ISSN 1035 ̵ 1477

The Australian Atheist
Issue Number 37

Darwin Day

January ̵ February 2013

12 February 2013

“ There is grandeur in this view of things”.

In this Issue
From the Editor

3

Letters to the Editor

4

Darwin Day 2013

5

From the Inbox

6

Atheists Doing Good

10

Comment

12

Atheist Census - Atheist Alliance International

14

Momento Mori - Remember your Mortality By Charles Cornwall

16

National Skeptics Convention 2012

19

Letters to Papers

21

Book Reviews

22

You’re Not in Australia Anymore By Jason Ball

24

AGM Notice

26

President: David Nicholls
Vice-President: Michael Boyd
Hon. Secretary: Karen Joyce
Treasurer: Julian Jordan
Committee of Management:
John Amadio | Eustace Black | Bob Creek | Jac Dittmar | Donna Ettrick | Grant Ettrick | Dave Fregon | John Ganas
Janine Gébert | Annie Geoghegan | Mark Gilroy | Mary Gilroy | Lee Holmes | Joel Kilgour | Luke Murtagh | Dennis Southam
Public Relations Team:
Jason Ball | Eustace Black | Michael Boyd | Sorelle Cook | Jac Dittmar | Mike Downes | Harry Edwards | Annie Geoghegan
Lee Holmes | Robert Hunter | Kerry Maloney | Matthew McArthur | Michael McGrath | Luke Murtagh | David Nicholls
Voula Papas John Perkins | Donovan Sharp | Nigel Sinnott | Tanya Smith | Dennis Southam | David Vaughan | Michelle Wheatley
Cat Clare Wright
Forum Administrator:
Protium
Forum Moderators:
Davo | Fearless | Wolty | Logic please | Lord Blackadder
Editors:
The Australian Atheist: Lee Holmes | Co-Editor: Tom Melchiorre
Websites: Julian Jordan | Lee Holmes | Grant Ettrick | Dave Fregon
Proof Readers:
Nigel Sinnott | Tom Melchiorre
Book Reviewer:
Eustace Black

ATHEISTS PROVIDING FOR ATHEISTS
AFA Member Anthony Pickham, Managing Partner of the firm
‘AJBartlettCachia’
Chartered Accountants can assist with all your accountancy,
taxation, business and management needs.

The subject matter herein need not be taken as the official view of the Atheist Foundation of Australia.

From the Editor

T

hat’s the last time I ever listen to a Mayan! End of the world indeed! They may have been adept at
human sacrifice but they were hopeless with end-time predictions. Therefore, The Australian Atheist magazine
continues.
Lee

France awards
Malala Yousafzai
the
Simone de Beauvoir Prize
for Women’s Freedom.
Accepting the award for Malala, her father Ziauddin Yousafzai said,
“In my part of the world, fathers are known by their sons. Daughters
are very much neglected. I am one of the few fortunate fathers who
is known by their daughter.”

Malala leaves hospital just 3 months after being shot in the head by the Taliban.
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Letters to the Editor

D

ear Lee and David,
To you and all the wonderful team at the Foundation, a very big thank you for a fabulous 2012. My very best
wishes for the festive season, and great new year in 2013.
Following the quote from Gore Vidal published recently, and as my inspiration, I would like to add the
following. There is not one rock engraving, nor any daub of paint on an ancient cave wall put there by a god.
Every single letter or character in any word or sentence or paragraph in any language in any “sacred/holy” text,
book or whatever was written by a human hand. Every “sacred/holy” cathedral/church or religious building,
every brick or stone or leadlight window was constructed by humans. Every “sacred/holy” piece of clothing
or dress was designed and made by humans. Every “sacred/holy” musical score was composed by humans.
Every “sacred/holy” custom/gesture/action/practice/tradition was invented by humans. The “religious” abuse
and “religious” murder of fellow humans (honour killings and more) are the result of human decrees, not
“commands” of a vengeful god. I very firmly believe that, as atheists, we do not have to defend atheism!!!!
Atheism is a reasoned and rational statement, nothing more and nothing less!!! It is the religious and
believers who should have to defend their beliefs and faith, and when considering the above, the whole mess
of religious belief and the enforcement of these beliefs, is based on infantile, human invented drivel.
Norman Kent

F

olk,
Thank you for The Australian Atheist it sure helps to reduce the feeling of isolation.
I loved the cartoon on page 14 (the one about the Arab women now being able to drive) and suggest the
title “Burcar”.
Graeme Stevenson

D

ear Editor,
Nigel Sinnott’s article My Atheism (The Australian Atheist No.36, Nov-Dec 2012) defined agnosticism in
splendid detail, and credited Thomas Henry Huxley, “Darwin’s Bulldog”, with coining it. Agnosticism to Huxley
was, as Nigel explained, a good deal more robust than it is normally used today, and suited the fine scientist
and educator he was. Another aspect of Huxley’s personality — a gently sardonic sense of humour — shines
out of the yarn he tells about the origin of ‘agnostic’:
When I reached intellectual maturity and began to ask myself whether I was an atheist, a theist, or a
pantheist; a materialist or an idealist; a Christian or a freethinker; I found that the more I learned and
reflected, the less ready was the answer; until, at last, I came to the conclusion that I had neither art nor
part with any of these denominations, except the last. The one thing in which most of these good people
were agreed was the one thing in which I differed from them. They were quite sure they attained a certain
‘gnosis’ — had, more or less successfully, solved the problem of existence; while I was quite sure I had
not, and had a pretty strong conviction that the problem was insoluble ...

This was my situation when I had the good fortune to find a place among the members of that remarkable
fraternity of antagonists, long since deceased, but of green and pious memory, the Metaphysical Society.
Every variety of philosophical and theological opinion was there, and expressed itself with entire openness;
most of my colleagues were -ists of one sort or another; and, however kind and friendly they might
be, I, the man without a rag of a label to cover himself with, could not fail to have some of the uneasy
feelings which must have beset the historical fox when, after leaving the trap in which his tail remained,
he presented himself to his normally elongated companions. So I took thought, and invented what I
conceived to be the appropriate title of ‘agnostic’. It came into my head as suggestively antithetic to the
‘gnostic’ of Church history, who professed to know so much about the very things of which I was ignorant;
and I took the earliest opportunity of parading it at our Society, to show that I, too, had a tail, like the
other foxes.
(from Science and Christian Tradition, 1887. Quoted in James Rachels’ Created from Animals: the Moral
Implications of Darwinism.)
Tim Saclier
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QUOTES
“Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge: it is those who know little,
not those who know much, who so positively assert that this or that problem will never be solved by
science.”
“I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent and omnipotent God would have designedly created
parasitic wasps with the express intention of their feeding within the living bodies of caterpillars.”
“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one
that is most adaptable to change.”
“False facts are highly injurious to the progress of science, for they often endure long; but false views,
if supported by some evidence, do little harm, for everyone takes a salutary pleasure in proving their
n this is done, one path towards error is closed and the road to truth is of
falseness; and when
often at the
same time opened.”

First page of original
al
edition published
1859.

Charles Darwin (not the real one!) and
The Origin of Species.
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From the Inbox
But first some words from the editor.
I realise this is a very, very long piece of correspondence but I think you will find it worth the read.
Fortuntately I have corrected the spelling mistakes and use of incorrect words. His original email
(there were three) was written in the subject line with nothing in the body of the email. The first
line began — “Common guys you know this ...” then proceeded to tell us that “Karl Sagen” thought
atheism extreme. As one of our PR Team members commented — Sometimes working out what
the question says is the hardest bit.

C

ome on guys you know this
is a load of undergraduate crap.
You're asking people to accept the
validations of science as a way of
belief above all beliefs — why? I
have no way to disprove scientific
claims just as you have no way to
disprove claims.
By the way these are claims
made by scientists like Carl Sagan,
not me. Although I happen to agree
with them. Stop wasting your time
on such extremist nonsense.The
universe is loaded with possibilities.
Surely you must realise atheism
is a waste of energy. Even Carl
Sagan said it was far too extreme
of possible human experience. If
you believe in the physical laws of
the universe do you deny there is
some form of intelligence behind
them? I quote Sagan here not
some evangelical quack.
Graham

H

ello Graham,
Thank you for your questions
and commentary. Well, it’s not
often that I see someone attempt
to decry atheism as “a waste of
time and energy”!
By way of comparison, let’s
consider how much time and
energy goes into believing in
and worshipping a deity and/or
following a religion:
•
Attending church or
other religious service, if
applicable;
•
Reading,re-reading,
interpreting, and working out
which parts of your chosen
“holy book” or scriptures
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to apply;
•
Following any associated
moral and behavioural dictates
which are usually restrictive;
•
Answering the calls for
support to others in your
religion, purely on the basis of
shared membership;
•
Donating
time/money
(e.g.: “collection plate”) to
causes that religious leaders
decide are worthy;
•
Feeling guilt, seeking
atonement when those moral
strictures are transgressed
(again, doesn’t necessarily
apply to all religions), and;
•
Mental and emotional
energy constantly worshipping
your chosen deity, measuring
your own day-to-day conduct
against its dictates, deferring
all credit and praise to it,
etc.
And that’s only on a personal
level: we haven’t even touched
on overall costs, in energy, time
and money, to wider society yet!
In contrast, atheists don’t have
to do anything, except lack belief
in gods. That’s it. Really, what
could be simpler or more energyconserving?
I’m unaware of the exact
quotes that you’ve provided being
attributable to Carl Sagan. The
closest that I can find is:
An atheist has to know a lot
more than I know. An atheist
is someone who knows there
is no god. By some definitions
atheism is very stupid.
There is a reasonably common
misconception about atheism, that
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it necessarily involves believing or
claiming that there are no gods.
Sagan’s quote would arguably
similarly err, except for the
important qualification:“[b]y some
definitions”. As it happens, the
AFA’s definition of atheism is:
Atheism is the acceptance that
there is no credible scientific
or factually reliable evidence
for the existence of a god,
gods or the supernatural.
You can see that no definitive
claim is made that “god does not
exist”. Instead, based on a lack
of credible evidence the most
reasonable current position is that
there’s no god there, as far as can
be ascertained. If credible evidence
were ever presented in support of
a god’s claimed existence, it would
thus be assessed on its merits. So,
unlike your characterisation, I don’t
consider that there is any “closing
of human experience” involved.
Speaking for myself, I remain open
to the evidence. How can this
possibly be considered “extremist
nonsense”?
Another common misconception
is that science and atheism are
one and the same or necessary
partners. They are not. While
my views on a variety of matters
(including atheism) may be
informed by scientific findings
and empirical data, these are not
necessary for my atheism.
You refer to “believing” in “the
physical laws of the universe”, and
attempt to link these to “some form
of intelligence behind them”. Given
your familiarity with Sagan, and
your recommendation of him as an
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authority, perhaps these quotes will
resonate:
But amid much elegance
and precision, the details of
life and the Universe also
exhibit haphazard, jury-rigged
arrangements and much poor
planning. What shall we make
of this: an edifice abandoned
early in construction by the
architect?
Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot
The evidence, so far at least
and laws of Nature aside,
does not require a Designer.
Maybe there is one hiding,
maddeningly unwilling to be
revealed.
Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot
In any event, “laws of nature”
(to use your term; I suspect that
we may not be referring to quite the
same thing here) are descriptive,
rather than prescriptive. And I don’t
“believe” in them, I accept them as
valid on the basis that there is good
evidence supporting them. It’s the
same with any scientific theory. See
the difference?
You claim to have “no way
to disprove scientific claims” —
however, one of the key features
of any scientific theory is what
Karl Popper labelled “falsifiability”.
A hypothesis that is unfalsifiable
(for example: god exists, because
it says so in my holy book, which is
the word of god) is not considered
“scientific”, or empirically testable.
Even Darwin, in writing about the
theory of evolution, was able to
specify conditions under which his
theory could be shown to be false.
But despite this, no-one has ever
been able to do it. Perhaps that’s
your problem: not that there’s
no way to “disprove science”, but
that there’s simply no evidence to
support doing so, in the areas that
you wish to. Scientific theories make
testable predictions about aspects
of reality. If you think that there’s
a better way of understanding or
predicting reality than the scientific
method, what is it, and how is it
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better?
And it is not incumbent on nonbelievers to disprove the existence
of gods: the philosophic burden
of proof lies with those who make
a positive claim. You claim that
god exists? Great, please show
me credible supporting evidence.
What’s that, none available? Then
the null position (lack of belief in
gods) continues to apply — until
better evidence can be presented.
Asking others to disprove a
claimed god, or basing claims for
existence on assertions like “[t]he
universe is loaded with possibilities”
constitute an “Argument from
Ignorance”, as well as a god-of-thegaps argument. Both of which are
fallacious. There have always been
gaps in scientific understanding of
the universe. But that doesn’t allow
gods to be jammed into them by
default. Science is closing those
gaps, all the time. And no scientific
advance in history has brought
gods a millimetre closer to existing.
Quite the opposite, in fact. Many
things previously attributable to
“gods” have been shown to have
entirely naturalistic explanations,
continually reducing the available
“gaps” for gods to reside in. I’d
expect this process to accelerate as
science advances.
I hope you’ve found this helpful
in addressing some misconceptions
about atheism, science and Carl
Sagan.
Kind Regards,
Ian
Public Relations Team

T

hank you for that very
long shifting response loaded
with ridicule and a disregard for
the many humane and charitable
activities religious organisations
undertake not to mention the
comfort faith brings many people
who look towards it for various
reasons. Yes death of a loved one
being an example that comes to
mind. You show no respect for this
Ian.
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I have read Sagan and it
appears you have been pretty
selective. He saw your cause as
extreme, and closed to possibilities
(yes possibilities) in understanding
the magnificence of the universe.
I recently read an essay he wrote
welcoming the input of world
religious leaders in an effort to
shed some light on the many
problems we face coping in this
life of, at times, barbs and spikes.
He appeared to support an open
pathway for religion and science
to work together. I can assure you
his reflections bear no resemblance
to the dry reasoned, unimaginative
nonsense you promote.
You believe in an objectification
of reality through the dominance of
Western tyranny and at what cost
has that come? The tone of your
thoughts insults other cultures who
have a different view of reality. Yes
they have Gods but their view of
reality may well turn out to be a
lot less destructive than yours.
Westerners have always been
much more superior haven’t they?
Secularism has not fared well
in so many ways. You don’t need
to know much about 20th century
history to see that.
You obviously think people who
believe in an ultimate form of reality
deluded — parroting Dawkins. Isn’t
it strange when a scientist is found
to have a mental condition not
much is made of his/her delusory
state.
By the way the burden is
thought to weigh just as heavy on
negative truth claims too. Many in
philosophical circles posit it may be
heavier.
I hope this enlightens you
although don’t worry too much or
you may have trouble understanding
how you think what you think.
You have shots at the Bible
yet I don’t believe I’ve met an
atheist that’s read it cover to
cover or displays much theological
understanding.
You say prove god exists. It was
C. S. Lewis that said God was like
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the sun you can’t look at it but if
you stand in its light you can see
everything.
Prove God exists. It’s a bit like
saying prove your love for a lost
relative or someone close to you.
Only you can know the experience.
It goes outside of description.
Science as great as it is requires
so much belief for so many
propositions that are inconclusive.
That’s fine, but why insult others
for what they believe? You can’t
check their experience and it’s
ridiculous to claim otherwise.
I now notice you try to shade
the boundaries a bit when it comes
to defining atheism it makes it more
confusing. I will say though that
every time I hear your utterances
in the media it sounds pretty
derogatory. Ridicule appears to be
you main lever. This only divides
people more. Religion needs to
take this on board too.
Regards
Graham

H

ello again Graham
I’m a little surprised at some
of what you have chosen to “read
into” my reply. I think that if you
carefully re-read it, you’ll be hardpressed to produce any examples
of ridicule in my words. I certainly
employed no derogatory epithets
such as “undergraduate load of
crap” or “wasting your time on
such extremist nonsense”, as
you did. Epithets, I note, which I
deliberately chose to ignore in the
interests of attempting to continue
a reasonable discussion with you.
Similarly,
your
accusations
of “shifting”. I gave a serious,
considered response to every
substantive point in your original
messages. Please feel free to point
out to me where you think I have
missed any point, or have replied
with anything that is irrelevant to
what you wrote, and why?
We weren’t primarily discussing
alleged religious benefits, comfort
or charitable activities specifically;
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they are detailed points that you
have only chosen to introduce now.
We were discussing your
allegations that atheism is “a
waste of energy” and/or time. I
summarised some fairly common
religious activities, by way of
contrast with the necessary
activities of atheism (not many,
if I recall). However, nowhere did
I describe them, or people who
undertake them, as a “waste”
or “nonsense” or anything else,
merely outlined them factually.
Why do you find that to be “loaded
with ridicule”?
However, we can discuss the
merit of the new assertions about
“benefits” of religion, if you wish.
However, even if all were accepted
at face value, we are still left with
... none of that providing evidence,
of themselves, of the validity of
any claims for the existence of
any gods. That people might find
personal comfort in religion, or that
religious people/groups undertake
charitable works in society, doesn’t
make the religion itself true, or
provide evidence that any god
exists. Humane and charitable
activities, while laudable, are not
the exclusive provinces of the
religious, as a cursory look as
Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors
Without Borders) and the Fred
Hollows Foundation (to name just
two) will show. Excellent charities
both, with no religious affiliation or
motivation that I’m aware of.
Again, I cannot find the
exact quotes you’ve attributed
to Carl Sagan. I’m going to need
references to discuss them, so that
I may read and understand them
in their proper context. But if you
think I’ve been too selective with
my use of Sagan’s quotes, perhaps
I can rectify by providing a few
more:
They [a religion with a failed
end of the world prophesy, in
1914] could have said, Well,
the world would have ended,
except we prayed very hard
and interceded with God so
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He spared the Earth. But
they did not. Instead, they
did something much more
ingenious. They announced
that the world had in fact
ended in 1914, and if the rest
of us hadn’t noticed, that was
our lookout. It is astonishing
in the fact of such transparent
evasions that this religion
has any adherents at all. But
religions are tough. Either they
make no contentions which
are subject to disproof or
they quickly redesign doctrine
after disproof. The fact that
religions can be so shamelessly
dishonest, so contemptuous
of the intelligence of their
adherents, and still flourish
does not speak very well
for the tough-mindedness
of the believers. But it does
indicate, if a demonstration
was needed, that near the core
of the religious experience
is
something
remarkably
resistant to rational inquiry.
Carl Sagan, Broca’s Brain
In many cultures it is customary
to answer that God created
the universe out of nothing.
But this is mere temporizing.
If we wish courageously to
pursue the question, we must,
of course ask next where God
comes from? And if we decide
this to be unanswerable, why
not save a step and conclude
that the universe has always
existed?
Carl Sagan, Cosmos, pg 257
Think of how many religions
attempt to validate themselves
with prophecy. Think of how
many people rely on these
prophecies, however vague,
however unfulfilled, to support
or prop up their beliefs. Yet
has there ever been a religion
with the prophetic accuracy
and reliability of science?
Carl Sagan, The DemonHaunted World: Science As a
Candle In The Dark
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So, you can try to continue to
hold up Carl Sagan as a model
religiously-sympathetic scientist, but
the weight of evidence to date
doesn’t support such a conclusion,
does it? I also reiterate that Carl
Sagan does not speak for all
atheists — nor does Richard
Dawkins — or I — or anyone else.
There’s no such thing as a “high
priest” of atheism, whose every
pronouncement must be followed.
And I don’t seek to parrot Sagan,
Dawkins nor anyone else, although
I draw inspiration and ideas from
many thinkers.
In
any
event,
you’ve
attempted to discredit my reply
as “dry reasoned, unimaginative
nonsense”, but what is your
substantive reply, to the points I
raised? Let’s see (with quotes of
your words):
“Objectification of reality
through the dominance of
Western tyranny” something
which
appears
nowhere
in
my writings to you. If that’s
a euphemism for “scientific
worldview” — do you recall that I
explained that science and atheism
are not causally linked? Further,
I made no comments about
“cultures”, so it’s completely unfair
to castigate me for not showing
respect to something that wasn’t
being discussed, would you agree?
I’d also suggest that my previous
comment is still for you to answer,
in respect of alleged “different
views of reality”:
Perhaps that’s your problem:
not that there’s no way to
“disprove science”, but that
there’s simply no evidence to
support doing so, in the areas
that you wish to. Scientific
theories
make
testable
predictions about aspects of
reality. If you think that there’s
a better way of understanding
or predicting reality than the
scientific method, what is it,
and how is it better?
“Secularism has not fared
well” Really? In what ways, please?
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What parts of 20th century history
indicate that, and why? I note that
research has shown that many of
the most stable and progressive
democracies in the world are
secular, with relatively high levels
of “organic” (i.e. freely chosen)
atheism, and all fare demonstrably
better in standard measures of
societal health than highly religious
nations.
“You obviously think...” type
statements are rarely correct, and
always presumptuous. And so it is,
in this case. You’re welcome to ask
me what I think about something.
But to presuppose views and
incorrectly attribute them to me,
for the purpose of attacking them,
is called a strawman argument. It’s
arguably the antithesis of respect
for the other person or their views,
which you’ve indicated is important
to you.
As far as I know, the philosophic
burden of proof dates back to
Aristophanes and the ancient
Greek philosophers, some 2400
years ago. It has always fallen
on those making a positive
claim, including claims for god’s
existence. I would be interested for
you to expand on the “many in
philosophical circles” who are
apparently advocating a reversed
burden of proof. Incidentally,
atheism doesn’t make a “truth
claim” — in fact it doesn’t make
any claims. I’ve already provided
both the AFA definition of atheism,
and also accurately referred to it
as lacking belief in gods (which is
a fairly common definition in many
dictionaries). What is any alleged
“truth claim” in those?
As it happens, I have read the
bible cover-to-cover, a few times. I
acknowledge that it’s a reasonable
time ago. Actually, your comments
about reading the bible “cover to
cover” are interesting... because
for some atheists, it is reading the
bible in-depth that actually triggers
their move to atheism.
“You say prove god exists”
Sorry but no, I haven’t said that.
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We haven’t gotten anywhere near
that point yet, Ian. All I’ve asked
for is some credible evidence, none
of which has been forthcoming.
My previous reply dealt with any
misconceptions
about
science
being belief-based:
And I don’t “believe” in [natural
laws], I accept them as valid
on the basis that there is good
evidence supporting them. It’s
the same with any scientific
theory. See the difference?
And it’s futile trying to
quarantine claims and evidence
for god as “personal” — not least
because they are imposed upon
the rest of society in a multitude of
ways, on both believers and nonbelievers alike. Religions seek to
influence the agenda on matters
such as abortion and reproductive
rights, stem-cell research, marriage
equality, general morality, social
and welfare policies and education
(e.g.: through school chaplaincy).
Why is it acceptable to impose
these upon non-believers, based
purely on a set of unevidenced
religious beliefs from claimed
personal experience?
I’m unsure which “your]
utterances in the media” you’re
referring to, Graham. If the AFA
has appeared in the media, there
will generally be a spokesperson
associated with that. If you wish
to provide details, we can discuss
it properly. If it’s another atheist or
atheist group you’re thinking of, I
repeat: there is no “central atheist
command”. Given this, it would be
unreasonable to seek to hold the
AFA directly responsible for what’s
said by any atheist, anywhere in
the world — wouldn’t you agree?
I hope that you will read this with
the benefit of having shed some
preconceptions about atheism and
atheists. I assume that you took
the trouble to write to the AFA
pursuing some kind of meaningful
dialogue, and it would be a shame
to degrade that dialogue with
unfounded misconceptions.
Ian
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Atheists Doing Good
By Mandy Truscio

M

y husband and I live in
South Gippsland, Victoria, in a
small rural town with a population
of about 6,000. We love it here: it
has a real sense of community, and
everything we need.
We have a good life. We own
a small pizza shop with a function
centre underneath, and while we
will never be millionaires, it pays
the bills. We are well supported by
the locals, and each night is a bit
like having your friends around for
dinner.
Being fairly entrenched in the
local community means that we
also understand its problems.
There are families and individuals
who are doing it tough. They don’t
have the opportunity to do the little
things that everyone else takes for
granted. So we decided to put on
a complimentary pizza dinner for
them.
We thought this was a better
option than just giving out
vouchers. People in need often get
lots of vouchers, food vouchers, fuel
vouchers and the like. We wanted
this to be something different.
After brainstorming for a bit
we came to the conclusion that
we would have to approach the
local welfare groups, the Salvos,
Anglicare and the like. The people
we were trying to contact trust
these agencies, and deal with them
often. And, honestly, an invitation
to a free dinner from a crazy lady
you have never met, who says she
owns a pizza shop, might seem to
be a bit creepy.
Our function area seats about
45 at a squeeze for a sit-down
meal, and with those numbers in
mind we made up and distributed
the invitations to two agencies,
asking the staff to pass them on
to people they thought would
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benefit. Once the welfare agencies
had given out the invitations,
they had nothing more to
do with the night. We really wanted
to give these people a nice regular
night out, and didn’t want it turning
into some sort of a welfare circus.
As it turned out, when the
final numbers came in we had 68
people — just a few more than we
anticipated! The local shire lent
us some extra chairs and trestle
tables, and we were right to go.

them, going out for pizza for a
treat was something beyond their
budget.
Most of the little girls were
dressed up in party dresses, and
the boys had on what was obviously
their best outfits. One thing that
struck me was the impeccable
manner of most of the children. I
have never heard so many pleases
and thank-yous in my life. Although
I will admit, given the huge
amounts of fizzy drink consumed

We set the menu at garlic
bread, pizza, a choice of 3 desserts
and all the soft drink they wanted.
On the night everyone arrived
bang on time. After some initial
confusion about whether or not
the night really was on the house,
everyone settled in well. Our
guests were all families; several
had a child with a disability of
some kind. The constant pressure
of caring for a disabled child meant
many of the single mums were
unable to work outside the home
and relied solely on benefits. For

by the kids, I’m glad they weren’t
going home with me. They must
have been bouncing off the walls
till the wee hours.
For one family it was the first
time the kids had ever eaten out,
for another it was a daughter’s
seventeenth birthday and this was
her party. One mum with four kids
was so happy and grateful she
could come out with her family. Her
son’s support needs are such that
he doesn’t manage crowds well at
all.
We gave them a table in the

10

January - February 2013

back section of the room, in a dark
corner, and he managed really well.
During the course of the night
most of the parents wandered up
to the counter to tell me what had
brought them to our dinner. I guess
they felt the need to explain. We
are proud things, us humans. I was
overwhelmed by their stories. We
forget how quickly one small thing
can change the course of our lives.
For most not so long ago life had
been very different. Then a job was
lost, a business failed, the pressure

became too much and a family was
broken up.
These are all people who live in
my little area. I am a firm believer
in making whatever changes you
can at the very bottom level of
your world: from the ground up. I
can’t fix world poverty and I can’t
fix unemployment or domestic
violence on my own. But cook
some pizza? Give someone a few
hours of respite? I can do that. Set
an example for others to follow? I
hope I can do that too.

The total cost to us, as a
business, was about $600. Some of
our wonderful staff helped out on
the night, and it was just a matter
of our time really. I can think of
dozens of things I spend more than
that on in a year. For the pleasure
it gave us and others, it was the
best $600 we have ever spent. It
was such a wonderful, rewarding
learning experience, and we met
so many great people, that we
will be hosting a few more dinners
throughout 2013.

Serafino’s Blue Lounge Pizzeria

Mandy and Fred Truscio
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What about the nuns?
By Dennis Morris

C
O
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t my next birthday I will be 80 years
of age, so this story goes back a long way.
When I was 14 years of age, I had a
girlfriend of the same age who with her two
sisters were then at a Catholic school in
Johannesburg, South Africa.
She told me that a nun teacher had felt
her breast and also put her hand up under
her skirt and touched her between her legs.
When she told the Mother Superior, she
was told that it “did not happen” and that
she must repeat the Hail Mary.
The same happened during confession,
again nothing was done.
Her parents divorced and the girl and

her two sisters were sent to an orphanage,
Nazareth House, also in Johannesburg.
The same thing happened at the
orphanage, again she went to the Mother
Superior and complained to her, again
nothing was done. She and her two sisters
left the orphanage one night, never to
return.
I would like to know whether incidents
like this happened in Australia, which I
am sure they did. I only hope that girls
who have had experiences like this would
“dob in” the nuns who have physically or
mentally abused them.
The nuns must also be exposed.

Angry Atheist
By Michael Phroso

S

ex sells and the recent disclosures of
Roman Catholic paedophilia have certainly
stirred public interest, if only because of the
salacious nature of the crimes.
However, let me remind the reader that
Roman Catholic crimes against the young
extend beyond crimes of a sexual nature.
In the mid-1940s and early ’50s, I was
a Catholic primary school student and I still
bear physical and mental scars as a result
of that experience.
As children entrusted to the Church
by our parents, we should have received
a broad education which nurtured and
developed our enquiring minds. Instead,
we were subjected to an indoctrination
process that was designed to make us
subservient to the Church and fearful of
divine retribution.
We were taught that curiosity and
enquiry were a “sin” and “faith” or “belief”
was most pleasing to God! We were also
taught to hate and fear any other religion
or influence that might interfere with our
obedience to the Roman Catholic Church.
I consider this to be mental abuse, with
long-term damaging effects equal to that of
sexual abuse.
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I am thankful that the Catholic school
failed to completely extinguish my
enquiring mind, but it was many years
later before I slowly extricated myself
from the influence and authority of the
Roman Catholic Church.
Regrettably, there are many Catholic
children, of my era and beyond, who still
live in fear of eternal Hell fire in retribution
for their supposed “sins”.
Then there was the constant physical
abuse which took place. Our days were
filled with the threat or experience of
physical pain. At my school there was not
a day went by, when I, or some other
unfortunate child, was not subjected to a
variety of vicious physical assaults.
I read of the sexual abuse that is now
known to be endemic within the Catholic
Church and note the understandable public
sympathy directed towards those children.
However, I feel that the Church should be
equally criticised and made liable for the
organised mental and physical abuse that
was practiced on children entrusted to its
care.
I used to wonder why my mother failed
to intervene and confront the church
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officers over the beatings which I received. But I now
understand that she was also a product of Catholic
indoctrination and could not bring herself to criticise
the priests and nuns.
Today, I am an “angry” atheist and view the Church
with resentment. They took away my childhood
innocence and replaced it with guilt, anxiety and
subservience. Although I am now seventy-five years
of age, I still feel scarred by the Roman Catholic
experience.

The public is rightly outraged by the revelations
of sexual abuse from priestly paedophilia, but it
should also be a matter of great public concern that
the Church also betrayed the trust of children by the
practice of mental and physical abuse.
I call on all fellow atheists to make these distinctions
known when discussing religious indoctrination and
particularly the reprehensible behaviour of the Roman
Catholic Church!

Opting out of religion only way in to
ethics
By Sean Nicholls

Sydney Morning Herald State Political Editor

5 December, 2012

P

arents will not be told of the availability of ethics classes in their school until after they have opted out of
special religious education, or scripture, under changes to be adopted by the state government.
A government-initiated parliamentary inquiry into ethics classes advocated the approach in April, angering
supporters who claimed it was designed to impede their take-up in schools.
The Education Minister, Adrian Piccoli, confirmed on Tuesday that ethics classes will be retained in NSW schools
but said the government would introduce the new system. This means parents will be first offered a place in
scripture classes and only told about ethics in a follow-up letter if they opt out.
The Greens MP John Kaye described the change as “a massive road block’’ to parents being informed of ethics
classes.
“The government will now force schools to hide the existence of ethics classes,’’ he said.
Dr Kaye accused the government of agreeing to the recommendation to keep its “deal’’ with the Christian
Democrat MP Reverend Fred Nile, whose party shares the balance of power in the upper house.
“Nothing in the Education Act requires this level of discrimination against the ethics classes and their providers,’’
he said.
“This is simply the O’Farrell government delivering on a deal with the Christian Democrats for their vote in the
upper house.’’
The inquiry was established in response to a private member’s bill introduced by Mr Nile to abolish ethics
classes.
It followed his promise last year to “torpedo’’ the government’s legislation to cap public sector wage increases
at 2.5 per cent if the classes were not removed. The Premier, Barry O’Farrell, has denied there is a deal.
The right of schools to run ethics classes as an alternative to scripture was enshrined in law by the former
government in 2010.
Previously, Education Department policy forbade schools from offering alternative lessons to students who
chose not to take part in scripture.
Mr Nile welcomed Mr Piccoli’s announcement. “It’s appropriate that the main policy emphasis is on scripture
classes,’’ he said. “Ethics is an alternative. We don’t want to confuse people.’’
Teresa Russell, the director of a non-profit organisation, Primary Ethics, which supplies classes to schools,
welcomed the news that they would be retained but said parents will need to be “well informed’’ if they want to
know when they are beginning.
“There’s no question it’s an attempt to try and decrease parents’ knowledge,’’ she said.
Reprinted with permission.
The article first appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald.
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/opting-out-of-religion-only-way-in-to-ethics-20121204-2atad.html
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A

theist Alliance International is pleased to announce the launch of Atheist Census, a global project
to count and collect information on the world’s atheists, agnostics, freethinkers etc. We are excited about
gathering information on the number of non-religious people there are in various countries. We hope you
will be counted!
While truth and fair public policy are not determined by popularity,
demonstrating a strong presence will make it clear that atheists are a
growing demographic, helping us work towards a secular world. We
also hope it will provide encouragement to those in countries where
atheists are oppressed.
Please go to www.atheistcensus.com and take a moment to make
sure you are counted. Then help us spread the word. “Like” Atheist
Census on Facebook, send a tweet, share it on any social media
channels you use! This is a long term project, so make sure you check
in with Atheist Census periodically and encourage others to contribute.
Entries in Atheist Census are not personally identifiable. We take the issue of data security and privacy
seriously. Atheist Census’ privacy policy can be found here: www.atheistcensus.com/privacy-policy/.
We very much appreciate the Atheist Foundation of Australia’s support for this project.
Carlos A. Diaz
President
Atheist Alliance International
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Memento Mori – Remember your Mortality
By Charles Cornwall

R

ecently I was struck down with serotonin
toxicity, a potentially lethal condition. Fortunately,
timely medical intervention has set me on the path to
recovery, but I can say that in all my seventy-six years
I have never before experienced such unpleasant
and frightening symptoms as this condition produces.
Virtually every organ of my body was affected in the
most unpleasant of ways. The organs affected included
my brain, producing confusion, agitation and feelings
of unfounded fear. My body, so my doctor told me, was
being poisoned. At night I would wake, my mind filled
with irrational fear, unable to still my restless body
and all the time longing for but one thing — death.
This might sound melodramatic but I exaggerate not.
Anything to escape the torment was to be welcomed,
even death.
Now that I’m progressing along the path to recovery,
I have given a lot of thought to what happened to
me. As the main focus of my contemplations concerns
two issues that are very relevant to the present
forum I thought it might be worth sharing them with
readers of The Australian Atheist. The two issues are
closely connected and can be summed up as follows:
(1) Memento Mori – Remember your Mortality and (2)
Death is not to be feared.

lest they should be found unworthy. (Matthew 24:4244, Revelation 3:3, etc.)
As time went by and it gradually began to dawn on
the Church that Jesus’ return was not imminent, the
impetus for being ready, free from sin and obedient
to the Church was switched from the soon return of
Jesus to memento mori. You could die at any moment,
so watch yourselves! Be ready and don’t lapse into sin.
During the Middle Ages the Church employed
memento mori ruthlessly as a means of keeping the
masses subservient. Many and varied were the ways the
Church used to reinforce this message and keep it at the
forefront of people’s minds. Art, for just one example,
was used to instill fear into the minds of the credulous
people. Graphic woodcuts and engravings of horrific
death scenes like the Dance of Death (see below) were
commonly used to cow the people into submission.

MEMENTO MORI – Remember your mortality
As I reflected on what had occurred, I was
reminded yet again of the transient nature of our
lives on this earth. Indeed, the transient nature of our
lives full stop — for death is “The Death of Forever”.1
The old Latin saying came to mind: memento mori
(“remember your mortality” or “remember you will
die”.) The saying is thought to have originated in
ancient Rome. The story goes that a brave Roman
general was processing through the streets of Rome
on a victory parade. Walking one pace behind was his
slave who was under orders to keep reminding him
that while today he was a victorious hero tomorrow he
might fall or be felled. The servant was said to have
kept repeating the warning “Memento mori”.2
From its very beginnings the Christian Church
has made much of memento mori — sometimes,
according to the standards of the time, with honorable
intent but often, and for extended periods, in a
completely unscrupulous way. Jesus and his early
followers apparently believed that following his
death and resurrection he would soon return and
that, consequently, his followers should be on their
toes at all times, alert, ready and free from sin
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The Dance of Death (1493) by Michael Wolgmut
Life for the masses during the medieval period was,
as has often been described, “nasty, brutish and short”.
Peasants were required to swear an oath of obedience
on the Bible to the wealthy land-owners for whom they
slaved. They were virtually owned by their lords and
masters. In addition to the harsh rent and taxes they
were also required to pay tithes to the Church. This
was one tenth of their earnings, payable either in cash
or kind. The Church collected so much produce in this
way that they built huge barns to store it in. Failure
to pay their dues meant loss of home and livelihood.
Always the big stick of memento mori was waved at
them: the Church had the power to save or damn.
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Those magnificent medieval cathedrals, which
continue to draw thousands of admiring sightseers are,
in fact, just another example of how the Church cowed
people into submission and exploited their lives. We
might stand in awe at the magnificence and beauty
of the architecture of these cathedrals but I see them
rather as monuments to the thousands of workers
who were killed or seriously injured while building
them. In fear of excommunication, as the bishops
and priests waved the big stick of memento mori over
their superstitious heads, the workmen were forced to
work long hours, in extremely dangerous situations (no
Occupational Health and Safety regulations, no hard
helmets, safety harnesses, restraining rails or other
safety equipment in those days). Thousands were
killed or seriously injured, often by falling from great
heights, while their families were left without support
or help, ousted from their hovel homes in order to
provide accommodation for replacement workers.
Their lives were cheap and there was always someone
ready to replace them. And meanwhile their religious
leaders wallowed in their plenty and prided themselves
in their magnificent cathedrals erected to the Glory of
their God.

Canterbury Cathedral – a truly magnificent
building, erected to the “Glory of God”. But how
many human lives were needlesslysacrificed on
the altar of that same God in the building of it?
While memento mori has been used and abused by
the Church over the centuries, we who have abandoned
the faith-held religions of our upbringing in favour of
the path of reason and evidence should not discard
the value of memento mori. As atheists, memento mori
can be employed as a non-morbid, non-melancholic
reminder of our mortality and the possibility of death
catching us unawares at any time. Used in this way,
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memento mori provides the impetus for making the
best use of the time we have — enjoying the moment,
employing our time and abilities to the best and for
the sake of our loved ones, our friends, the needy
and the environment. As Phillip Adams once said,
“an awareness of our individual mortality is a great
aphrodisiac for living”.3 To this we should add that
contemplating memento mori need not be a reason to
fear. Why? because death itself is not to be feared.
Death is not to be feared
From its earliest days, the Church too proclaimed
that death need not be feared. Writing to the Church
at Corinth, Paul trumpeted, “Death is swallowed up in
victory. O death where is thy victory? O death, where is
thy sting?” (I Corinthians 15:54f). But for Paul, and all
Christians, there was a codicil to this promise of victory
over death: “believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be
saved” (Acts 16:31). Freedom from the fear of death
depended on belief in Jesus. For believers, death was
but the entry into a blissful, eternal afterlife. For nonbelievers, however, death was to be feared because
dying without Jesus meant an eternity in the torments
of hell.
Following the Middle Ages, poetry was frequently
used to promote the memento mori theme, but in a
less brutal way. Many poets seemed obsessed with
the subject of death. John Donne (1572-1631), poet,
lawyer and Church of England cleric, took a softer line
in a poem on death:
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so
Like Paul, his faith in Jesus enabled him to conclude:
One short sleep past, we wake eternally,
And death shall be no more, death, thou shalt die.
A century later Thomas Gray (1716-71) penned
his long poetic dirge on the subject of death, “Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard”:
The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,
Awaits alike the inevitable hour.
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.
After 29 four-line verses Gray eventually gets to the
Epitaph (comprising yet another four verses) — words
engraved on the tombstone of a recently deceased
young man:
No further seek his merits to disclose,
Or draw his frailties from their dread abode,
here they alike in trembling hope repose
The bosom of his Father and his God.
Again, for Gray it was his Christian faith that took
the sting from death.
At this point I have a confession to make. Having
been indoctrinated as a child in the Christian religion,
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I was once a believer. But, during my teenage years,
although I believed I would go to heaven, this did little
to comfort me. For me, my Christian faith was only
partially successful in removing the “sting of death”.
The fact was that just the thought of infinity and
eternity actually terrified me.
I spent a very sheltered life as a child, often being
left to my own devices. So, I thought a great deal — too
much perhaps — and much of it was morbid. I tried to
imagine infinity. How could it be? Surely space must end
somewhere. But, even if it did, what was beyond it? Just
more space. Panic sets in. And what of eternity? Surely,
surely no one would want to live forever. A hundred
years: yes. A thousand: maybe. A million: surely
not. A trillion, and still no nearer the end which isn’t
there — unthinkable! For me, even as a believing
Christian, immortality was a fate worse than death;
and the thought of eternity in heaven only the lesser
of two evils. Certainly it was preferable to eternity in
hell but, frankly, I didn’t see much fun in “sitting on a
stool playing a harp”4 for all eternity.
I have never heard of anyone else other than
me — even though I’ve asked many — who is or was
terrified by the actual thought of infinity and eternity.
That is until a few days ago when I was reading Phillip
Adams’ recently published book Bedtime Stories –
Tales from my 21 years at RN’s Late Night Live. “I
became aware of death,” says Adams, “at the age
of four. In a moment as catastrophic for me as the
Twin Towers would be on 9/11, I discovered the twin
terrors of eternity and infinity in 1943.” He continues
that he was overcome with “an overwhelming sense
of dread.” (Join the club, Phillip.) But I part company
with Adams at this point because while as a result of
his experience he became “a confirmed atheist by the
age of five” this liberating event did not happen for me

DEAD, adj.
Done with the work of breathing; done
With all the world; the mad race run
Though to the end; the golden goal
Attained and found to be a hole!
Ambrose Bierce
The Devil’s Dictionary (1911)

1

Daryl Reanney as quoted by Phillip Adams in Bedtime
Stories – Tales from my 21 years at RN’s Late Night Live
2
Wikipedia, memento_mori
3
Adams vs GOD – The Rematch
4
Sir Mark Oliphant in Oliphant by Cockburn & Ellyard

While I thought that I was
learning how to live, I have
been learning how to die.
Leonardo da Vinci

The fear of death is the most
unjustified of all fears, for there's
no risk of accident for someone
who's dead.
Albert Einstein

Life is pleasant. Death is peaceful.
It's the transition that's
troublesome.
Isaac Asimov
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until mid-life. It was only after I had studied theology,
become an ordained minister of religion and, ironically,
as a result of those very studies, was faced with the
inescapable conclusion that my faith-held beliefs were
irreconcilable with evidence and reason, that I became
an atheist. It was an utterly liberating experience and
has remained so.
For me, then, being a Christian did not entirely free
me from the fear of death (I suspect this applies to
many Christians). But ever since the rational part of my
mind took over and I saw my previous beliefs as being
nothing more than unsupportable, unsubstantiated
ancient mythology lacking entirely any evidentiary
basis, I became and remain totally liberated. This
liberation includes, among many other now cast off
hang-ups, liberation from the fear of death. For I now
know that death is nothingness: no continuing ego, no
soul living on, just nothing. And what is there to fear
in nothing? Precisely nothing! As the ancient Greek
philosopher Epicurus said, “Death, the most dreaded
of all evils, is therefore of no concern to us: for while
we exist death is not present, and when death is
present we no longer exist.”
I have now stared death in the face and without the
slightest apprehension. During the bodily and mental
torment of serotonin toxicity I even longed for death
— again without the slightest fear of what that would
entail. I can now say without equivocation that, like
Thomas Jefferson many years ago, “I approach my
end without either hope or fear.” May this liberating
knowledge be the experience of all who read my story.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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National Skeptics Convention 2012
By Tracy Burgess

F

rom 30 November to 2
December 2012, the National
Skeptics Convention was held in
Melbourne. There is significant
crossover between skeptics and
atheists. While there are atheists
who believe in quackery such as
complementary and alternative
medicines (CAM) and there are
skeptics who subscribe to various
forms of theism, as a general rule
the foundations of reason, logic
and the scientific approach are
common to both groups. As such,
the AFA was well represented at
the National Skeptics Convention.
The convention began officially
on the Friday night with a meet
and greet at the Melbourne
Immigration Museum. The Atheist
Choir provided background singing
for a very enjoyable opportunity to
meet like-minded rational people.

The Amazing Randi
Saturday started with the big
guns. James Randi captivated us
all with an important reminder
that skeptics can be fooled into
making assumptions as much as
anyone else. None of us is immune
from irrational and ill-considered
thinking patterns and we need to
be constantly vigilant about the
assumptions we make and the
arguments we put forward. The
Amazing Randi also put out a plea
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for everyone to popularise the term
“woo-woo” for all things irrational
with the intent of trying to get the
term accepted into the Webster’s
Dictionary. The call has gone out
and I think we can all assist with
that request. There is as much
“woo-woo” in theistic belief as
there is in other areas of sceptical
inquiry.
Next we had an inspirational
teacher, Adam vanLangenberg,
providing insight into how to
engage young people in rational
thought and expression through
his work with a lunchtime skeptic
club at McKinnon Secondary School,
Victoria. The kids have embraced
the themes and concepts of rational
inquiry. For hints and tips on how
to engage students or even just
ideas on developing reasoning
skills in your own children, go to:
www.scepticschool.com
The panel discussion that followed
was about active scepticism and
how to communicate and interact
with non-skeptics. The lessons
learned from this group apply
equally as well for those of us
atheists attempting to interact and
communicate with theists. The
most important points were:
• Stay Calm — if you get
emotional, that is what they
will remember rather than the
argument,
• Education is better
than abuse — believers or
consumers of woo-woo are
really victims,
• Explain logical fallacies,
don’t just state “straw man”
and walk away. The other
person may not know what
that is. This goes back to the
education aspect. State why
it is a straw man and
what is required for a
more
logical
response.
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The third one particularly
resonated. I have seen this one
often on the forums, where
someone will throw down a logical
fallacy category title like it is some
sort of bazinga and then walk away.
Then Krissy Wilson talked about
the work she is doing at Charles
Sturt University in Albury, New
South Wales. She has set up a
research program called the Science
Of Anomalistic Phenomena (SOAP)
This involves research into various
areas of belief and why people
hold those beliefs, and linking
the implications of those beliefs.
Everyone is encouraged to assist
in that research by completing
questionnaires
available
on
the website: www.soap.org.au
Believers and non-believers are
needed to provide insight into the
research and hopefully it will lead
to a better understanding of the
nature of belief. This is also one
that should be of particular interest
to atheists. A better understanding
of theistic belief can only assist
in
educating,
communicating
and interacting with the theistic
community.
After lunch Lynne Kelly gave
a very interesting talk on oral
history and its influence. What
was particularly fascinating was
the role of memes, songs, dancing
and art as part of embedding and
reinforcing oral histories. As an
atheist these ideas provided some
insight into how religions are born
and also how they are perpetuated.
The afternoon was devoted
to active scepticism, in particular,
the emerging importance of social
media to push social movements
and ideas. Paul Gallagher presented
a case study on the Anti-Vaccination
Network (Meryl Dorey) interview that
was cancelled on American Airlines
flights. Loretta Marron provided
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further examples on individual
active scepticism and agitation
through appropriate regulatory
agencies and legal framework.
Loretta also provided information
on the newly established Friends
of Science in Medicine, who are
actively seeking to reinforce reason
and logic in public policy areas.
Rebecca Watson continued the

us to laugh at ourselves. He did
point out the subversive conspiracy
by Hollywood to make skeptics
always laughable characters in
mainstream movies. Generally
skeptics are shown as wrong,
they always die horribly and they
invariably die by whatever it is they
were sceptical of. Lawrence also
provided suggestions for active

paranoid about ever eating seafood
again with current research into
links with Motor Neurone Disease.
There was a final panel
discussion
to
reinforce
the
messages about the need for active
scepticism, communication and
interaction with those who believe
in woo-woo. It’s importance to
raise awareness rather than attack,

AFA Members in the audience and at the Saturday dinner. Photos pages 19-20 courtesy of Victorian Skeptics
theme of being actively skeptical
and using resources available online
to check and verify information. In
particular, Rebecca recommended
using reverse search imaging
through www.tineye.com or error
level analysis of photographs.
Sunday morning saw lower levels
of attendance due no doubt to a few
sore heads from celebrations the
night before. However, for those of
us who did manage to make it in,
D. J. Grothe from the James Randi
Foundation gave a fascinating talk
on active scepticism worldwide.
Of particular humorous note was
the use of zombies attending a
session of psychic James Von
Praagh to highlight his inability
to actually talk to the dead. See:
youtube.com/watch?v=FHmTIKIEIXo
Of less humorous note was
Sandal Edamaruku, who had to
escape India as he is facing arrest
for pointing out that a supposed
Catholic miracle of a crucifix leaking
water was in fact sewerage leaking
from a pipe next door. Believers
had for weeks been collecting the
“holy seepage” and were drinking it!
Next was Lawrence Leung to
provide some light relief and allow
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skepticism. The most memorable
was his hobby of always moving
Bibles and other religious works
into the sci-fi, fantasy section in
book shops and libraries.
Just before lunch there was
another panel discussion of active
skepticism. From this discussion
a very interesting concept arose:
around comparing woo-woo with
fire. There are those skeptics who
are better suited to be fire fighters
and actively put out the flames.
However, it is also important to have
regular back burning and education
about fire safety. Everyone needs
to work out which type they fall
into and do their part. Both are
valid and absolutely essential.
After lunch Dr Ken Harvey gave
a presentation on active scepticism
and the regulatory framework. In
particular, he used his experiences
with the Therapeutic Goods Industry.
Dr Rachael Dunlop followed
with a suggestion that sometimes
it is possible to be too sceptical and
she pointed out the importance of
reason and considered rationale,
rather than the “illusion of
knowledge”. She also made every
person in the room completely
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educate rather than debunk and
engage rather than ridicule. These
were all messages that resonate
also with the atheist community.
Finally there was Shane Greenup
with a demonstration of rebuttal
software Rbutr. See: www.rbutr.com
This software is particularly useful
as a search engine to find websites
to provide opposing arguments
for those thrown up by theists
or believers in woo-woo. It is a
fantastic tool and definitely one
that anyone engaging in online
debate or discussion should have
at hand.
Personal reflections of the
conference are that I learned,
I laughed, I was horrified and I
was rallied to the cause of reason
and rationale again this year. As
always, the national convention
provided not just an opportunity to
meet with like-minded people, but
to also recharge and give me the
impetus to keep fighting the good
fight as a skeptic and an atheist.
See you all in Canberra for the
2013 National Skeptic Convention.
The theme is “Conspiracy Theories”
which should be an absolute hoot!
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T

he article (SMH 5/12) “Opting out of religion only way into ethics”,
demonstrates the poor ethical behaviour by religion. It cares not a jot about a level
playing field, giving parents an equal choice or about the minds of the children it
attempts to indoctrinate with frightening mythological themes. Its only concern
is self-replication. If anyone is in desperate need of ethics classes it is those
introducing and supporting this underhanded legislation.
David Nicholls
President
Atheist Foundation of Australia
Editor’s note. The above letter was not published

Bendigo Weekly 7 December, 2012

F

r Bernard McGrath’s letter, “Hell on earth of non-believers” (Bendigo Weekly,
November 30) is spurious and offensive, especially at a time when monstrous and
consistently credible evidence of a culture and tradition of rampant child sexual
assault within the Catholic priesthood is mounting daily, to the point of compelling
a national royal commission.
For the humanist or the atheist to submit to a lifestyle in which ethical enquiry
is restricted to casuistry — the “science” of interpreting “divine commands”, would
be to continually agree with the inherently socially divisive, arrogantly patriarchal,
discriminatory and anti-intellectual dictates of “the faith” and would, therefore, be
an immoral and unethical way of life.
Religious morality is often at odds with modern-day values of personal autonomy
and responsibility.
Morality must be detached from religion, especially the kind of tendentious
fundamentalism McGrath espouses.
Sin is disobedience to God; morality is about taking personal care and
responsibility in your relationships in the here and now with your fellow human
beings.
Humanist, atheistic personal accountability does not provide the comparatively
easy esoteric option of the “forgiveness of sins”.
Secular morality is the platform upon which true pluralist democracy is
established.
Religious morality produces theocracy. Secular morality demands the separation
of church and state.
Secular morality ensures societal tolerance and human progress.
Thankfully, Australia is, and will continue to be, a progressive, liberal, secular
democracy.
Michelle Goldsmith
Victoria

The Age 16 December, 2012

M

illions of dollars are being reaped through the sale of churches (The Age,
14/12). Much of this real estate in the past was public land granted to the churches
by our government (or sold to them for a token amount) for the purpose of worship.
If churches have no further use for it, don't they have a moral responsibility to
return it to the taxpayer for the common good, rather than to selfishly treat it as
commercial opportunity? Isn't this the mentality that motivated Jesus to drive the
profiteers out of the temple?
Ian Robinson
Victoria
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Book Reviews
By Eustace Black
The Young Atheist’s Survival Guide:
Helping Secular Students Thrive
By Hemant Mehta
Publisher: Patheos Press.
Kindle Edition.
Approx. AU $8.00
Published: 20 November 2012

“The
biggest
problem
confronting these young atheists
is hopelessness. Things won’t get
better, so why try? There is societal
pressure to conform to the religious
mindset of the other students, even
if you don’t believe as they do. For
high-schoolers, social capital is the
most important thing in the world
and you risk losing it by admitting
you’re an atheist. Students are so
inundated with this pressure that
they don’t always realize what an
injustice this is.”
The first chapter of the book deals
with ostracism and victimisation of
two young atheist women in America:
one by exclusion from a sporting
team over a “team prayer ritual”, the
other for objecting to a school mural
featuring a religious text.
In both situations, the narrative
quickly runs to mean-spirited
behaviour, lies, group-think and
persecution of the girls by the
nominally Christian leadership of the
schools and their followers. What
begins as a difference of principle
quickly becomes a classic example
of “argumentum ad baculum” —
winning an argument by coercion.
h tt p : / / e n . w i k i p e d i a . o rg / w i k i /
Argumentum_ad_baculum
There are lessons which all
readers can take away from the two
case studies, whether those readers
are believers or freethinkers:
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• Standing up for your
principles can provide an easy
target for those who don’t
mind taking a shot;
• No matter how noble
your cause, you bring it into
disrepute the moment you act
badly in its name;
• Outcomes aren’t always
“fair”.
While Mehta says there is no
way to determine the size of the
young atheist demographic, he
supplies figures indicating that,
at least where the United States
is concerned, the proportion is
greater than for other age groups,
and is steadily growing.
Interaction of young atheists
with society brings the chance
of conflict, determined by social
status and local culture. What
passes as normal in New York may
be greeted with hostile looks in
Missouri, and could result in injury
or death in Islamabad.
Obviously, if your parents are
forcing you to go to church each
week or you risk losing your entire
social network, I’m not suggesting
you need to come out. But for the
many young atheists out there who
have the ability to do so, it is vital
that you let people know you’re an
atheist when opportunities present
themselves. As the saying goes, it’s
better to be hated for who you are
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than loved for who you aren’t.
Unfortunately, while Hemant
Mehta has provided advice and
strategies for those in New York
and Missouri, The Young Atheist’s
Survival Guide is almost completely
USA-centric. While some of the
generalised advice applies to other
Western societies, there is nothing
specific for those not covered by
the USA’s Constitution or able to
access the American Civil Liberties
Union www.aclu.org.
The recent Ron Williams case
in the High Court, and the ongoing
struggles of Victoria’s FIRIS
(Fairness In Religions In School)
would serve to highlight the great
differences between nations.
It follows that Mehta’s book is
more a study of young freethinkers
and their interaction with the modern
USA, especially the education system,
and a study of the ways in which
institutional, evangelical Christianity
has found ways around the churchstate separation America’s founding
fathers intended. Perhaps “The
Young USA Atheist’s Survival Guide”
might have been a more accurate
title. But there is also a great
need for material addressing the
situation and problems particular
to Australia, what with the Plague
Of Chaplains and other taxpayerfunded proselytisation drives. The
need for Australian-based resource
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material has been taken up with
the Atheist Foundation of Australia,
so keep watching this magazine for
news to come.)

At least all young atheists and
other freethinkers can draw
inspiration from the Jessica Ahlquist
story. It is sometimes possible,

with solidarity, dedication and the
support of social networking, to
eventually win a battle on behalf of
a principle.

Generation Atheist
Edited by Dan Riley
Publisher: Dan Riley
ISBN-10: 0988179504;
ISBN-13: 978-0988179509
Approx. AU $28.00

So, one Anglican, three Baptists,
two Catholics, an Orthodox (Greek)
person, three Lutherans, two
Mormons, a Seventh-Day Adventist,
a Unitarian Universalist, a Hindu,
a Muslim, a Jain, a Jew, a Wiccan,
two assorted Evangelicals, two
non-denominational Christians and
a couple of lifetime non-religious
people walk into a bar — no, sorry,
a book.
There are twenty-five stories in
Generation Atheist, and it may have
been a mistake on my part to read it
holus-bolus. The initial impression I
got was akin to those “ice-breaker”
sessions on the first day of training
courses, where a group of strangers
introduce themselves.
The single Australian entry, from
AFA PR Team member Jason Ball,
(see page 24) serves to illustrate
what I see as a disadvantage with
the chosen format. There’s so much
more to Jason than this glimpse into
his formative years: it’s a shame to
come so far and then have to leave
the story.
Fortunately, there’s more to the
book than just “Hello, I am Fred/
Freda, and I am an atheist”. The
featured people are twenty-five
members of the next generation of
leaders and doers-of-things, and all
the writers have this in common: no
matter how the story starts, each is
now living a life without the burden
of personal religious belief.
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As Dan Riley puts it: “I want
this book to put a human face on
atheism — more specifically, a young
human face.”
There are flashes of bigger things,
too, to be discovered inside these
small autobiographical sketches.
For example, the role of competitive
peer pressure in reinforcing religious
behaviour:
“Since Mormon girls were
taught that they ought to
weigh the spiritual fitness of
their potential husbands, boys
at BYU* tended to try to outMormon each other to compete
for female affections ...
... Soon, half the dorm would
be putting their similar (explicit
lyrics) CDs in pillow cases and
smashing them against doors.”
(Michael Amini)
Mr Amini’s story also gives a
detailed account of Mormon temple
practices: it’s the most detailed
revelation I have seen so far.
There’s wisdom to take away for
later use:
“Simply making good arguments
doesn’t change minds, our
debt to the Greeks and their
rationality be damned. If you
want to change someone’s
mind, you have to lead with
emotion. Most people don’t
care whether what they believe
is true or false. They care if it
works for them, if it makes
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them feel good, if it makes their
worldview cohesive. People only
care about the truthfulness of
their beliefs if they’re suddenly
hurt by the falsity of their
convictions.” (Ed Beck)
There’s peer pressure, family
intimidation — up to and including
“Your stuff’s on the lawn and
we’ve changed the locks”, pulled
on Damon Fowler for insisting that
prayer be kept out of his high-school
graduation ceremony, (as specified
by United States law) — some
understanding families, and quite a
few retellings of “Eureka!” moments
by which reason won over faith.
I’ll give the last word to Mark
Hatcher, who didn’t become a
preacher, after all:
“If I could give advice to a
young me, I would tell myself to
question authority. One of my
biggest problems with 14-yearold Mark is that 14-year-old
Mark was a bright kid, a nice
kid, but he believed what
people told him. He was happy
to be the worker bee. He was
happy to be the chess pawn. In
a lot of families, black families,
children are not allowed to
question their elders. I would
tell him to question everybody.
Do it respectfully, but question
everything, and you’ll be okay.”
*Brigham Young University
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You’re Not in Australia Anymore
By Jason Ball

I

grew up in Australia, a
relatively secular country. I don’t
think religion was ever forced onto
me. I was never even asked to
consider it as a young child. The
only time I thought about it was
when I watched characters going
to church on The Simpsons. I asked
my mum, “How come we don’t go to
church?” She said, “Well, you play
football on Sundays and church is
on Sundays, so what would you
rather do?” I said, “That’s a pretty
easy question.”
As I got older, I began to think
that there was a God and that
there was a heaven and hell. We
had Christian religious instruction
in my primary school, although no
one took it all that seriously. I didn’t
think I really needed to investigate
whether or not it was true. To me,
God was regarded much like Santa
Claus or the Tooth Fairy.
I felt indifference toward religion
up until I was 17 when I went on
student exchange to the United
States. I was placed in Kansas,
which is the buckle of the Bible Belt.
I thought I knew what America was
like because of TV and movies: one
monolithic culture. What I learned
was that that wasn’t the case. I
lived with a Catholic family in a very
small town. They didn’t interact
with a lot of people from outside
their community and so they
hadn’t had a lot of experience with
other world views. They lived in a
bubble where they thought that
people thought only like they did;
if others didn’t, they had a really
negative view of them.
There was quite a lot of racism
and homophobia, even though the
people were incredibly nice.
Interestingly, it was one of the
most welcoming environments I’ve
ever experienced, and I absolutely
loved it there. I could see that their
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entrenched views were something
that was ingrained in the culture. I
could forgive them for that a bit. If
these people were born in the Middle
East, then they would probably be
Islamic. If they were born in India,
they would likely be Hindu.
Everyone my age went to youth
group and church. I was more than
happy to go along. I had an open
mind, and I was really interested
in what they said and did. I used
the excuse of ignorance and
curiosity to question my peers.
I would get rides to youth group
from a friend. I remember that she
asked, “Are you religious?” I said,
“I went to an Anglican school, so
I’m an Anglican.“ Then she asked,
“Have you accepted Jesus Christ
as your personal Lord and Savior?”
Eyebrows raised, I said, “I don’t
think so.”
I enjoyed going to religious
gatherings because it was so
fascinating. At the first youth group
that I went to, the pastor got up
and said, “The world is about 6,000
years old, and we know that as
Christians.” I was pretty sure it was
much older. Even my geography
teacher suggested that fossils were
planted to test humanity’s faith in
God. That drove me to read a lot
and get into debates about science
and religion and whether God is
real, whether the Bible is true.
When I was in Kansas, in 2005, the
state both introduced intelligent
design into the biology curriculum
and voted overwhelmingly to ban
gay marriage. My experience there
gave me a first-hand account of
what can happen to a society when
it truly takes religion seriously.
When I came back to Australia,
I felt like the only person in my
country who cared about secular
values, defending science, and
standing up against superstition.
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For one year in high school I
didn’t talk to any of my classmates
about what was on my mind. I
would go home in the evening
and read on the internet; I was
trying to figure out where I stood
on certain issues. I openly read
Christian books that my Christian
friends were telling me to read.
Books that I read began to
influence my own beliefs. The
first book that began to shape my
thinking about life on Earth was
The Blind Watchmaker by Richard
Dawkins. At the time, all I cared
about was whether evolution was
true. Daniel Dennett’s book Darwin’s
Dangerous Idea also helped to
explain that subject. Nature, I
learned, is cruel, and I concluded
that evolution is not necessarily
irreconcilable with God, but it does
seem to be irreconcilable with a
loving God who has a purpose for
human beings.
After high school, when I went
to university, I got in touch with a
couple students who were starting
a secular society. I was on the
founding committee, and at the
beginning, we had a small group
of about 30 students. This group
became quite influential in my life.
In 2008, we learned that the Pope
was coming to Australia, subsidised
to the tune of $150 million dollars by
the federal and state governments.
I realised that we needed to speak
out, so my club and I organised a
rally. We called it “Youth Against
World Youth Day” and received
some national media coverage. We
highlighted the Pope’s backward
views on a variety of issues from
homosexuality to condom use to
women’s rights, promoting the idea
of secularism, emphasising that our
state shouldn’t be funding his visit.
Because of my activism, I
later got elected president of the
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secular society, and we grew quite
a lot. I managed to get some
funding from the Secular Party of
Australia, which is the lone voice
of secularism in Australian politics.
With that money, we invested in
merchandise and a big poster of
the Flying Spaghetti Monster —
the deity of the fictitious religion
the Church of the Flying Spaghetti
Monster — and some membership
cards with the Flying Spaghetti
Monster on it. I began to embrace
the idea of ridiculing religion, and
the group became antagonistic
toward the religious clubs on
campus. Over time, though, I
changed and so did the direction of
the club. I didn’t feel as though we
were being productive. We wanted
to engage with the students from
the Christian Union and have
respectful dialogue while standing
up for the rights of non-religious
students and promoting science and
secularism on campus. We ended
up organising a couple of debates
with the Christian Union in which
we invited guest speakers to come
in and represent our viewpoints.
We began to have really good
and healthy discussions. I think
the Christian clubs were actually
keen that there were other kids on
campus who actually cared about
life’s big questions. We continued
to grow, and our society now has
300 to 400 members.
While our group found respectful
dialogue to be effective on campus,
problems regarding religion persist
in Australia. Some fundamentalist
churches have taken advantage of
the tolerant nature of my country.
Over the past 20 years, churches
have been able to work their
way into public schools to give
Christian classes during which
they try to indoctrinate young
children. They give children comic
books about how God made the
world and how Jesus loves them.
The religious groups have been
able to achieve such leverage by
working out exemptions to various
education acts that stipulate that
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public education should be secular.
Groups like the Australian Christian
Lobby don’t have a lot of members,
but they can cite the amount of
citizens who select “Christian”
in the census, thus swelling the
number of Australians who they
claim identify with them. They
like to appear as a big voting bloc
so that politicians will take them
seriously. Consequently we have
had a real lack of reform on issues
like euthanasia, abortion, and gay
marriage, where the laws that do
pass are actually quite conservative
even though opinion polls show
that the majority of Australians
support gay marriage, legalised
abortion, and euthanasia.
I do, however, think that
secular arguments are winning
in Australia. We’re making a lot
of progress every year. Secular
activists are gradually raising
people’s consciousnesses to issues
and penetrating the mainstream
press. We’ve been able to speak
to people in the middle and get
them on our side. The statistics
indicate that there are a growing
number of people who identify as
not religious, atheist, or agnostic,
which is very encouraging.
Secular organisations like the
Center for Inquiry often say that
the goal of their institution is to not
exist. I think that’s right. I like that
goal and hope to work to achieve
it. One way to do so is to continue
to grow the secular campus
movement. Universities in society
should be the hub of cutting-edge
ideas and debate, the forefront
of knowledge. I want students to
be organising on campuses and
helping their peers to be aware
of the secular movement so that
they can come together to debate,
learn, and contribute. I think that’s
the future.
For me, coming to the realisation
that there’s probably no God was,
at first, kind of scary. I felt isolation,
loneliness, and meaninglessness.
It was the writings of people like
Richard Dawkins and Carl Sagan
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that saved me from depression.
Their words inspired me to make
the most of the life that I have,
along with appreciating the wonder
of science and the excitement of the
pursuit of knowledge. They helped
me get through that moment.
At first, I was really cautious
about who I told that I was an
atheist. Eventually, I told my
parents. They’re now atheists as
well. Over time, everyone I know
learned that I’m an atheist. All of my
friends have heard my perspective
and know my beliefs. I’ve had only
positive feedback from them.
I have great hope for the secular
movement because of people’s
current access to information.
Today, even if they’re sheltered,
individuals often accidentally come
across information. I know quite a
few people who stumbled across
Richard Dawkins on Youtube and
spent many weeks constantly
watching atheist videos that changed
their world-view. Free, instantaneous
access to ideas — often new ideas —
is changing the world.
I have found all that I have
done with secular activism to
be absolutely rewarding. It has
given me so much purpose in my
life. It motivates me and gives
me meaning. Before my activism
I didn’t have a passion. I was
trying to figure out what I believed
in, what I stood for. I now have
something to stand up for. I feel
like I’ve found my niche.

From Generation Atheist.
Chapter IV, pages 73 - 77.
Reprinted with permission.
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ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
of the
Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc
will be held on
Wednesday 20 March 2013
at 7:30pm
Eastwood Community Centre
95 Glen Osmond Road
EASTWOOD
SOUTH AUSTRALIA
All members are welcome to attend.
If you plan on attending the AGM we would appreciate if you let us know beforehand.
Thank You.
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
www.atheistfoundation.org.au/content/membership
I/We agree with the Aims and Philosophy of the Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc and hereby apply for Membership

Full Name
Address

Forum Name

Suburb/
Town

State

Email

Phone

PC

Annual Subscriptions
Single (Inc. GST)

$25.00

Double/Couple/Partner (Inc. GST)

$30.00

Pensioner/Student/Unwaged (Inc. GST)

$15.00

5 Year Subscriptions
Single (Inc. GST)

$105.00

Double/Couple/Partner (Inc. GST)

$135.00

Donation
Total
Would you prefer your magazine sent by email?

Yes

No

Signature ……………………………………..……………………………………..
Cheques/Money Order to - Atheist Foundation of Australia | PO Box 4284 | Shellharbour Village NSW 2529
Direct Deposit Bank - Commonwealth Bank
Acc Name - Atheist Foundation of Australia
BSB - 065503
Acc No. - 10120389
IMPORTANT - PLEASE enter your NAME into the reference section.
Philosophy
The Atheist Foundation of Australia recognises scientific method as the only rational means towar d understanding
reality. To question and critically examine all ideas, testing them in the light of experiment, leads to the discovery of facts.
As there is no scientific evidence for supernatural phenomena, atheists reject belief in “God”, gods and other supernatural
beings. T he universe, the world in which we live, and the evolution of life, are entirely natural occurrences.
No personality or mind can exist without the process of living matter to sustain it. We have only one life — her e and
now. All that remains after a person dies is the memory of their life and deeds in the minds of those who live.
Atheists reject superstition and prejudice along with the irrational fears they cause. We recognise the complexity and
interdependence of life on this planet. As rational and ethical beings we accept the challenge of making a creative and
responsible contribution to life.

Aims
To encourage and to provide a means of expression for informed free-thought on philosophical and social issues.
To safeguard the rights of all non-religious people.
The point
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To serve as a focal
for the fellowship
people.
To offer reliable information in place of superstition and to offer the methodology of reason in place of faith so as to
enable people to take responsibility for the fullest development of their potential as human beings.
To promote atheism.

Atheist Foundation of Australia
is a member of
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