‘godless’ Prime Minister for Australia -  
flustered faithful flummoxed following First Female’s frankness  

    Julia Gillard becomes Australia’s first female Prime Minister 
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called separation of church and state means it shouldn’t be 
relevant’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Lyle Shelton: Well Kochie, I think the Prime Minister is 
being true to herself, that’s a good thing, but I trust that 
she’ll be mindful that Australia was founded on Christian 
values; our legal system, our political system, are all    
imbued with Christian principles and philosophy, and that 
of course is what has made Australia such a great nation. 
And of course we’ve inherited this western Christian     
tradition, and I’d hope she’d keep that in mind as she   
governs. 
  
David Koch: Mmm. Michael: Health Minister, Nicola 
Roxon, Defence Personnel Minister, Greg Combet,       
Financial Services Minister, Chris Bowen, have said 
they’re non-believers as well. Of course we had Bob 
Hawke, who was agnostic, which, you know, is sort of you 
don’t know, having a bob each way if you like. Is it time 
to rethink saying the Lord’s Prayer in Parliament? 
  
Michael Boyd: I think it definitely is time to rethink    
saying the Lord’s Prayer. I think a lot of politicians    
probably say the Lord’s Prayer and are mouthing the 
words only but they probably don’t really believe in what 
they’re saying and they don’t have religious beliefs. And I 
think in a society like ours, which is so multicultural, with 
so many different religious beliefs, it’s not really fair to all 
of those who don’t follow the Catholic or Christian      
religion to have that particular prayer being said. 
  
David Koch: Yeah.  Lyle, what do you reckon on that? 
  
Lyle Shelton: Yeah, well Kochie the Lord’s Prayer of 
course is part of our cultural heritage; we shouldn’t trash 
our culture lightly. While we can respect other cultures, 
that is our culture, and I think the Lord’s Prayer reminds 
all of us that God is God and we are not, and I can’t think 
of a better place than Parliament, with respect to our    
politicians, where that reminder should be brought to bear 
on a daily basis. 
  
David Koch: Okay. Let’s have a look at those Census     
figures though, to put it in some sort of context.  In 1996, 
70.9 percent of Australians said they were believers, were   
Christians. In 2006, 63.9 percent, down but still a pretty 
decent majority. Will Julia Gillard’s beliefs influence    
voters, do you reckon, Michael? 

Michael Boyd:  I don’t think it’ll influence voters really. I 
think people will take her as they find her, and they’ll vote 
for her on the basis of the policies that she produces. And 
the good thing is that hopefully those policies will be 
based on facts and evidence and not on religious           
preconceptions. 
  
David Koch: And Lyle, what do you reckon? Because, 
you know, you just look at things like Australian Idol, it’s 
a hard … sort of a long bow, I suppose, but Australian 
Idol, Australia’s Got Talent – a lot of performers that 
come from strong religious backgrounds, Christian 
churches, really flex their muscles in the voting.  Do you 
think the same thing will  happen in politics? 
  
Lyle Shelton: Look, I think that’s very likely, Kochie. 
You know, despite the declining Census figures, it’s still a 
very healthy belief in God in the Australian community. I 
think God’s not dead yet, and obviously that’s going to 
influence the way a lot of Australians vote. 
 
 
David Koch:  And Michael, your comments on this.  We 
had an interesting Facebook comment from one of our 
viewers that said Rob Scott ‘I won’t be voting for her. At 
least Tony Abbott has morals’. So being an atheist, does 
that mean you don’t have morals? 
 
 
Michael Boyd: Well, no it doesn’t, Kochie. Not at all. In 
fact there’s no connection between morality and religion. 
That’s one of the great myths that religion … religious 
believers want to peddle. The fact is that morality’s been 
around for a long, long time before Christianity surfaced, 
and it’s completely independent of religion. In fact,      
religion’s often used by people to explain or justify really 
immoral behaviour. I mean, look at the Crusades, the 
burning of witches, Christianity’s endorsement of slavery 
in the Bible — there’s lots of examples of situations where 
religion is in fact used to justify immoral behaviour. And 
morality’s a completely separate thing. Those 20 percent 
of people or so who aren’t religious believers in this     
country, no one’s suggesting that they’re immoral or that 
they don’t behave well. 
 
 
David Koch: All right. Okay mate, good point. It’s      
interesting; we’re getting huge feedback on the Soapbox 
and to our phone poll as well. Thank you for joining us 
this morning, we appreciate it. 
 
Michael Boyd: Thanks very much. 
  
Lyle Shelton: Thanks very much. 

(Continued from page 13) 
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What’s in a Name? 
By Charles Cornwall 

 

R ecently I went to my dentist for a check-up. During 
our one-sided (of necessity!) conversation he volunteered, 
“I can’t make up my mind if I’m an atheist or an           
agnostic.” As he talked on, I decided he was an atheist and 
that his uncertainty was simply due to indecision about the 
appropriate terminology – that is, the definition of the 
words involved.  
 
I fully appreciated my dentist’s dilemma. Years earlier, 
after I had abandoned my former faith-held beliefs, I 
thought of myself as an agnostic. I did so because, at the 
time, I believed that the atheist mantra was a dogmatic: 
“There is no god”. This I considered to be irrational      
because there is no supporting empirical evidence one way 
or the other. 
 
Mind you, my dentist and I were in very good company. 
In his autobiography (completed late in his life) Bertrand 
Russell sometimes refers to himself as an agnostic and 
sometimes as an atheist. Even this eminent mathematician 
and philosopher had not decided on the preferred          
terminology. As a member of the AFA’s Public Relations  
Team, and in my personal contacts with people, both     
religious believers and non-believers, I find this confusion 
is still widespread.  
 
I am well aware that a plethora of material has been     
written on the ‘correct’ meaning of the word atheist and 
whether this is the most appropriate word to describe    
organisations like the AFA. I simply hope that my        
contribution to the subject may help some readers to have 
a better understanding of the issues involved. My only 
credentials for contributing to this debate are:  
 
(1) I was once a sincere Christian who studied theology 

(this included four years study of Greek, the       
language of the New Testament) and became an 
ordained minister;  

(2) I had enough personal integrity to abandon my 
faith-held beliefs when I eventually realized that the 
evidence made them untenable and  

(3) since then I have read and thought a great deal 
about the subject. 

 
The English word atheism is derived from the Greek word 
άθεος (atheos). This Greek word is made up of the affix ά 
(a) which has a number of related meanings comparable to 
the English prefix un-including no, not, without, absence 
of with the word θεος (theos) meaning god. Thus atheism 
could mean a definite belief that there is no god or the lack 
of belief in a god resulting from lack of any corroborating 
evidence. While these two meanings are similar they are 
not the same. All the atheists I know, or know of, take the 

latter stance. Commonly, however, Christians, either    
mistakenly or mischievously, accuse atheists of  subscribing 
to the former. 
 
What is overlooked, however, is that the English language 
is continually evolving. Just consider the first few lines of 
this early 13th-century song, found in Reading Abbey. On 
the left we have it as it was written then, on the right how 
it would be written today. 

Over the years many words have taken on new nuances 
and even changed their meaning. For example, my ancient 
edition of the Concise Oxford Dictionary defines the word 
unique as “Being the only one of its kind.” However, 
sloppy usage over the years (e.g. “very unique”, “rather 
unique”, which are nonsensical when the word means the 
only one of its kind) has resulted in it being used as an 
alternative to such words as unusual. This misuse has  
become so prevalent that the Oxford now adds 
“remarkable or unusual” as legitimate meanings along 
with the original. (This is a great pity for the English    
language is now robbed, by careless usage, of a single 
word meaning, exclusively, the only one of its kind.) 
 
This example is not an isolated case. Just spend a little 
while looking up words at random in a good dictionary 
and you will discover that numerous words have          
developed in meaning from their original etymological 
derivation. This applies to the word atheism which today 
is rarely used in its original meaning of no god. In     
claiming this, I am in good company. Richard Dawkins in 
The God Delusion (p. 50f) discusses the range of human 
judgments about the existence of God from the extreme “I 
know there is a god” to the opposite extreme “I know there 
is no god”. Dawkins says, “I’d be surprised to meet many 
people in [this latter] category…” (Dawkins places     
himself in the category that says, “I cannot know for    
certain but I think God is very improbable, and I live my 
life on the assumption that he is not there.”)  
 
Having read widely the works of many atheists and atheist 
organisations, I have concluded that the definition of   
atheism used by the Atheist Foundation of Australia is 
truly representative of the understanding of the word as 
used by most atheists today:  
 

Atheism is the acceptance that there is no credible 

scientific or factually reliable evidence for the     

existence of god, gods or the supernatural.  
 

Sumer is icumen in  
Lhude sing, cuccu.  
Growth sed and 
bloweth med  
And springth the wude 
nu.  
Sing cuccu.  

Summer is a-coming in  
Loud sing, cuckoo.  
Grows seed and blows 
meadow  
And leaves are on the tree 
now.  
Sing cuckoo.  
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This is clearly not the same as claiming, definitively, that 
there is no god. Thus, the meaning of the word atheism 
has evolved and taken on a different, but related, meaning 
from the etymologically literal one.    
 
Turning now to that other word agnosticism: This word 
also has a Greek derivation being made up of γνωσιξ 
(gnōsis) meaning knowledge with the affix ά (a) indicating 
absence or negation.  Hence the word can be and is used 
in the wide sense of philosophical scepticism. It was   
Thomas Huxley, distinguished biologist, friend and ally of 
Charles Darwin, who, in the 1860s, coined the word      
agnostic with reference to the specific issue of religion. 
Thus, in matters of religious belief, Huxley used the word 
agnostic to refer to a person who, in the   
absence of empirical evidence, comes to no 
conclusion, one way or the other, about   
religious beliefs. 
 
While the word atheist evolved in meaning 
from its  absolute literal sense, the word  
agnostic is today used by different people in 
different ways. There are those who are 
genuinely and thoughtfully progressing from 
faith-held beliefs to complete rejection but, 
not having reached that concluding point, 
refer to themselves as agnostics. One does 
not lightly or quickly reject long-held,   
cherished beliefs ingrained through       
childhood indoctrination in a sort of reversal of Paul’s  
Damascus Road conversion to Christianity. As I know 
from personal experience, it can be a long and painful 
process. I am sure many who travel that road at some stage 
refer to themselves as agnostics – as indeed I once did.  
 
A second group is made up of those people who are, in 
fact, atheists without realizing it. They continue to call 
themselves agnostics due to the mistaken idea that an  
atheist says definitively, “There is no god”. I once came 
into this category and I’m sure this is the case with many 
other non-believers (my dentist included). 
  
A third group comprises those people whom atheists love 
to hate. These are the ‘bob each way’ lot – the fence     
sitters, the one-foot-in-each-camp agnostics. These are the 
ones who, while finding it well nigh impossible to believe 
the Bible, call themselves agnostics while continuing to 
maintain a tenuous contact with the church – just in case 
(for example, a priest or minister to utter some       
mumbo-jumbo at their funeral.)  
 
Now, is all this just a matter of semantics? Well, it is a 
matter of semantics but it is not  just a matter of semantics. 
If it were just a matter of semantics, I wouldn’t have 
wasted my time writing this article. There is, I believe, a 
very important issue at stake in this semantic matter.  
 
Historically, religion has been the single greatest global 
cause of divisiveness, discrimination, warfare, genocide, 

torture, mental and physical abuse and denial of basic   
human rights, repression of freedom of thought and      
expression and manipulation of and by governments; and 
still is today. Atheists are well aware of this, and this is 
why we take up arms against religion. Atheists who care 
about the future of the human race are in a battle against 
religions of whatever brand.  To be successful in battle it 
is vital to make the best use of the available weapons. 
Ours is a battle of words and our weapons are words. 
Therefore we must understand them and use them wisely. 
 
Many Christians claim, either mistakenly or                 
mischievously, that atheists unequivocally reject any    
possibility of god. They then use this lie as ammunition 

against us. In dialogue with believers we 
must always make our position absolutely 
clear. If they try to be smart alecks by    
quoting Greek (usually second hand) and the 
literal meaning of the word then they must 
be disabused by pointing out how numerous 
words have varied their meanings over the 
years and that what counts is what the word 
means today — now. 
 
Likewise we atheists must be very careful 
how we respond to people who refer to 
themselves as agnostics. I have come to  
realize that the word agnostic is like a red 
rag to a bull for some atheists. This is      

because they haven’t fully appreciated that different     
agnostics use the word in different ways. In their dislike 
(which I share) of those ‘bob-each-way’ agnostics who 
lack the courage of their convictions, they tend (to change 
metaphors) to tar all agnostics with the one brush. But that 
is unfair.  
 
It may be that we are talking to a person who is travelling 
the long, difficult road from belief to non-belief but has 
not yet reached that destination. At their particular stage of 
the journey, to pour scorn on their use of the word        
agnostic when referring to themselves could be damaging 
to their progress. Then again, we may be speaking to a self 
designated agnostic who is, in fact, an atheist without   
being aware of it. That is, someone who retains the      
mistaken idea that atheists claim definitively that there is 
no god. Thus, in order to avoid ambiguity and              
misunderstanding we need to make clear exactly what we 
mean by the word atheist and clarify in exactly what sense 
the other person is using the word agnostic. It is            
incumbent on us to understand that while we know in what 
sense we use these words, the person to whom we are 
speaking may be using them in a different sense. 
 
All of this, then, is not just a matter of semantics. In this 
battle of words between faith and reason it is a matter of 
keeping our weapons (words) in good order. 
 

Charles Cornwall is on the AFA Committee and 

is a  member of the Public Relations Team. 

Thomas Henry Huxley 
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What would Dave Allen 

do? 
By Dennis Southam 

 

I  have always enjoyed the wit of the late, great, Irish 
comedian Dave Allen. In one of his stand-up routines he 
tells a story about his first day at a Catholic school as a 
four-year old. Here is part of the conversation, or        
something like it, that he has with the nun who has greeted 
him at the door of the convent. 
 

Dave Allen: “Who’s that fella over there on the 
cross?” 
Nun: “That’s Jesus Christ; he’s the son of God”. 
Dave Allen: “So God was his daddy?” 
Nun: “Yes, I told you”. 
Dave Allen: “Did he have a mummy?” 
Nun: “Yes, of course he had a mummy, his mummy 
was Mary”. 
Dave Allen: “Then Mary was married to God?” 
Nun” “No, Mary was not married to God, Mary was    
married to Joseph”. 
Dave Allen” “But…” 
Nun” “Shut up!” 
 

If you want a good belly laugh, watch the whole five or 
six minutes: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jxo81Ok9Urk 
 

Young children, more so than most, have always been able 
to see when something doesn’t make sense. They tend to 
ask the questions that adults are too embarrassed to ask or 
too blind to see. So what is it that changes an enquiring 
youngster into an unquestioning, believing adult? It’s   
indoctrination. It’s unrelenting indoctrination,            
brainwashing if you will, sometimes subtle, sometimes 
not. I was recently in the United States and had occasion 
to experience a good example. 
 

I was visiting a business associate (and friend) in Harrison, 
Arkansas, and this was my first direct experience of ‘Bible 
Belt USA’. My friend actually lives in Missouri, which is 
only a 30 minute drive away from Harrison. It was        
interesting to learn that Harrison is in a dry county – no 
liquor can be sold there at all (other than at one registered 
club in the town’s only hotel). But right at the border with 
Missouri there are two large liquor stores, one on each 
side of the highway, and they do a very brisk business 
from Arkansas. Anyway, my friend invited my wife and 
myself to join him and his wife for dinner and a show in 
Branson, the first town in Missouri after you cross the  
border. Branson is a real eye opener. It’s Las Vegas    
without the gambling. The main street is lit up with neon 
signs, and there are about 40 theatres featuring live variety 
shows. Not knowing quite what to expect, along we went 
to one of them. 

 

This particular show, which I understand is fairly typical, 
featured a singing group of four men, plus a back-up 
group and a comedian. The show started off OK, with 
some fairly good music, with some old-fashioned rock 
which was good. The comedy was typically hillbilly     
humour. But then the music turned to gospel singing,   
complete with this message from the lead singer towards 
the end “Don’t forget, God sent his only son blah blah 
blah…”, and the audience lapped it up. The comedian 
joined in with stuff like “God made Adam and Eve, not 
Adam and Steve”. “Ha Ha Ha” from the audience. The last 
song of the night was a rousing gospel song featuring the 
word “believe”, with three huge monitors flashing the 
word “BELIEVE”, as silver tinsel rained down on the  
audience from above. 

I was talking to the 
wife of my friend (I 
had not met her        
previously) at the      
half-time break (what a 
temporary relief that 
was) and she was     
telling me that she had 
recently taken her 
young daughter to her 
favourite show in      
Branson, Noah, the  

Musical. Apparently the 
auditorium is built to represent the inside of the ark so that 
the audience are sitting right in it, and there are live      
animals in the  theatre during the performance. 
 

Dave Allen had a strong Christian upbringing as the child 
of Catholic parents, but managed to break free from     
religion and make a career out of making fun of it. I am 
guessing that not many of the children who live in      
Branson, Missouri, will have the same good fortune. 
 

Travelling to and within the USA of course means putting 
up with a fairly high level of security checking at airports. 
Of course the more security the better, but it takes some of 
the joy out of air travel. The recent incident of the ‘undies 
bomber’ of course brought about the usual cries of racial 
profiling when the USA increased its surveillance of    
specific countries. But of course it’s not really racial    
profiling. What it is, but this is not usually stated as such 
for obvious reasons, is religious profiling. After all, the 
suicide bombing community is almost exclusively      
Muslim. And as recently discovered, even a blond-haired 
American-born woman can be a potential suicide bomber 
after conversion to Islam. So rather than carefully     
screening all the passengers from – say – Somalia, you 
need to find a way to identify just the Muslim travellers, 
then concentrate the security checking on them. The   
emergence of a “stand on a Bible” movement on the web 
suggests a possible way this could be done.   Put a copy of 
the Koran on the floor next to each immigration counter, 
and anyone who refuses to step on it gets the full security 
treatment. You can imagine the outrage, not to mention 

The late, great Dave Allen 
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the rioting, violence and murder that would follow. Of 
course it is not reasonable to countenance such a thing. I 
have no doubt that the average Muslim is just as law   
abiding and decent as the average person of any other   
religion or non-religion. But if only the leaders of these 
average Muslims, the imams, the sheiks, the muftis and 
other community leaders, would speak out loudly and 
clearly and often to condemn suicide bombing then      

perhaps there would be less pressure to do something   
drastic to protect airline travellers. To date the noise made 
by that group is about as loud as the sound of one hand 
clapping. 
 
I really miss Dave Allen. He would have had a ball with 
this. 
 

Dennis Southam is on the AFA Committee and 

is a member of the Public Relations Team. 

(Continued from page 19) 
 

M any in the secularist community lament the current state of science education in American, and international,  
primary and secondary schools. Their complaints include problems common to many classrooms, regardless of the    
subject, such as insufficient funding and unqualified or inadequate teachers, as well as issues that are more unique to 
science departments, such as challenges to the teaching of evolution. However, potential problems at the university level 
that influence how young people understand science and implement their scientific education are often overlooked.  
 
According to psychologist Jonathan C. Smith of Roosevelt University, and author of the new textbook Pseudoscience 
and Extraordinary Claims of the Paranormal: A Critical Thinker’s Toolkit, the initial results of surveys he’s distributing 
to classes of mostly college juniors and seniors who have previously taken science classes are showing that about 70 
percent will endorse not just one or two paranormal claims, but more than half of those found on a standard list of such 
beliefs (i.e. astrology, ESP, ghosts, communicating with the dead, etc.). He also found that about 60 percent of those in 
one of his classes can be convinced he might actually have psychic powers by watching him perform a common spoon 
bending trick. The reason for this, he believes, is that until recently “professors of the sciences thought that a simple  
liberal education or a science-based education was enough to prepare students to rationally consider pseudoscientific and 
paranormal, extraordinary claims, and now we find that’s not necessarily true… People may well know the scientific 
method. They may very well know the principles of logic and still fall victim to pseudoscientific, paranormal, or        
supernatural thinking.”  
 
Part of the reason for this seems to be that many college students, despite being taught legitimate science, are being 
taught to view science through the lenses of NOMA (non-overlapping magesteria), multiculturalism, and philosophical 
relativism. Although it is far from a ubiquitous experience, many college students and recent graduates recall being 
taught that science is a tool to be used to evaluate the natural world but that it is useless in the study of human culture or 
the evaluation of supernatural claims, and that when the above ideologies are challenged, the challenges are to be       
dismissed with claims that “the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence,” “science can only be used to study the 
natural world,” and that “science is only one of many equally valuable philosophies for understanding the world.”   

Combating Pseudoscience, Paranormal Beliefs, 

and Unscientific Ways of Thinking in the Science 

Classroom 
By Ait Chapel 

 
 

    Science  
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How many science professors actually believe this though is questionable, and some would even say 
the number of students who are taught to understand science through these philosophies are lower than 
they may initially appear. Michael Shermer of Skeptic magazine says that “Anecdotally it seems like it 
happens enough that it’s a concern, something that we should pay attention to.” But he “suspects we’re 
more likely to hear about the bizarre [instances] and just not hear about the incidences that are pretty 
minor, and just really never happen.” PZ Myers of Pharyngula agrees, stating that the science           
professors who teach this “[Are] on the fringe. They’re out there. I believe it,” but he does not believe 
they are that common. However, Smith somewhat disagrees. Although, like Myers, he doesn’t believe 
there are that many science professors who truly believe in these ideologies, he doesn’t think that it is 
uncommon for scientists, regardless of their actual beliefs, to “hide behind the fig piece of NOMA and 
cultural relativism, [because] they think it gets them off the hook” when matters of religion or the    
supernatural arise.  
 
Also, there do seem to be more scientists who are willing to accept or promote the non-supernatural, 
yet still non-scientific, aspects of certain philosophies from the social sciences and humanities, which, 
if correct, have serious implications for the natural sciences. At a talk at a CFI (Center For Inquiry) 
conference in Chicago in April 2010, Dario Maestripieri, a professor of evolutionary biology and    
neurobiology at the University of Chicago and author of Primate Psychology and Macachiavellian  

Intelligence: How Rhesus Macaques and Humans Have Conquered the World, described the           
controversy surrounding whether human behavior, mental processes, and culture could have evolved 
and if such matters can be studied from a scientific point of view. According to Maestripieri, many  
biologists and psychologists answer no to these questions, for a myriad of political and philosophical 
reasons, while promoting ideas that some may consider unscientific, such as the idea that evolution 
stops at humans, or at least the human head, or that although behavior may have once been adaptive 
and influenced by evolution, it no longer is. 
 
The scientists who hold or promote these beliefs consequently forfeit considerable areas of inquiry as 
beyond the realm of science, and, intentional or not, leave these areas to religion, the humanities, and 
the less scientific social sciences, all of which have been known at times to contradict, disregard, or be 
openly hostile towards science. The conflicts between religion and science have been discussed in 
great detail elsewhere, but those between science and other academic areas receive less attention. In an 
interview in October 2009, physicist and author Lawrence Krauss explained, “There’s a certain       
segment of the [academic] community, especially the humanities community, that’s built on            
philosophical relativism.” He went on to recount how, when he was teaching at Yale, he at times     
encountered what he described as a “rebellion against science…[by] people who think there’s no     
objective reality, that science is created by white males, and if it were done by females it would be   
different.” Such ideas, he said, have a lot of influence on people majoring in those fields, especially 
when they are scientifically illiterate. These are the people it seems some biologists and psychologists 
are comfortable relinquishing matters of human behavior, mental processes, and culture to. 
 
To combat pseudoscience and beliefs in the paranormal, Smith says, “What appears to be happening is 
that courses are popping up like popcorn across the county that are more focused in applying critical 
thinking skills to the world of extraordinary claims, pseudoscience, and the paranormal.” The trend is 
for professors to say, “Let’s have [the students] learn their skills and then apply those skills directly to 
pseudoscientific and paranormal claims.” Smith is also currently working on a broad study examining 
what classes students have taken and what beliefs they have to see which ones correlate with decreased 
paranormal beliefs. Ultimately, Smith believes classes that focus on combating pseudoscientific and 
paranormal beliefs are necessary. The next step would seem to be to take this further and also have 
classes that encourage students to apply their scientific thinking to matters of human behavior, mental 
processes, and culture, as a way to combat the unscientific philosophies of other academic areas that 
seem to be permeating science departments, or at least science classes. 
 

Ait Chapel graduated from university with a double major in psychology and history in May 

of 2007. He has assisted with research in psychology and genetics. Currently, he works as a  

social media consultant for a B2B consulting firm in Chicago, USA. You can follow him on                    

Twitter@AitChapel. 

 
This article first appeared in the July-September 2010 issue of Secular Nation, the magazine of 
Atheist Alliance International. (www.AtheistAlliance.org) 
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BBook ook RReviewseviews  
 

From Faith to Reason:  
Did God Create Mankind or did Mankind Create God? 

Brian Baker 
 
Australia: VIVID Publishing, 2009.  
Paperback, 224pp, rrp $24.95 
 

Reviewed by Charles Cornwall 
 

B rian Baker is a former ‘born again’ Christian and fundamentalist pastor. In the years 1979-89 attendance at his 
church in Perth, W.A. grew from a handful to over 2,500. He is now an atheist. Except for the latter chapters, From 

Faith to Reason is not an autobiographical account of his journey from faith to reason but an exposé of the                 
unsustainability of Christian faith in the light of reason. 
  
Despite the book’s eye-catching cover that fairly shouts ‘Pick me up’, I must confess I began to read it in a rather      
doubtful frame of mind. With so many books over recent years by eminent authors (Dawkins and Co.), how could yet 
another book possibly throw any new light on the same subject? I did not have to read far, however, before my          
misgivings were dispelled. 
 
What Baker does add to the literature on the subject is the direction and perspective from which he approaches it. This 
gives his book specific relevance. To quote Baker himself in a letter to the AFA, ‘My book differs from these excellent 
works [Dawkins, Harris, etc] as I have approached the subject from my experiences as a former fundamentalist Christian 
Minister (1979-89) and have used the Bible to question the existence of God and the afterlife.’ 
 
The modus operandi used by the author is to pit the Bible against itself. By juxtaposing Biblical passages and commonly 
held Christian beliefs with other Biblical passages and historical facts, he sets the Bible up to ‘shoot itself in the foot’. 
For example, in examining the current Christian fad of ‘Intelligent Design’ he highlights sections of the Biblical creation 
story that reveal God as the very antithesis of intelligent. Indeed, as he points out, some of these blindingly obvious   
passages, which Christians either ignore or rationalize with great inventiveness, portray God as extremely nasty, tricky 
and stupid. 
 
This process of contrasting those bits of the Bible Christians love to believe with those they choose to ignore is ideally 
suited to irony, which the author uses to good effect. In this way he confronts such subjects as ‘How did we get here – 
did God do it?’; ‘Intelligent designer or schizophrenic sadist?;’ ‘Jesus – fact or fiction?’; ‘Family values and the Bible’; and more. 
 
In the latter chapters Baker draws from his own life experiences as a fundamentalist Pastor turned atheist to focus on life 
issues resulting from the abandonment of Christian beliefs. In ‘What is the meaning of life?’ he effectively counters the 
Christian claim that without God life has no meaning. In ‘Personal peace without God’ he offers sound practical advice 
for finding peace of mind.  In the final chapter he recounts the very moving story of the life experiences associated with 
his own journey from faith to reason. 
 
While I found Baker’s no-frills writing style to be clear and straightforward, I consider that the book’s textual            
formatting, particularly in the chapters where he pits the Bible against itself, leaves something to be desired. However, 
despite the book’s need of some editorial ‘polishing’, Baker argues his case with clarity and logic, while highlighting, 
from the Bible itself, the absurdities of Christian beliefs.  
 
Because Baker’s book takes a different approach to the subject faith vs reason, it can rightfully take its place among 
hose already available on the subject. From Faith to Reason is guaranteed to make any Bible believer, who reads it with 
an honest, open mind, distinctly uncomfortable. And, as they see from the very pages of the Bible itself how              
demonstrably and grossly flawed it is, hopefully to reconsider their faith-held beliefs. 
 
From Faith to Reason is available online at vividpublishing.com.au or Booktopia.com. 
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Atheism:  

A Very Short Introduction 
Julian Baggini 
 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.  
Paperback, rrp $19.95  
 

Reviewed by David Milan 
 
 

I f you have ever suffered the humbling experience of enthusiastically picking up some erudite philosophical tome that 
explores atheism at length, only to lay it aside shortly thereafter, intellectually challenged to a point of sorry defeat, then 
Julian Baggini’s little book is for you! Here is a philosopher who writes simply and clearly for the non-academic reader! 
Diminutive in size (octavo 116 pages), this book will be a valued addition to any Atheist’s literary arsenal. 
 

Interestingly, Baggini considers his ‘positive atheism’ and humanism as being one and the same, as opposed to 
‘Dogmatic Atheists’, who brook no dissent and refuse to countenance any possibility of their being wrong. Positive   
atheists unflinchingly proclaim their ‘firmly-held beliefs’ and couldn’t imagine a situation ever arising whereby they 
would give up those beliefs but, unlike Baggini’s ‘dogmatists’, they do concede the possibility that they could be wrong. 
In this respect, Baggini suggests that dogmatic atheists are no better than dogmatic theists! 
 

For painless reading, the author divides his book into seven bite-sized bits, so, having digested one, the reader is gently 
lead on to the next, as Baggini, with withering logic, meticulously argues his case. Having defined atheism simply as 
“the belief that there is no God or gods”, he asserts that this belief is far more than just a negation of theism, it is in fact a 
positive, vibrant, ‘stand-alone’ system which makes sense of the natural world in which we live. Indeed, Baggini’s   
positive atheism is synonymous with naturalism which, unlike supernaturalism, has the support of solid, demonstrable 
evidence. He convincingly debunks the negative stereotype of atheism so commonly encountered within the wider    
community and insists that the case for atheism rests reliably on the proposition that impartial people ought go where the 
‘strong’ evidence leads whilst recognising the flimsy nature of anecdotal, unverifiable ‘evidence’ so favoured by the god-botherers. 
 

Do we need God to be good? Dostoevsky famously wrote that “without god, anything is permitted” and Baggini swiftly 
unmasks that old canard for what it is by demonstrating that the nexus between religion and moral behaviour is tenuous 
indeed.  He reminds us that atheists can, and do lead value-filled, morally responsible lives without need of a divine  
law-giver, in fact, “morality is not only possible without God, it is entirely independent of him”. He questions how 
moral is it if we behave ourselves only to avoid hellfire and gain the reward of heaven? This, surely, is only being      
prudent and he concludes that the ethical atheist may have more moral virtue than the ethical believer because, unlike 
atheism, religion, with its system of punishments and rewards, has introduced a non-moral incentive to behave morally! 
 

When it comes to the big meta-ethical questions – why are we here?, what’s the point of it all?, what’s the meaning of 
life?, etc.– Baggini quotes French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s wry observation, “if it were easy, word would have got 
around.” Nevertheless, Baggini is quite sure that life, without God, can be rich and satisfying and he ridicules the charge 
that atheism can only offer a banal philosophy of bleak nihilism. He rejects the widely-held view that when you ‘get  
religion’, meaning and purpose come free with the package. He contends that, as atheists believe this life to be the only 
one we are sure about and that it’s not just a prelude to a fanciful afterlife, there is a powerful incentive to seek life’s 
meaning in the here and now and make the discovery that life is its own answer. Baggini asks rhetorically, “why should 
anyone think that life can’t have meaning and purpose for atheists?” 
 

Baggini offers a useful and informative chapter entitled ‘Atheism in History’. Of particular interest is his well-argued 
conclusion that atheism cannot be held responsible for the excesses of twentieth century totalitarianism. In his final 
chapter, Baggini examines the face-off between atheism and religion. He remains commendably balanced and quite   
benign. Atheism’s main concern should not be about attacking religion, its job is to strongly affirm that religions are 
false. Of course, atheists are anti-religion, but only in the same sense that all of the world’s religions are anti each other, 
that is, each believes the others to be wrong. Baggini does concede the futility of engaging in rational debate with ‘true 
believers’ by quoting one prominent Christian apologist, “I don’t have to believe in God, I know that God exists – that’s 
how I feel”. In other words, writes Baggini, “words, evidence and argument are neither here nor there, personal          
conviction is all that counts”. The flaws based on the argument of subjective, inner certainty are obvious, the best we can 
hope to do is to show the believer who thinks he has rational grounds for belief that he is wrong. Hopeless? Perhaps not, 
– I, after all, am one who crossed that Rubicon! 
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I n March 2010, I had the honor of 
performing at The Annual Global 
Atheist Convention alongside Richard 
Dawkins, Peter Singer, PZ Myers, 
A.C. Grayling and other amazingly 
accomplished Atheists. It would have 
been the perfect time for “God” to 
make an appearance, but alas. Like all 
great events in which I’ve performed, 
the week before was filled with  
mind-numbing morning radio that 
usually involved the host using a fart 
b u t t o n  an d /o r  d o ing  r a c i s t              
impressions. “No, I don’t know what       
Sylvester Stallone would sound like if 
he was Asian. Please don’t tell me.” 
Classy stuff. 
 
This time around it was even worse 
because it involved me being an Atheist, 
a very scary word that in many peoples 
mind is equal to rape and kid touching. 
Ironic, since that seems to be religion’s 
territory. 
 
The question I was asked the most was, 
“Isn’t a gathering like that very          
religious-like?” You could tell the host 
wanted to go slam dunk a basketball or 
punch the air after saying that. They 
had that tone in their voice that said, 
“So long, Atheism! I just blew your 
freaking mind!” 
 

The problem is this: that argument is 
insane. Atheism is a non-belief. I don’t 
pray to Sam Harris, don’t use PZ Myers 
as an excuse to hate gay people, and don’t 
stone women to death in the name of 
Christopher Hitchens. The closest I 
come to practicing Atheism is when 
I’m hanging out, minding my own 
business, and someone asks, “Do you 
believe in God?” and I say, “Nope.” 
And that’s about it. 
 
As amazing as this gathering was, as 
great as it was to meet all the warm, 
intelligent people that I met, I think 
most of us would have rather been at 
home. 
 
This is no discredit to the event, but 
Atheists did not become Atheists     
because they needed a support group. 
We don’t need a god to make us feel 
better about our poor life decisions. We 
don’t need a giant A in the sky to help 
us find our car keys, get a girl, do well 
on a paper, and whatever other       
mundane self-involved thing people 
pray for. (Can we get their god to fix 
this whole Middle East issue before 
you pray that your favorite coffee shop 
is still open past 8?) 
 
To be honest, the first time I saw an 
Atheist group, I was a bit taken aback. 
They were all wearing Atheist shirts 

and big smiles, and usually big smiles 
equal one thing: cult. 
 

Turns out, the smiles were due to the 
Atheists being happy. Who would 
have thought that not living their lives 
in fear of an invisible daddy             
replacement (with a temper) would 
have mental benefits? These were 
genuinely happy people. Sure, they 
have meet-ups, but so do chess clubs, 
and I’m not worried about the Great 
Pawn Revolution of 2012. I do,        
however, have my eye on those knitting 
clubs. What are those old women hiding? 
Once I got to know this group of proud 
and ‘out’ Atheists, my view quickly 
changed for two reasons. First, we live 
in a predominately religious world.    
People who choose science over     
Zombie Jesus are looked at as crazy. 
People who choose love over Leviticus 
are outcasts. It’s understandable that 
once you “break the spell” as Dan 
Dennett might say, you want to find 
other likeminded people. 
 
Pretend you are a gay 16-year-old 
living in Utah. You know who you 
are attracted to. You know you do not 
have feelings for the opposite sex. 
You know this. Your body knows 
this. Yet your parents, the people who 
raised you and apparently love you, 
tell you that you’re sick. They send 
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you away to a camp to have you   
deprogrammed like some horrible 
science fiction movie. 
 
Now, let’s say you make it out of this 
camp, hopefully with some phone 
numbers. Let’s say you split and 
move to a city leaving your parents 
and everything you knew behind you. 
Let’s say you meet a bunch of       
likeminded Atheists. Are you going to 
meet up for dinner once a week for the 
support, or are you going to dismiss 
this and say the gatherings resemble 
religion? 
 
I have had email exchanges like 
this from listeners of Citizen Radio. 
This happens a lot and these kids 
need support; they need to be told 
that they are not crazy. The      
friendships that are formed at these 
meet-ups or online are so strong that 
they move me to tears. 

 
The second reason is why I wrote 
this article. This is a political fight, 
not a religious war. It can’t be a   
religious war because we believe that 
religion is crazy. You can’t fight crazy 
with crazy. If it was not for religion 
chipping away at the rights of human 
beings, there would be no need for 
anyone to even bring up Atheism. 
Why bother? Like I said, it’s a      
non-belief. We could stay home and 
pursue family, science, education, and 
old episodes of Battlestar Galactica. 

 

Unfortunately, what the other side 
lacks in common sense, they gain 
back in organization. These loons are 
up every morning with a clear,       
coherent agenda: Spread the insanity. 
They can’t tell you about evolution 
nor grown-up books, but man, can 
they make a pamphlet and some 
picket signs. “Gays = Yucky Hell 
Fire” Good work, team. 
 
This is not a one-off battle for them. 
They are not going to stop until       
religion is dripping into every facet of 
our society. Do you know what the 
people behind Proposition 8 are  
doing right now? They are trying to 
elect religious judges in California. 
The pro-gay rights groups are still  
trying to figure out how to overturn 

that deplorable and unconstitutional 
decision, now they have to worry 
about this? It’s disgusting. 
 
This is why we need to gather: not to 
pat ourselves on the backs about    
being smart or to worship a god that 
doesn’t exist, but to fight back against 
oppression. If that oppression is in the 
name of religion, then we will be the 
opposite of that: Atheists. 
 
I was pretty thrilled after my    
performance at the Atheist convention. 
The reaction was unbelievable and 
the conversations I had with fans  
afterwards were even better. These 
people totally inspired me. 
 
But the online reaction to my set 
the next day was weird. I come from 
standup comedy, not from academia. 
My language during my set was  
beyond filthy, but that’s how I talk 
in my everyday life. In my act, I tried 
to deal with homophobia, abortion, 
and read the commandments for my 
fictional church, the same church 
that inspired PZ Myers to write, 
“Jamie Kilstein actually succeeded 
in converting me. The Church of the 
Flying Spaghetti Monster never really 
appealed to me, but the Church of 
the Smiling Vagina ... those are my 
people. He gave us the Ten          
Commandments of his faith, and I 
think I could follow them.” 
 
It was a fun way to talk about issues 
that aren’t really funny. A comedian 
never looks at his notebook, sees the 
word “abortion” scribbled down and 
thinks, “Yes. Let the funny begin!” 
You have to work really hard to get a 
joke out of it. 
 
But the great thing about jokes is 
once someone can laugh at a subject, 
it disarms it. Laughing at contentious 
issues releases the tension from the 
room. It breaks the ice. Once that ice is 
broken, you can actually have a        
conversation, maybe even one with 
someone who disagrees with you 
(Gasp!). 
 
That’s what happens at my shows. 
Someone will come up to me and say, 
“I disagreed with you, but it was 

really funny.” Then we start talking 
and find out we agree a lot more than 
we think. 
 
Granted, I never met someone who 
was anti-choice but then saw my act 
and said, “You were so funny I’m 
going to go open up my own mom 
and pop abortion shop!” But maybe I 
can show them why abortion in the 
case of rape or incest is important. 
Humor does have a weird way to 
bring people together. 
 
However, many people at the Atheist 
convention (the ones who didn’t give 
me a standing ovation) complained to 
management and said I should not 
have been there. This is a little     
heartbreaking considering one of the 
things Atheists fight for is free 
speech. Although, usually people 
who complain like this have a hard 
time understanding irony: “Tell that 
guy to shut up! I’m trying to celebrate 
free speech over here!” 
 
I was upset by the few complaints, 
vowed to stop Googling my name, 
and then thought about the criticisms, 
long and hard. I wondered if they were 
right. Lucky for me, I have an ego and 
can proudly say they are dead wrong. 
 
We need people of all different   
backgrounds telling people why it is 
important to come out as an Atheist. 
As much as I love everyone in this 
community, some people do not 
want to hear a bunch of old, rich, 
white academics. I love our diplomats. 
They are my heroes and the reason I 
came out, but lots of people don’t 
have a formal education and a lot of 
the information presented during  
Atheist lectures is intimidating. 
 
A lot of people who want to fight out 
against religious bigotry get confused 
by biology. We should teach them 
biology, but first we have to make 
them feel accepted. We need to tell 
them that, like everything, there is a 
learning process. But before that    
happens, we need to hammer home 
the point that right now organized   
religions are out there trying to take 
away our rights to marry, get safe   
abortions, learn about evolution, and 

in fear of an invisible daddy             
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draw goofy pictures of a pretend 
prophet. Comedy is a great way to do this. 
 

I want to see more musicians,     
comedians, artists, and young people 
come out as Atheists. We need Atheist 
ambassadors who know how to speak to 
the disenfranchised. There are so many 
potential young Atheists out there who 
simply don’t know this community   
exists. They’re afraid they will not be 
accepted, and judging by some of the 
reactions I got, they have good reason to 
fear that. 
 
We need to be as diverse a community 
as humanly possible. I like things that 
are funny, but I would never complain 
that Richard Dawkins didn’t make 
enough jokes in his speech, or that Dan 
Barker did not curse enough. Different 
people do different things, and attract 
different people. I acknowledge that 
reality because I’m an adult. 
 

At least a thousand people gave me a 
standing ovation while only a handful of 
people complained. And don’t get me 
wrong. I’m cool with complaints. I get 
them a lot. Usually, they are from     
people whose religion I have offended. 
I’m not saying we should only gather to 
have our beliefs reaffirmed. That’s 

childish, and a group of people       
dedicated to science and inquiry want 
to be challenged. 

 
The reason I talk the way I do is because 
some people are more inspired by art 
than lectures. And yes, some people are 
more excited by the word cock than 
Darwinian evolution. 
 

We don’t all have college degrees. My 
generation started to get our news from 
The Daily Show when the mainstream 
media let us down. For some strange 
reason, we distrust ‘experts’ now. 
Maybe it has to do with the banking 
scam, the illegal wars, and the torture, 
but for some reason, Wolf Blitzer   
doesn’t do it for us anymore. 

 
We are used to getting information 
from comedians. My goal is to get  
people to care by using comedy, and 
then when I talk to them after a show, or 
return emails, I turn them onto books by 
these other brilliant minds. I explain to 
them the best places to start, and tell 
them they are not stupid if they don’t 
understand some of the more complex 
aspects of science right away, but     
encourage them to keep trying. 
 
We are an entertainment-based culture. 

I’m not happy about that. I wish people 
liked books more than American Idol 

and awful Michael Bay movies, but 
that’s just not the world we live in. I 
understand people came out as Atheists 
for tough reasons, but if we start     
judging everybody who is going to 
speak for us, and start giving people 
purity tests before they come to a    
convention, then you know what we are 
becoming? Religion. 
 
And for people who still disagree with 
me, I was told the more I cursed     
during the convention, the louder A.C. 
Grayling laughed. I hear A.C. is pretty 
big on the Atheist scene, and he seems 
to like comedy, and goddamn, that 
makes me happy. 
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