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

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

No personality or mind can exist without the process of living matter to sustain it. We have only one life – here and now. All that 
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To encourage and to provide a means of expression for informed free-thought on philosophical and social issues.

To safeguard the rights of all non-religious people.

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

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

To promote atheism.

The opinions expressed in this magazine do not necessarily represent the opinions of the Atheist Foundation of Australia
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Hello readers,

Well it’s a new year and we have a lot 
to do. Firstly, we have changed the 
frequency of the magazine. It will now 
be issued quarterly. This decision was 
made due to rising costs of production 
and the desire to bring you the best 
quality, most interesting magazine 
possible.

Secondly, the AFA has an AGM 
scheduled for Friday, 21 March 2014. 
It will be held in Melbourne and all 
AFA members are invited to attend. 
However, whether you can attend 
or not, we are asking all members to 
review a draft amended consitution. 
The draft was developed using the 
model rules from South Australia 
(where the AFA was incorporated) and 
from feedback provided by members.

I would like to personally thank all 
members who did provide feedback in 
response to the request in issue 42 of 
the magazine. We received some very 
well considered and inspired feedback.

The draft will be provided on the 
website in mid February. Further 
details are provided on page 31 of this 
issue. Members are again encouraged 
to provide feedback. The constitution 
of the AFA needs to reflect its members 
and goals.

Also in this issue are some fantastic 
articles. Once again, I’d like to thank 
all the creative and inspired members 
who send me articles, cartoons, 
artwork etc. I encourage any members 
who haven’t yet submitted anything, 
to forward their work to me at taa@
atheistfoundation.org.au.

The Social Media Team has been 
very busy of late and I have been 
working very closely with them to get a 
consistent message out there. I’d like 
to put out a huge thanks on behalf of 
members to:

wolty - He has done a huge amount of 
work on the AFA FaceBook page. The 
page has become incredibly popular 
and all AFA members are encouraged 
to “like” the page.

Askegg - He has been managing the 
AFA Twitter account and coordinates 
messages with wolty so that FaceBook 
and Twitter are sending out consistent 
messages.

Forum Mods, Supermods & Admins 
- The AFA Forum continues to be a 
community for free thinkers to talk and 
interact. It’s managed with care by the 
mods, supermods and admins.

The cover of the magazine is 
dedicated to Harold Camping. A very 
odd theist with significant following. 
His judgement day predictions have 
provided a lot of fodder for humour for 
atheists over the years. I recall with 
fond memories the Rapture Party I 
attended in May 2011.

The sobering aspect to be remembered 
about people like Harold is that they 
can and do have very real negative 
impacts on some people. There are 
very vulnerable and confused people 
that take these kinds of predictions 
seriously; people who structured their 
lives based upon the idea that they 
would die on the various dates set out 
by this charlatan / delusional individual.

Until next issue, take care

Tracy

Promoting scientifically credible
 & factually reliable evidence
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President’s Message
Hello AFA Members,

Here we are in a new year, 
wondering what happened to last 
one. I trust everyone had a safe 
and happy christmyth season. We 
start 2014 with a lot going on as an 
organisation. In March, we have the 
AGM. There are further details in this 
issue of the magazine. I encourage 
all members who are interested, to 
participate and be active. I would also 
like to take the opportunity to thank 
the current committee, who have 
greatly supported me in my role as 
President. I would also like to thank 
David Nicholls and Lee Holmes again 
for their significant contribution to the 
AFA over the years. Even beyond, 
into retirement, Lee and David have 
continued to fight the good fight.

The AGM will be held in Melbourne 
on Friday, 21 March. We are currently 
bound by the existing constitution, 
which requires that any votes be by 
a show of hands by those attending 
the meeting. In future years we will 
look at various options available to 
allow participation through virtual 
mechanisms.

When I reflect upon 2013, I recall 
some of the key issues for the 
AFA. There were many that raised 
concerns. These were addressed 
by the AFA through media releases 
and approaches to the media and 
government. The AFA has always 
been active in responding to the 
influence of theist concepts in a 
secular society. David Nicholls was 
always very vocal on issues and I 
have continued that fight. Of all the 
issues addressed by the AFA in 2013, 
there are a few that stand out to me.

In January, we raised objections to 
exemptions in anti-discrimination 
legislation to appease those 
wishing to discriminate on religious 
grounds. This remains an issue that 
the AFA strongly opposes and we 
are monitoring legislative review 
in the various states. It is highly 
inappropriate to permit discrimination 

because a fairy tale says that it is OK 
to treat people as lesser humans. It 
is never going to be a situation that 
the AFA tolerates and all members 
are encouraged to write to the media, 
local members etc on this issue.

In April, there was the issue of the 
chemical abortion drug RU486 and 
the objections from the Australian 
Christian Lobby. The patriarchal 
objections raised by the ACL that 
somehow women need to be 
protected and that they are incapable 
of making their own informed choices, 
are archaic and not appropriate in 
the twenty first century. The AFA 
stands strongly behind women’s 
right to choose for their own bodies 
and objects to any policies that 
are underpinned by concepts that 
women are somehow lesser beings 
because the bible says so. RU486 
was approved. However, we now 
face the issue of doctors in Victoria 
refusing referrals for abortions based 
upon religious beliefs. This fight for 
women against religious tripe is far 
from over.

In September, various religious 
lobby groups raised objections to the 
proposed Charities Commission. It 
is long past time for religious bodies 
to be held to account for the billions 
of dollars they have in their coffers. 
The AFA has argued and lobbied for 
years that religious groups should be 
paying taxes and be accountable for 
all income and expenditure, like any 
other non-profit organisation. This is 
another issue that continues to be 
high on the agenda for the AFA.

In November, the Victorian 
Parliamentary Inquiry into the 
Handling of Child Abuse by Religious 
and Other Organisations was handed 
down. This report provided some 
critical recommendations. The AFA 
hopes that the Inquiry will lead to 
lessons being learned, and result in 
genuine improvements to how these 
risks are managed, offenders are 
reported to police without exception, 
and how victims and survivors are 

treated, supported and compensated. 
We will monitor the implementation 
of those recommendations and call 
to account any deviation.

In December, there was the loss in 
the High Court in relation to same sex 
marriage legislation in the ACT. The 
objections to same sex marriage and 
changes required for the Marriage Act 
are invariably religiously based. To 
continue to deny equality under the 
law to a group of people based upon 
the miscellaneous thoughts of middle 
eastern goat herders is offensive. 
The High Court ruling did have one 
positive aspect. The ruling from 
the court identified that the object 
of the ACT Act to provide for same 
sex couples was not “some form 
of legally recognised relationship 
which is relevantly different from the 
relationship of marriage which federal 
law provides and recognises” as 
marriage is defined between “natural 
persons”. This provides the impetus 
to lobby the federal government 
to amend the federal legislation to 
allow for equality under the law for all 
“natural persons” rather than limited 
to those deemed appropriate by 
medieval religious oppressors. 

So as we enter 2014, we have all 
of these issues still on the agenda 
for the AFA. No doubt there will be 
more added as the year progresses. 
We take the wins where we can and 
allow no instance of policy that is 
based upon theist ideology and fairy 
tales.

Michael Boyd, President
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Danny Jarman - Vice President
An Introduction

The AFA has two Vice-Presidents; 
Joel Kilgour and Danny Jarman. Last 
issue, we introduced Joel Kilgour. For 
this issue I sat down and interviewed 
Danny.

Danny, thank you for meeting with 
me. I know the members will be 
interested in hearing from you.

How did you come to atheism?
In a nutshell, Tess and I were leaders 
in a fundamentalist Pentecostal 
church. As a Christian, I was 
heavily involved in fighting against 
creationism and an anti-science 
movement. I even had a YouTube 
channel where I could engage with 
creationists in an attempt to teach 
them about evolution. It became 
clear to me that many of these were 
prepared to act dishonestly.

I then embarked on a journey of 
researching the bible. I was shocked 
to find many of the immoral things 
in it. Most Christians would not be 
aware that despite the gospels being 
named Matthew, Mark, Luke and 
John, we have no idea who actually 
wrote them. We can also see a 
history of changes in scripture which 
coincide suspiciously with the church 
dealing with various schisms.

We soon left our church due to the 
dominionist direction they were 
pursuing and the pastors dishonesty 
towards the rest of the leadership 
team and congregation. A few 
weeks later over coffee, Tess said 
to me “you know, I just don’t believe 
this stuff anymore”. I came to the 
same realisation a couple of weeks 
later. We looked at each other and 
laughed. “We are atheists!”.

What was your motivation for joining 
the AFA?
When we left our church and came 
out as atheists, we found that we 
were isolated. Virtually, everyone 
we had considered close friends 
disappeared overnight. We were 

also estranged from many of our 
family members who continued to 
hold fundamentalist views. We knew 
that we needed to actively establish 
new social contacts. We went along 
to an AFA meet up. The people were 
awesome. We loved meeting the 
people from the AFA with all their 
various backgrounds and interests. 
It was a group that we felt we could 
connect with. If it wasn’t for the 
members of the AFA, I’m not sure 
what our next step would have been.

I love interacting with everyone on 
the AFA forum and whenever I travel 
interstate I get to meet other AFA 
members. This social aspect of the 
AFA is one that is often down-played, 
but to us it was a fantastic support 
structure to assist in the transition 
from religious isolation. 

Why did you want to be Vice-
President?
I didn’t. It was never a goal of mine. 
It was simply a progression of putting 
my hand up to contribute when 
something needed to be done. The 
AFA can only impact society when 
members put their collective hands 
up to contribute. It doesn’t matter 
what your background is. If  you 
have an area of interest, expertise or 
simply feel that you can assist in any 
way, please let us know.

What is the most important issue 
facing the AFA in the near future?
I think there are many. Despite the 

rapidly declining state of religion in 
Australia, there is still a very active 
culture within politics to pander to 
the religious. When you compare 
the results of the 2001 to the 2011 
census, the “No religion” category 
grew by around 65%. The AFA 
needs to continue to pressure any 
and every political decision which 
provides religion with an automatic 
place of privilege. Sectarian religious 
education in public schools, the 
National Schools Chaplaincy 
Program, direct and indirect taxpayer 
subsidies / funding for religious 
institutions, as well as providing 
a rational voice for religiously 
motivated attacks on stem cell 
research, women’s reproductive 
rights, marriage equality, as well as 
educational attacks on the sciences 
of evolution, cosmology and climate 
change.

Do you have any specific policy 
areas etc. that interest you?
I guess my main areas of focus are 
dealing with the day to day activities 
of social media and IT. We have a 
vibrant community on our forum and 
a huge reach across the internet with 
our various webpages. I also enjoy 
talking to people about atheism, 
the AFA, religion and science. As a 
result, I involve myself in interviews, 
debates and online discussions with 
creationists and those who are in the 
process of leaving religion.   

In line with Monty Python’s Bridge of 
Death - Can you tell me the air speed 
of an unladen swallow?
This is an area of research that is 
somewhat underfunded. However, 
there was an interesting study “Flight 
speed, foraging efficiency, and daily 
energy budget of the Barn Swallow, 
Hirundo rustica” (de la Cueva et al) 
Canadian Journal of Zoology.  My 
only criticism of this study is that it 
didn’t include either the European or 
the “non-migratory” African Swallow. 
More importantly, it did not include 
any tests with attached coconuts.
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Sisters of Mercy???
- Tracy Burgess

The recently released movie 
“Philomena” tells the tale of an 
unmarried pregnant Irish girl sent off 
to a ‘Magdalene Laundry’. Her baby 
is given up for adoption against her 
will under the auspices of ‘christian 
charity’. The movie chronicles 
Philomena’s attempts and success in 
finding her son many years later. The 
movie focuses mainly on the search 
and the reunion of mother and child, 
less so on the Magdalene Laundries 
and their history of abuse and the 
travesties of justice by 
them in the name of 
religion.

The institutions were 
named for Mary 
Magdalene, the 
biblical character 
believed to be a 
converted prostitute, 
rewarded by the 
character of Jesus 
with ‘forgiveness’ 
and ‘love’. How this 
converted to a place of 
despair and punishment for women 
is an irony that only religion could 
conceive of. They were generally 
known as magdalene asylums or 
magdalene laundries. They were 
places were females of all ages were 
institutionalised against their will. The 
women performed menial domestic 
chores such as laundering prison and 
priest’s uniforms, cooking, scrubbing 
floors and caring for sick and aging 
nuns. The women were incarcerated 
at the request of families or priests 
for reasons such as prostitution, 
being unmarried mothers, being 
sexually promiscuous, or even being 
developmentally challenged or slow 
learners. There is evidence that nuns 
would forge school reports and send 
these to girls’ families.

The laundries were run by four 
Catholic orders; Sisters of Mercy, 
Sisters of Charity, Sisters of Our Lady 
of Charity and the Good Shepherd 

Sisters. All four of whom seem to 
be significantly poorly and ironically 
named. There was no mercy. There 
was no charity and there was 
no goodness in the Magdalene 
institutions. They were places of 
fear, misery, pain, hopelessness 
and dread. The ‘sisters’ that ran 
them, were for the most part, cruel, 
unfeeling and as far from the concept 
of a ‘sisterhood’ as it is humanly 
possible to be.

There were Magdalene Laundries 
established by the Catholic Church 
across the world. Ireland was not the 
only country to have them. However, 
Ireland had a significant number of 
them. In 1993, the Irish community 
was shocked and horrified when 155 
bodies were uncovered in unmarked 
graves on land sold by the Catholic 
Church to a developer. The land 
had originally been the site of a 
Magdalene Laundry for ‘wayward 
girls’. Residents (inmates) that could 
not be accounted for in the asylum’s 
records,  had been buried in secret, 
many with no death certificate, with 
no notification to any family and 
without the dignity of a grave to 
mark their existence on this earth, 
as miserable and hopeless as that 
existence may have been. 

It is estimated that over 30,000 
women were inmates of magdalene 
laundries in Ireland from the 18th 

century to the late 20th century. Given 
the power of the Catholic Church in 
Ireland and the blurred lines between 
church and state throughout its 
history, it is not surprising that the 
State provided implicit and explicit 
support for the institutions. Girls 
and women convicted in courts in 
Ireland were often sent to Magdalene 
laundries as part of their sentence. 
Many more were referred from 
orphanages and industrial schools.

Some women left the 
institutions when their 
allotted time was up. 
However, many never 
left. Institutionalised, 
uneducated and with 
no support in the 
community, some 
didn’t even know their 
real names or where 
they had come from. It 
was almost impossible 
to find gainful 
employment having 
been an ‘inmate’ of a 

Magdalene laundry.

Ireland Says Sorry
In 2011, the Government of Ireland 
acceded to pressure from the United 
Nations  Committee against Torture to 
establish an Inquiry into the history of 
the Magdalene laundries. In February 
2013, after the commissioned report 
was released, the Irish Taoiseach 
gave an impassioned apology 
on behalf of the Irish State to the 
victims….

“The Magdalene laundries have cast 
a long shadow over Irish life, over our 
sense of who we are…

…What we address today is how you 
took this country’s terrible secret and 
made it your own. Burying it, carrying 
it in your hearts here at home, or 
with you to England and to Canada, 
America and Australia on behalf of 
Ireland and the Irish people.
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But from this moment you need 
carry it no more. Because today we 
take it back. Today we acknowledge 
the role of the State in your ordeal. 
We know that the State itself, was 
directly involved in over a quarter 
of all admissions to the Magdalene 
laundries. Be it through the social 
services reformatories, psychiatric 
institutions, county homes, the prison 
and probation services and industrial 
schools...

….As I sat with these women as 
they told their stories, it was clear 
that while every woman’s story was 
different, each of them shared a 
particular experience of a particular 
Ireland, judgemental, 
intolerant, petty and 
prim. In the laundries 
themselves, some women 
spent weeks, others 
months, more of them 
years. But the thread that 
ran through many of their 
stories was a palpable 
sense of suffocation, not 
just physical in that they 
were incarcerated, but 
psychological, spiritual, 
social…..

…..The Magdalene 
women might have been told that they 
were washing away a wrong, or a sin, 
but we know now, and to our shame, 
they were only ever scrubbing away 
our nation’s shadow…..

…We lived with the damaging 
idea that what was desirable and 
acceptable in the eyes of the Church 
and the State was the same and 
interchangeable…

…What is the ‘value’ of the tacit 
and unchallenged decree that saw 
society humiliate and degrade these 
girls and women? What is the ‘value’ 
of the ignorance and arrogance 
that saw us publicly call them 
“penitents’ for their ‘crime’ of being 
poor or abused, or just plain unlucky 
enough to be already an inmate of a 
reformatory, or an industrial school or 
a psychiatric institution?...

…The Report shows that the 
perception that the Magdalene 
Laundries were reserved for what 

were offensively and judgementally 
called ‘fallen women’ is not based 
on upon fact at all but on prejudice. 
The women are, always were, wholly 
blameless.”

The Church Responds
The various church Orders 
responded to the report with a refusal 
to pay any compensation. They did 
state they were ‘willing to assist in 
other ways, such as the assembling 
of records and looking after former 
residents’.

In July 2013, the President of the 
Catholic League for Religious and 
Civil Rights issued a report titled ‘The 

Myths of the Magdalene Laundries’. 
This apologist approach is hardly 
surprising, yet still incredibly myopic 
and disturbing for an organisation 
that has consistently failed to take 
responsibility for its actions and 
history of abuse.

According to the Catholic League 
Report, “the popular perception of 
the laundries is entirely negative, 
owing in large part to fictionalised 
portrayals in the movies. The 
conventional wisdom has also been 
shaped by writers who have come to 
believe the worst about the Catholic 
Church, and by activists who have 
their own agenda.”

In response to the pressure brought 
to bear by the UN Committee Against 
Torture, the Catholic League Report 
states “Ironically, of the ten nations on 
the UN Committee Against Torture, 
half of them were guilty of bona-fide 
instances of torture…..These were 
the nations accusing Irish nuns of 

torturing women in the laundries!”

Magdalene Asylums in Australia
The Sisters of the Good Shepherd 
ran eight Magdalene laundries in 
Australia from the 1940’s to the 
1970’s. Similar to Ireland, the 
institutions in Australia were for 
female wards of the state or those 
deemed delinquent, often victims 
themselves, who had committed no 
crime. In 2004, the Senate report ‘The 
Forgotten Australians’ was issued. 
This led to a national apology in 2009 
by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and 
Opposition Leader Malcolm Turnbull. 

One victim of the Australian asylums 
described the situation 
with “Most girls there 
hadn’t done anything 
wrong. I hadn’t. My sister 
hadn’t. One girl wagged 
school for two days to see 
her boyfriend, she got one 
year in. Another girl from 
Benalla was raped by her 
uncle. Us girls became 
victims.”

Lessons Learned
So what can we learn 
from the history of the 
Magdalene Laundries? 

From my perspective as an atheist, 
and as a woman, I believe that the 
lesson to be learned is that churches 
and religions should never be used 
as a moral compass for a society. 
These girls and women were treated 
abysmally because the religious 
fiction upon which the Catholic Church 
is based, defines women as lesser 
human beings. It’s the basic premise 
of the virgin / whore mythology. 
Women are either unrealistically 
pure or they are unrealistically evil 
and tainted in Christian mythology. 
There is no middle ground. It’s the 
disjunct between Mary the Virgin 
Mother and Mary Magdalene. With 
the obvious ‘fallen whore’ as the 
choice for the basis of the institutions 
used to debase, torture and bring 
into indentured servitude women and 
girls for two centuries. The dichotomy 
of the views of women in Catholic 
doctrine, makes it a less than ideal 
foundation for state based morality, 
legislation or social services.
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Church for Agnostics
The Unitarian Universalist Experience

- Justin Murray
Justin Murray takes us on his further adventures to experience different theist groups. In this issue, he takes us to a 
Unitarian Church. His description of his own personal experiences, as always, provides insight into theist practices.

“Once you give up one doctrine, it is 
easier to give all of them up. I am an 
agnostic.” Man with beard.

It is almost redundant to say that 25 
years is a long time. It has taken a 
complete break from my routinised 
everyday life to make time realise 
this. At the time that I left the Catholic 
church, there were many worshippers 
and many services on both Saturday 
and Sunday. I remember regularly 
attending the Saturday evening 
service at St Matthew’s, if my parents 
knew that we would not be able to 
get there on Sunday. That service 
no longer exists. Many Catholic 
churches now have to share a single 
priest. Times have changed and the 
world of religious practice has moved 
on. Twenty five years have passed 
since I had stepped into a church. My 
memory and the reality of religious 
practice had parted ways without my 
consent or knowledge.

So I started this experiment thinking 
that I would be able to quietly slip 
into the back pew of all the churches 
I attend and with so many people 
filling the church this would be easy 
to achieve. I would make sure that 
I sit on the right hand side of the 
church. That would put me on the 
left side of the room as observed 
from the position of the leader of the 
religious community. As most people 
pay more attention to the people on 
their right hand side when public 
speaking, this strategy would add to 
my ability to remain undetected.

I have failed at stealth. I have never 
gone un-noticed. At best, I have been 
in a room of 50 plus people. I failed 
at stealth in that room. Failure is 
guaranteed when the room contains 
only four other people. There are 
three other men and one women 

in the room, all are Anglo-Celtic 
Australians and there is no-one 
under 35. This is a church without a 
deity, they embrace humanism and 
the individual.

The people talk of the Adelaide 
community – it is vibrant and children 
attend the services. This community 
has existed for seven years – it has 
never hosted a child at a service.

It is difficult for these people to attract 
and keep members. But they are not 
alone in that. I really think that is a 
pity. All members seem intelligent; 
they discuss humanism and how to 
make the world better for everyone. 
They use reason and logic and they 
rely on evidence. I am impressed.

Yet they continue to decline. I wonder 
why reason, logic and evidence are 
hard to sell in the marketplace of 
ideas. And why superstition is still 
keeping so many in chains, despite 
them being born free. The community 
is now negotiating with the new 
Sunday Assembly movement, 
another church without a deity. They 
are hoping to learn how to revitalise 
their community by learning the tools 
that brought 140 people to the first 
meeting of the Sunday Assembly in 
this town. 

Both these communities have left 
me with the same question: why do I 
need to be here? If I lived in a society 
which had sanctions for not attending 
a church, I would come here. But I do 
not. I am an ‘out’ atheist. Do I need 
a church? Even a church without a 
doctrine or deity? 

Is it just that after losing your faith, 
people keep the habit of meeting 
with people to sing, hear inspirational 
messages and then drink tea and eat 
cake? I am not a good singer, but I 
like singing in groups. Like all church 
services the Unitarian Universalists 
engage in singing in public.

It is much more restrained than 
the Sunday Assembly (it is the 
Anglican to the Sunday Assembly’s 
Pentecostal). Research shows that 
singing in groups makes us feel 
good. I would join a choir if that 
was a hobby. Inspirational speakers 
are good (if I temporarily suspend 
disbelief), but we have TED talks for 
that, right? Stimulants and sugar also 
give us a boost, but we can enjoy 
them in a café with a good book.



The Australian Atheist Atheist Foundation of Australia

Page 7January - March 2014

The Unitarian Universalists face 
similar questions, but from the other 
side. They are committed to their 
community and have trouble attracting 
and keeping new members. They 
have a lot of “occassionals” – people 
that attend services occasionally and 
infrequently. They talk a lot about the 
Adelaide congregation, which seems 
much livelier compared to here.

So why attend a godless church? 
Maybe for the same reasons that 
they attend churches with gods. It is 
the combination of all the things that 
make us feel better about ourselves. 
Combine that with a making a bit of 
a fool of yourself (by singing without 
regard for what people think of your 
voice) a sense of shared identity 
and a sense of a better future being 
achieved together (even if that is a bit 
of a mirage).

It seems the recipe is the same for 
all churches; we can just add a little 
more or a little less god (or make 
our recipe GF… god-free). I am still 

left with the question of whether 
this is something to be lauded 
or reviled. At least the godless 
churches are promoting the use of 

the human brain and rationality. But 
my suspicion is that the recipe for 
church is addictive and dangerous 
in the long term, just like too much 
cake. It promotes an insular view of 
the world and maybe group think. 
This has happened before, with the 
godless cult of Jonestown. One of 
the Sunday Assembly founders has 
the same surname and boasted that 
he would like recycle the signage for 
Jonestown at Sunday Assemblies 
without even the slightest sense of 
irony that it was exactly this type of 
cultist thinking that lead hundreds of 
people to “drink the Kool-Aid” and 
commit collective suicide.

On leaving the community, I am 
asked to sign their guest book, the 
last entry in the guest book was from 
18 months before my visit. But I don’t 
think I will be back. I might just check 
out the godless Pentecostals.
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An Abbott & A Bishop
walk into a house......

-James Purcell
James Purcell is a regular contributor with a particular interest in atheism, politics and public policy.

Although this could be the beginnings 
of a delightfully politically incorrect 
joke, it sadly isn’t. Particularly not 
when you realise that the Abbott 
in question is Tony, the Bishop is 
Bronwyn and the House is Parliament 
House. The election of the Federal 
Coalition Government, lead by Tony 
Abbott has invariably struck fear into 
the hearts of many who care about 
progressive causes such as climate 
change, worker’s rights, indigenous 
issues and, yes, secularism. As a 
fancier of many of the causes that 
attract sneers and flat out hostility 
from the right, I am amongst the 
people currently engaging in hand 
wringing in anticipation of the 
inevitable attacks that our new Prime 
Minister will launch on the causes I 
care deeply about. But  as an atheist 
I’m not worried about Tony Abbott. 

Before you dismiss me as being 
bonkers or just plain delusional, let 
me explain. I know that Tony Abbott 
is a Catholic and has a suspiciously 
close relationship with Cardinal Pell 
and I know that his views on women, 
abortion and homosexuality are 
medieval. But to the atheists who 
are battening down the hatches and 
preparing to fix Abbott in their sights 
for the next three years I would say 
this – Abbott isn’t the problem and 
you’ve already missed your mark. 

If we’re going to be serious about 
influencing public policy and 
defending and extending secular 
values then we have to be serious 
about who our real enemies are. A 
good starting point is to understand 
what makes our Prime Minister tick 
and in my experience there are only 
two kinds of politicians: pragmatists 
and ideologues. Pragmatists care 
most about winning votes and their 
raison d’etre is to sniff out what 
the majority of voters think on any 
particular issue and make sure that 
they are on the winning side of the 
argument. Ideologues, on the other 

hand, couldn’t care less about what 
the public thinks and hold their 
ground regardless of the electoral 
consequences. 

It is both a positive and a negative 
for atheists that Tony Abbott belongs 
squarely in the pragmatists’ column. 
It’s a positive because secular 
government policy can be achieved 
under Abbott if we can demonstrate 
that it’s what the majority of 
Australians want and care enough 
about to cast their vote accordingly. 
It’s a negative because, at this 
moment, the majority of Australians 
are either opposed to secular values 
or, as is more likely, simply don’t care. 

The religious lobby has known this 
for a long time and that’s why, as a 
political strategist, I have personally 
borne witness to the conga line of 
church representatives who file into 
the offices of Members of Parliament, 
Ministers, Opposition Leaders and 
Prime Minister’s to state their case.

The first point that they are at pains 
to make is how many voters they 
represent. The second point they 
make is that a healthy proportion of 
their flock will change their vote if 
the Government does or does not 
support their view on a particular 
issue. The most concerning aspect 
of this is that once the clergy have 
filed out of the politicians office there 
is no-one else who follows them to 
put a contrary view and believably 
make the same threat. 

For those who doubt the extent to 
which this situation is the driving 
cause of policies and laws that are 
hostile to secular values I would 
draw your attention to the gay 
marriage debate. While every single 
poll that has been conducted on this 
issue shows that the overwhelming 
majority of Australians support or 
are at least are not opposed to gay 
marriage, neither our current Catholic 

Prime Minister nor our former atheist 
Prime Minister supported the reform. 
The reason for both opposing 
gay marriage is the same and is 
independent of their personal view. 
The religious lobby successfully 
push the case that, despite the fact 
that they were in the minority on this 
issue, their supporters would block 
vote against any party that supported 
gay marriage whereas the advocates 
of gay marriage would not.

The religious lobby prevailed on this 
issue and will continue to prevail on 
many other issues because they 
have successfully ‘belled the cat’ 
in understanding how politics and 
politicians work. Rather than tie 
ourselves in knots obsessing about 
what our Catholic Prime Minister 
must be muttering to his imaginary 
friend each night before bed we 
ought to take a leaf out of the book 
of the religious lobby. We must firstly 
get better at organising behind a 
single unifying body that has the 
clout to command an audience with 
our nation’s leaders. Secondly we 
need to reach out to the community 
and the vast proportion of like-
minded people who are disengaged 
with secularism and convince them 
that this is the issue that should 
determine how their vote is cast.

If we can do tthis, then we will have 
achieved far more than 10,000 
articles and opinion pieces criticising 
Abbott’s religious inclinations ever 
would. If only half of the over 80% 
of Australians who support gay 
marriage could be convinced to cast 
their vote accordingly, then I suspect 
gay marriage will very quickly win 
Tony Abbott as a convert. The 
Catholic Tony Abbott may believe 
that God is an all knowing, all judging 
dictator who dislikes the idea of two 
men or two women getting married, 
but the politician Tony Abbott knows 
that God doesn’t vote in Australia’s 
marginal seats. 
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Fundamental Fudge
-Bob Irwin

First in a triple treat

The Bible is inconsistent on the three 
primary elements of the Christian 
religion which bring such delight and 
awe to Christian religious authorities 
and ordinary believers: Jesus’ birth, 
death and divinity. 

Uncertainties and contradictions can 
be found amongst the main early 
Christian writers on the subject of 
Jesus being born of a virgin and the 
circumstances of his birth, the events 
surrounding Jesus’ death, and the 
alleged association of him with God. 
These ambiguities remain today. 

This piece outlines some of the 
discrepancies over Jesus’ birth 
– in particular its location, the 
uncharacteristic manner exhibited 
by the Vatican with its annual nativity 
scene, and the concocting of the 
Catholic Church hierarchy and others 
in its contemporary depiction. 

Birth of the Bethlehem story

Jesus’ parents, Mary and Joseph, 
lived in Nazareth. The fourth and 
final gospel, John, had Nazareth as 
the location of Jesus’ birth. 

Matthew, the second gospel, created 
a story that Bethlehem was Jesus’ 
birth place. When Matthew wrote his 
gospel (or when others were writing 
or re-writing the texts), Nazareth 
was all but ignored. Bethlehem was 
chosen in preference to the lowly 
Nazareth because Bethlehem was 
regarded as a superior birth location 
worthy of someone who Matthew, 
and/or leaders in the early Christian 
movement wanted to be a messiah 
and son of God. And, as if by 
adverse possession, the Bethlehem 
tale became a ‘biblical truth’ – well, 
almost. 

Matthew and Luke, the third gospel, 
were the Bethlehem proponents. 
Only Luke mentions a manger, 
shepherds, and angels singing from 
on high, while neither Matthew nor 
Luke had animals in a stable. Luke’s 
gospel said Mary and Joseph lived 
in Nazareth, so it was something of 
a contradiction for Luke to support 
Bethlehem as the birthplace – but 
he was a bit of a copycat writer. (Or 
there was poor cross-referencing by 
those who compiled the Bible.) Also, 
Nazareth was where Luke says the 
archangel Gabriel visited Mary to let 
her know, in the sixth month, that she 
was with child thanks to God. 

Stories about wise men, a special 
star in the sky and animals in a 
manger were borrowed from old 
myths or made up at a later time in 
an attempt to give credibility to the 
evolving Jesus story through a sense 
of the mysterious and divine. 

Even Pope Benedict XVI said there 
is no biblical reference for a manger 
with animals at Jesus’ birth. This 
story seems likely to have been 
invented in the early 13th Century by 
the strongly devout Francis of Assisi, 
who was an animal lover.* In more 
recent times, their utility has been 
applied to enchanting Christmas 
carols as well as pretty Christmas 
cards and tinsel decorations, and 
other Christian paraphernalia. 

Location, location,  doesn’t matter

After previous Christmas-time 
displays of the nativity scene 
showing the baby Jesus in a manger 
in Bethlehem, in 2007 the Vatican 
decided on Nazareth. The St Peter’s 
Square spectacle showed the baby 
Jesus at Joseph’s carpentry shop, 
surrounded by a carpenter’s work 
tools instead of the barn animals so 
cherished over the years by

Bob has worked in the fields of Earth Science and Business Creativity, and is an author. He is currently preparing 
a book-length critique of Christianity, and the claims and contradictions which underpin this religion and its ruling 
hierarchies. Where possible, he takes a light-hearted approach, such as with the inclusion of cartoons. 
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believers and their children. The 
different scene for 2007 didn’t appear 
to bother makers and retailers of 
nativity merchandise or buyers of the 
miniature scenes – they stuck with 
the more traditional cute and cuddly 
animals. And Bethlehem. 

It was Pope John Paul II who in 1982 
began the showing of a nativity scene 
each year, but it seems he didn’t 
insist on consistent specifications 
being applied to its historical location 
or the props to be used – but even 
if he had, Benedict simply ignored 
them for 2007. The Vatican said, 
without any fanfare: ‘It was time for a 
change’. Contrary to the extravagant 
and well-publicised methods Rome 
normally employs, this was indeed a 
low-profile announcement. 

The 2008 nativity 
display returned 
to a Bethlehem 
scene, this time 
featuring a smaller 
home setting 
alongside Jesus’ 
manger. A fountain 
and hearth 
were included 
to represent 
r e g e n e r a t i o n 
and light. It was 
Bethlehem again 
for the Christmas 
2009 scene 
(which cost almost 
$800,000), and 
thankfully for the 
youngsters, the 
appealing animals 
were back. The 
Vatican was quoted as saying ‘The 
[nativity] scene changes a bit each 
year.’ 

Angelo Cardinal Comastri, archpriest 
of St Peter’s Basilica, led the prayer 
service for unveiling 2010’s nativity 
scene (costing $400,000), while 
Benedict lit a candle for peace as 
he watched the ceremony from a 
window in the papal apartments, and 
blessed the assembled crowd. The 
location depicted was of Bethlehem. 
(His burning wish for peace seems to 
have failed.) 

Twelve months later there was 
another change of emphasis by 
the Vatican. The Christmas 2011 
version (for a bargain $240,000) 
was dedicated to ‘Mary, the Mother 
of God.’ The architectural style of 
the buildings in the presentation 
reflected ‘Biblical Palestine of two 
thousand years ago, where the 
events of Mary’s life took place, such 
as the Annunciation of the angel, the 
meeting with her cousin Elisabeth 
and the presentation of Jesus in 
the Temple.’ The scene was a 
manger. The gospel of Luke had the 
Annunciation occurring in Nazareth. 
Jerusalem was the location for 
‘Jesus in the Temple’, while ‘Mary 
supposedly met Elisabeth in Hebron, 
just near Jerusalem. So, what about 
Bethlehem? Sorry, you’ll have to ask 

the Vatican. 
The December 2012 nativity scene 
was donated – coinciding with the 
embarrassing leaks over Vatican 
expenditure – and cost a mere 
$29,000 for labour. It had a southern 
Italian flavour, from where it was 
provided. Jesus, Mary and Joseph 
were nestled in a re-creation of the 
picturesque rocky setting of Matera’s 
famed ‘sassi’: ancient caves with 
a United Nations world heritage 
listing, and setting for Mel Gibson’s 
The Passion of the Christ. The site 
was chosen because the Matera’s 
historical centre was claimed to 

have a similar appearance to what 
Jerusalem might have looked like 
2,000 years ago.  

A vacillating Vatican

Not only was Jesus’ birth location 
changed from Bethlehem for 2007, 
2011 and 2012, but so too are the 
characters, the setting and the 
presence of animals for each year’s 
presentation. 

What certainty is there of the always 
splendidly presented Christmas 
scene being correctly labelled as 
Nazareth into the future? Or will the 
(normally-rigid) Vatican hedge its 
bets by shifting the depiction between 
Nazareth and Bethlehem, and even 
Jerusalem, to keep all stories alive 
while enabling the Catholic leadership 

to choose or refer 
to whichever 
location they 
need as occasion 
demands? And 
to make out that 
the nativity scene 
is just a joyous 
thing which can 
be modified to 
the delight of the 
residing pope and 
the Holy See’s 
department of 
state? 

And for Christmas 
2013 under 
the new pope, 
Francis? At the 
time of writing, the 
Vatican’s annual 

fiddle on the birth story was yet to be 
revealed. My bet is Bethlehem, and 
cute animals. 

In any event, the Vatican’s 
inconsistent approach is consistent 
with the contradictory nature of the 
gospels over Jesus’ birth… in effect, 
biblical truth seems to be mocked by 
its staunchest advocates. 

* On St Francis Day, October 4, pet 
owners can take their animals to 
church and have them blessed.
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Interview with Josh Rosenau
-Kylie Sturgess

Kylie Sturgess is a Philosophy teacher and podcaster from Perth, who has presented at both Global Atheist Conventions 
in 2010 and 2012. She currently writes the Curiouser and Curiouser column for the Skeptical Inquirer website, blogs 
at Token Skeptic on the Patheos website and has started a new radio show at www.urbanlegendaryradio.com. 

On the 17th September, teachers, parents, creationist supporters and scientists went to what the Texas Freedom 
Network (a non-profit civil liberties group) described as a “lopsided victory for science,” in order to testify before the 
State Board of Education on proposed biology textbooks for K-12 students. The books currently under review are set 
to enter Texas classrooms at the beginning of the 2014 – 2015 school year.

The hearing lasted about four hours, focusing on whether creationism should be included in the instructional materials 
for science classes. This came after it was revealed that some of the state’s biology review panel suggested to 
publishers that books include information about creationism. While the board has the ultimate say over which books 
the state puts on an “approved” list, hearings like the one held in Austin allowed for a number of voices to be heard.
One of those voices heard that of Josh Rosenau of the National Centre for Science Education.

He not only attended but testified at the Texas state board of education’s hearing on the textbooks. His testimony 
is posted on the Science League of America blog, as is his report of the hearing. “I lost count over the four hours 
of testimony,” he observed in the latter, “but it felt like there were three or four speakers in support of evolution and 
climate change education for every creationist or climate change denier who spoke.”

The process of adopting textbooks requires the publishing companies to submit books for review to the Texas 
Education Agency, who solicits nominations for textbook review panelists before it selects a final group, according to 
the Texas Education Agency website. These hearings are important, as a 2012 New York Review Of Books article 
noted that Texas textbooks have disproportionate power throughout the nation.

Kylie: Josh, firstly, how great of a 
concern are the revisions suggested 
for the 15 high school biology 
textbooks that were submitted for the 
State Board of Education in Austin, 
Texas? Who exactly are suggesting 
changes, and what are they?

Josh: The process is that the State 
Board of Education asked publishers 
to submit textbooks. In the past, 
because of the length of the process 
and all of the demands they usually 
place on publishers. Only three or 
four the biggest publishers will even 
bother submitting textbooks for the 
biology adoption.

This year, they changed the rules a 
little bit, so it wound up being 15. The 
whole thing, they, a little bit, had been 
having to do on the fly, switching up 
and trying to figure out a way to deal 
with this much greater volume of 
textbooks that had been submitted.

What they always do though is have 
some sort of process for public 
review. The books are available in 

public libraries and high schools 
for people to come in from the 
community and look at. They also 
have this formal review process 
where people self-nominate or board 
members can nominate someone to 
be on the panel.

Then the agency pulls together these 
groups where three or four people 
will read a textbook, make sure that 
it covers all of the required standards 
that were adopted, in 2009, in this 
case, in science. Make sure that 
it’s free of factual errors, make sure 
that it’s manufactured properly, 
and make recommendations to the 
state education agency about what 
changes need to be made in order 
for the books to be adopted.

That’s what the reviews are that 
we’ve seen so far. A public records 
request got the agency to release 
those so we could see what pressure 
was being put on the publishers.

The biggest publishers were the 
ones that really took the brunt of 

that criticism. It was mostly Pearson, 
which is the most widely used 
textbook, the one published by Ken 
Miller and Joe Levine (that was also 
at issue in the Dover trial in 2005), 
McGraw Hill, and Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt.

Those three publishers are really the 
big ones. That’s where the brunt of 
the effort really was. There were a 
number of smaller publishers, some 
of whom also got criticism, but it 
wasn’t really the creationist criticism. 
It was just that they were smaller 
publishers, and they hadn’t quite 
gotten everything set up perfectly 
for the Texas system. They’ll need to 
make some revisions in order to be 
adopted.

With the big publishers, objectively, 
they had covered evolution properly. 
The creationist reviewers who 
managed to get into the process 
are basically trying to rewrite those 
textbooks to cast doubt on evolution, 
to weaken the evolution coverage, to 
reduce the coverage.
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Kylie: That’s astounding. I’ve noticed 
online, and certainly in the media, 
that it’s been getting quite a lot of 
traction. It was even reported on 
the Texas Freedom Network Insider 
blog.Steven Schafersman of Texas 
Citizens for Science said the textbook 
adoption scheme is “sick, broken, 
and corrupt” while live-blogging 
during the hearing itself. How is the 
scheme generally viewed, and how 
is it viewed by NCSE?

Josh: It’s certainly an elaborate 
process! Compared to other states 
where I’ve tracked textbook adoption, 
science standards adoption, it really 
does seem…I understand why 
they want to have a lot of public 
input. That’s valuable. It’s to the 
good that the state agency has not 
tried to take it upon itself to decide, 
“You are a real scientist… You’re 
allowed to be a reviewer… You’re 
not a real scientist.” The agency 
staff is not where those decisions 
should be made. There should be a 
decision made at some level. Some 
of the creationists who went into 
the process have PhDs, some of 
them in molecular biology, others in 
things like chemical engineering. I 
don’t know why you would say that 
this person is best qualified to speak 
about biology books rather than 
chemistry books!

The agency staff is not necessarily 
the place that should be deciding 
you’re qualified or you’re not, on that 
level, once you’ve got those basic 
credentials. Having some system to 
make sure that the comments and the 
reviews they’re getting are not driven 
by ideology, but that they’re driven 
by an accurate understanding of the 
science would be really valuable.

One of the things that I pointed out 
when I got a chance to speak was 
that there was one reviewer, the 
guy with the chemical engineering 
degree, who, in his reviews, said 
that genetic drift and recombination 
should not be treated as evolutionary 
mechanisms in the textbooks.

The random person on the street 
should not be expected to know 
what those are, necessarily. A high 
school student should be and should 

know that they are evolutionary 
mechanisms, that they’ve been 
recognised for a long time. Someone 
who’s reviewing the textbooks should 
know that the standards themselves 
require those to be covered as 
evolutionary mechanisms.

If someone’s making those sorts of 
comments in a review, they didn’t 
understand the science, and they 
don’t understand the standards. 
They’re not qualified to be doing that 
review if they don’t know that.

That’s a concern about the process. 
There were a lot of comments, 
yesterday, from all sides, including 
the board, from people who were 
creationist reviewers. From people 
who were pro-science reviewers 
really concerned that there is 
something funky about the process.

One of the things that people spent 
a lot of time talking about is the 
fact that, as the system is set up, 
publishers will be allowed to continue 
making changes to the textbooks 
until next May, but the final vote to 
adopt or not adopt textbooks will be 
taken this November. There will be 
about six months after the textbooks 
are adopted where things can still be 
changed, in response to the board’s 
requests and other things.

The agency and the publishers have 
not committed to making all of the 
revisions public before November. 
The public will not know what the 
board is voting on. The board 
probably will, but there’s no way to 
be sure that they’ve gotten advice on 
whether those changes are really in 
the best interests of students of the 
textbooks of Texas.

Kylie: It’s incredible. How did 
the “Don’t Mess with Textbooks” 
campaign get started? You said 
yourself you had the opportunity to 
speak even.

Josh: We had done something similar, 
in terms of the name, in 2003, which 
was the last time that textbooks were 
adopted in Texas. I wasn’t at NCSE 
then, so I had seen the graphics 
and hadn’t quite realized that we 
had produced them. I just knew that 

people had been using that graphic.

Texas, starting in the ’80s, had done 
this advertising campaign – it’s an 
anti-littering campaign, actually! – of 
“Don’t Mess with Texas,” which has 
become an unofficial state motto 
at that point. It entertains us to use 
that as the rallying cry for this. We 
watched Texas carefully because 
it’s one of the largest student 
populations, the largest textbook 
markets in the country.

Until recently, it was the largest state 
that did textbook adoption. They’ve 
changed the law so that, even though 
they’re doing this adoption process, 
school districts can use, now, state 
funds to buy books that are not on 
the approved list.

They have to certify that they’re 
covering everything that the 
approved textbook was covering. 
It gets complicated. This is the first 
time that they have done a textbook 
adoption since that law changed, 
so everyone is watching this very 
carefully to see how the publishers 
respond to those changes and how 
the board responds. The board’s 
power is diminished.

If they push the publishers too 
hard, the publishers could just walk 
away and say we’ll sell directly to 
the districts and we’ll tell them how 
they can certify that they’re covering 
everything that they need to cover.

All else being equal, I’m sure that the 
publishers don’t want to do that. But 
everyone knows that the breaking 
point where publishers walk away is 
going to come a little bit sooner than 
it would have when the state board of 
education controlled the purse strings 
as well as the adoption process.

That’s why we will pay so much 
attention in Texas. This is the only 
state where I’ve ever come to test 
before a state board of education. 
Usually it’s important that the state 
hear from people who live here, that 
the elected officials hear from their 
constituents. But because there’s 
that national impact, historically if you 
go back to the ’80s, publishers would 
do a major textbook revision and time
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it to the Texas adoption. They would 
write it for Texas, and then modify it 
for the national market.

It’s important for us to bring in a 
national perspective on what will 
these textbooks do for everybody. 
The degree to which that’s still the 
case for the textbook market today 
is debatable. If you ask publishers 
they’ll say, oh no, we don’t do that. 
Yes, we can make different additions 
for every state and it’s no problem. 
We do it really easily. But I think still at 
the end of the day it’s always easier 
to write one addition rather than 50 
additions. They will say that Texas 
has no impact on what happens in 
their textbooks in other states. I’m a 
skeptic.

Kylie: I was about to say, there’s a lot 
of doubt there! So what’s it like, just 
giving a testimony? What was the 
atmosphere like there?

Josh: In past years what they’ve 
sometimes done is divide the 
testimony up so they alternate 
between people who are in favour of 
adopting the standards or opposed to 
adopting the standards, which gives 
equal representation to both sides, 
even if equal numbers of people 
didn’t show up.

In this case, they didn’t really seem 
to try to do any sort of alternating. 
There was a block of creationists, 
including the former chairman of 
the board who made the famous 
comment in 2009, “I disagree with 
the experts. Someone has to stand 
up to experts.”

Kylie: Ah, yes. That was a classic 
head-slapping quote…

Josh: Yeah, it was a great moment 
when it happened! It was just like, 
really?? He lost the next election, 
but came back in his private capacity 
to speak. He was the third or fourth 
person to testify in a block of about 
five creationists who testified.

But after that, I would say that people 
testifying in support of the publishers, 
saying don’t make these revisions, 
don’t make publishers make these 
changes, it may have been three or 

four to one, or more. It was really great 
to see how many people came out to 
support good textbooks, and either 
how few people wanted to come out 
or how little energy the creationists 
put in to trying to organise around 
this. I hope that that’s a good sign.

Kylie: I’d hope so too. Looking at the 
Tweet-stream and at social media, 
people blogging about it – it did 
seem as if there was quite a mixture 
of people standing up. What kind of 
surprises were there? Were there 
any surprises apart from the fact that 
there were less creationists than you 
thought there might have been?

Josh: It was a really diverse crowd 
of people who stood up. There were 
clergy, there were scientists, there 
was a 9th grader, a 14-year-old, who 
got up to speak about why he wanted 
to make sure that they adopted the 
science textbooks.

There was a mother who brought her 
daughter with her who I think was 
about maybe seven or eight. It was 
an unexcused absence. She wasn’t 
going to get her perfect attendance 
award at the end of the year, so 
one of the board members asked 
the commissioner of education if he 
would write her a note explaining 
that she was absent – that this was 
an important part of her political 
education, which is entirely true!

Kylie: Fascinating. Were there any 
surprises? Obviously there would 
have been people who may have 
been religious who were speaking 
out in favour of the textbooks?

Josh: Oh yes, there were a few 
different members of the clergy who 
spoke in favour of the textbooks. 
Just a really remarkable diversity of 
people in favour. There was only one 
person who stood out and clearly 
said, “I want creationism taught. I 
think creationism should be in the 
textbooks.” Most of the people who 
were speaking from the creationists’ 
side were alittle bit more subtle.

Kylie: So what next? Obviously this is 
the first hearing. There’s some time 
to go. What do you think’s going to 
happen now?

Josh: What’s happening now, what 
has been happening since early 
August, is that the state agency is 
negotiating with the publishers of 
how they’re going to respond to 
the changes that the review panel 
suggested. We don’t know what the 
publishers have agreed to already. 
We don’t know what they will agree 
to between now and the meeting in 
November where they’re scheduled 
to have the final vote on textbook 
adoption.

We’re hoping that the publishers 
will voluntarily make that public as 
the chair of the board urged them to 
do. We’re hoping that the board will 
change its policies and find some 
way to make those public, not just 
as a voluntary matter but to say that 
the publishers have to release that 
in order for the public review and 
comment to be informed at all about 
what the actual vote is.

A lot of what we were trying to do at 
the hearing was to tell publishers – to 
signal to publishers – that the public 
supports them and doesn’t want 
them to have to make these changes, 
and for the board to know that so 
that no one tries to push people to 
make changes that are wrong or 
inappropriate, and we’re going to 
get people ready for remembering 
them. We’ve got a couple ones to 
keep organising people and to keep 
pushing people.

We had a great turnout yesterday and 
we’re going to need an even bigger 
turnout I’m sure. The creationists 
may just have been saving their 
fire for the November meetings. I 
wouldn’t be surprised if they turned 
out in bigger numbers then, and we 
need to be ready for that.

Kylie: Where can people go to to lend 
their support? What can they do in 
order to help out?

Josh: They can sign up on our 
website. Becoming a member of 
NCSE is only $35. Once you’re in 
our database, we can contact you 
and say, “Here’s something that’s 
happening in your neighbourhood,”
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Last week, I was sending out emails 
to people in Kentucky and Texas. 
Next week, who knows where it’ll 
be. In Kentucky, they were adopting 
statewide science standards. Being 
in our system is a great first step as 
a way to get those action alerts when 
something really critical comes up. 
As I said, it’s really about the local 
constituents. It’s about someone in 
the neighbourhood.

When it’s a teacher who’s in trouble, 
who calls us and says, “My principal’s 
telling me to do this and I don’t want to 
they want me to teach creationism.” 
I’m not going to send an alert out to 
the whole state. But I might send a 
note to the five people who live in that 
town and say, “Could you meet with 
this teacher and attend this meeting 
with her to show the principal that 
what she’s doing is right.”

It can be really local. It can be 
statewide. It can be national, on other 
occasions. Or we blast something 
out to everybody because there’s just 
something of broad, global concern. 
That’s a first step. We do have a 
“Taking Action” section. There’s a 
signup sheet there to be involved 

in Texas specifically. Those are 
important things. People who live in 
Texas, especially, should be writing 
to the State Board of Education 
and telling them that they want to 
have textbooks adopted without 
these suggestions made by these 
unqualified and ideologically-driven 
reviewers.

If people have contacts in the 
publishing world, especially at 
those big publishers, Prentice Hall, 
Pearson, McGraw-Hill, or Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, if they know anyone 
who works there and want to lean on 
them a little bit and ask them to stand 
firm, that would certainly be helpful.

Kylie: Excellent. Of course, the 
website’s had a bit of a makeover 
recently. It looks really snappy.

Josh: Yeah, we added a blog! We’re 
really excited about it. The name 
of the blog, the“Science League of 
America,” is a callback to a group 
that existed in the 1920s, that was 
actually founded in the Bay Area, 
as we are, in Sausalito, just up in 
the North Bay, by this science writer 
who, during the era of the Scopes 

trial, organised a group in defence 
of evolution education. Membership 
then was $5, and you could pay it in 
instalments through the year. When 
the Depression hit, one member paid 
by mailing in rabbits! Which I don’t 
think that we allow any more.

Kylie: No, it might be a bit difficult. 
You’d have to pass it on to some of 
the Bay Area magicians and see if 
they wanted anything for their hats.

Josh: Exactly! It’s just a reminder that 
this is not a struggle that is new. You 
look at what Maynard Shipley was 
writing, the founder of the group, in 
the 1920s. I could put my name at 
the top of any of it, and no one would 
know the difference today. It’s a little 
bit sad.

Kylie: I was about to say, “Should I 
be laughing, or should I be groaning 
about that?” Oh, man…

Josh: It is inspiring to know that there 
is that history and that we stand on 
the shoulders of giants today, in 
that way, as well as in our scientific 
research.
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The Psychology of Faith
The Human Quest For Meaning

- Diogenes d’Mayberry

First off, let me state for the record 
that I am not a psychologist, nor 
am I involved in the mental health 
profession in any way. However, 
living in this insane world, there 
are times when I feel I should seek 
them out. In fact, one of my favourite 
quotes is from Catch-22 by Joseph 
Heller: “Everywhere he looked was a 
nut, and it was all a sensible young 
gentleman like himself could do to 
maintain his perspective among so 
much madness.”

So why is this non-psychologist 
writing about the psychology of faith? 
Because the topic intrigues me, that 
is why. The subject is also particularly 
relevant in this age of growing 
secular humanism, in this age of 
science and information, as curious 
and consciously aware humans try to 
objectively understand the nature of 
faith. What is it about faith—or more 
accurately, the human tendency 
to cling stubbornly and sometimes 
violently to an ideology—that fuels 
so much discord and divisiveness in 
the world? If science can understand 
the psychology and the brain’s 
biochemistry as it relates to faith, 
then maybe, that knowledge might 
help lessen the negative impacts of 
the conflicts that arise over opposing 
beliefs.

I also find our in-built search for 
meaning, that age-old quest to 
discover the meaning of life, to be 
an interesting phenomenon of the 
human condition. This is an ancient 
quest, and one that is common to 
all societies throughout the history 

of civilization. In the 1988 PBS 
documentary, Joseph Campbell and 
the Power of Myth, this legendary 
scholar of world mythology discussed 
this very issue with journalist, Bill 
Moyers. Episode six, Masks of 
Eternity, opened with:

Moyers: Is there something in every 
culture that creates this need for 
God?
Campbell: Well, I think anyone who 
has an experience of mystery at all, 
knows that there is a dimension, let’s 
say, of the universe that is not that 
which is available to his senses. . . . 
And, I think that is what it is. It is the 
realization of wonder and also the 
experience of tremendous power, 
which people of course, living in the 
world of nature are experiencing 
all the time. You know, there is 
something there that’s much bigger 
than the human dimension.

Later in the same episode Moyers 
asked Campbell about the recurrence 
of similar myths in various cultures 
around the world. Campbell’s 
answer defines this trend in terms 
of the universal human quest for 
meaning: “There are only two ways 
to explain it and one is by diffusion, 
that an influence came from there to 
here. And the other is by separate 
development. And when you have 
the idea of separate development, 
this speaks for certain powers in 
the psyche which are common to all 
mankind.”

Campbell then goes on to illuminate 
the thinking of the eminent 

psychologist and psychiatrist, Carl 
Jung, and his ideas on archetypes of 
the collective unconscious.

“An archetype is a constant form, 
a basic fundamental form, which 
appears in the works of that person 
over there, and this person over 
here, without connection. And they 
are expressions of the structure of 
the human psyche.

There was a very important 
anthropologist, Bastian, in Germany. 
He was a world traveler and 
recognized very soon that there were 
certain motifs that appeared in all of 
the religions, in all of the mythologies 
of the world. Such an idea, for 
example, as a spiritual power. That’s 
an archetypal image that appears 
everywhere. And he called these 
elementary ideas, but they appear 
in very different forms, in different 
provinces, and at different times. It 
is those elementary ideas that Carl 
Jung, then, began studying and 
called archetypes of the unconscious 
and they appear in our dreams, as 
well as in the myths.”

Jung had been influenced by one 
of his doctoral advisors, Sigmund 
Freud, and Freud had some very non-
conventional views for his day—if not 
a harshly scientific assessment—
about religious faith. In his book, The 
Future of an Illusion, he wrote:

“The answer emerges if we examine 
the psychical genesis of religious 
ideas. Such ideas, which put 
themselves forward as dogmas, 
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are not deposits from experience or 
end products of cogitation, they are 
illusions, fulfilling the oldest, most 
powerful, most pressing desires of 
the human race; the secret of their 
strength is the strength of those 
desires. 

It is thanks to these historical 
residues, in fact, that our view of 
religious dogmas as quasi-neurotic 
relics has arisen, and now we can 
say that it is probably time, as in the 
analytic treatment of the neurotic, 
for the results of repression to 
be replaced by the outcomes of 
ratiocination [reasoned thought].”

However, we have to wonder, where 
did these elementary ideas, these 
archetypes of the unconscious, these 
deep-seated desires for meaning 
come from in the first place? Several 
scholars, including evolutionary 
psychologists, are of the impression 
that beliefs in a spiritual power were 
helpful, adaptive traits in our early 
ancestors that allowed them to 
survive and pass on their genes to 
the next generation. As psychologist 
Jesse Bering wrote in The Belief 
Instinct: The Psychology of Souls, 
Destiny, and the Meaning of Life:

“All but a handful of scholars in this 
area regard religion as an accidental 
byproduct of our mental evolution. 
Specifically, religious thought is 
usually portrayed by scholars 
as having no particular adaptive 
biological function in itself, but 
instead it’s viewed as a leftover of 
other psychological adaptations.

The private perception of being 
intelligently designed, monitored, 
and known about by a God who 
actively punished and rewarded our 
intentions and behaviors would have 
helped stomp out the frequency and 
intensity of our ancestors’ immoral 
hiccups and would have been 
strongly favored by natural selection.

This psychological perspective is 
driven by a concept known as the 
“theory of mind,” which is our uniquely 
human capacity to speculate about 
what others might be thinking. This 
evolved capacity to reason about 
another person’s state of mind 

was very useful for survival, as it 
helped our ancestors to cooperate 
as a group for mutual benefit at the 
dawn of civilization. However, our 
earlier animal instincts and baser 
natures were still part of our genetic 
disposition and started to pose 
a problem in an orderly, evolving 
society. Dr. Bering stated, “Patience, 
restraint, modesty, humility – these 
are all desirable, biblically endorsed 
feature of humanity not because they 
are heavenly virtues, but because 
they’re pragmatic. For us, inhibition 
is very often the key to our survival.”

Thus, keeping these primal urges 
in check became an evolutionary 
quality that allowed primitive humans 
to maintain tribal harmony, and 
successfully adaptive members were 
allowed to stay within the group to 
procreate. Those that were unable 
to subdue their antisocial tendencies 
would be exiled from a community 
that provided shelter, protection and 
food; or worse, executed—which 
has a decidedly unhealthy effect on 
genetic transmission.

The poet, W. H. Auden, wrote: “The 
image of myself which I try to create 
in my own mind in order that I may 
love myself, is very different from 
the image which I try to create in 
the minds of others in order that 
they may love me.” So, projecting a 
well-behaved image was essential 
to theory of mind, especially with the 
dawn of verbal communication. Dr. 
Bering goes on to hypothesize that 
language, in conjunction with the 
rise of a theory of mind, posed a new 
threat of “information dissemination” 
to the tribe. This new situation 
fundamentally changed the dynamic 
of human interactions and that, in 
turn, fostered evolutionary benefits 
in impulse control. Dr. Bering states:

“In other words, the illusion of 
a punitive God assisted their 
genetic well-being whenever they 
underestimated the risk of actual 
social detection by other people. 
This fact alone, this emotional short-
circuiting of ancient drives in which 
immediate interests were traded for 
long-term genetic gains, which have 
rendered God and His ilk a strong 
target of natural selection in human 

evolution.”

Along with the evolutionary 
advantages imparted by our theory 
of mind, came the cognitive bias 
to seek meaning. Therefore, it is 
not unexpected that humans tend 
to see signs and omens in nature. 
Attributing spiritual characteristics to 
seemingly random tragedies allowed 
our primitive minds to make sense 
of natural disasters, to formulate 
reasons for the inexplicably unfair 
capriciousness of life. We see God 
when there are no explanations, 
when there is no sense or meaning 
to random events.

The senselessness of death and our 
insatiable quest for meaning also 
gave rise to beliefs in an afterlife. 
Faith in an afterlife provides meaning 
to lives filled with uncertainty, the 
disappointments that arise from the 
existential realities of living, and the 
cognitive dissonance that is fueled 
by the knowledge of our inevitable 
deaths and consignment to oblivion. 
Believing in an afterlife allowed our 
brains to project its theory of mind 
beyond the grave, in order that we 
might stave off our irrational feelings 
of that eternal mental void.

Summing up Dr. Bering’s perspective 
in The Belief Instinct is this extremely 
thought-provoking sentiment:

“What if I were to tell you that God’s 
mental states, too, were all in your 
mind? That God, like a tiny speck 
floating at the edge of your cornea 
producing the image of a hazy, out-of-
reach orb accompanying your every 
turn, was in fact a psychological 
illusion, a sort of evolved blemish 
etched onto the core cognitive 
substrate of your brain? It may feel 
as if there is something grander out 
there watching, knowing, caring. 
Perhaps even judging. But, in fact, 
that’s just your overactive theory of 
mind. In reality, there is only the air 
you breathe.”

However, Dr. Bering is not oblivious 
to the problems that this concept 
creates in the minds of the faithful. 
“This notion of God as an illusion is 
a radical and, some would say, even 
dangerous idea because it raises 
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important questions about whether 
God is an autonomous, independent 
agent that lives outside human brain 
cells.” In the notes section of the 
book, Bering further expands on this: 
“Evidence suggests, for example, 
that the personality variable of 
religiosity (basically, how much 
passion someone tends to feel about 
religious topics, wherever she falls on 
the belief scale) is largely determined 
by genes.”

Bering is referring to the study by 
geneticist, Dr. Dean Hamer, which 
was published in his book, The 
God Gene: How Faith Is Hardwired 
into our Genes. Like Bering, Hamer 
hypothesizes that having genetically 
programmed spiritual beliefs 
conveyed evolutionary advantages, 
such as those discussed above 
regarding optimism in the face of 
the inevitability of death. Without 
going into the scientific details or the 
controversies surrounding Hamer 
and his work, the general results that 
emerged in the study showed that 
106 pairs out of 1,001 siblings had a 
variation in their VMAT2 genotype. In 
layman’s terms, these variations are 
in the locations of the A, C, G and 
T’s that makes up the genetic coding 
in our DNA. Hamer’s study found 
that “there was a clear association 
between the VMAT2 polymorphism 
and self-transcendence.” While one 
sibling with lower spirituality had an A 
in the target position, alternately:

Individuals with a C in their DNA—on 
either one chromosome or both—
scored significantly higher than those 
with an A. The effect was greatest 
on the overall self-transcendence 
scale and was also significant for 
the self-forgetfulness subscale. With 
transpersonal identification and 
mysticism, the effect was in the same 
direction but just short of statistical 
significance.

Given the psychology of our evolved 
cognitive biases and a genetic 
predisposition to faith in a higher 
power, what then is going on inside 
our brains? This is the focus of a 
relatively new field of study known as 
neurotheology. Neurotheology uses 
brain imaging techniques to study 

the activation states of religious and 
spiritual practices using positron 
emission tomography (PET), 
single photon emission computed 
tomography (SPECT), and functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI).

One of the leading researchers in this 
field is neuroscientist, Dr. Andrew 
Newberg. In his book, Principles 
of Neurotheology, Dr. Newberg 
discusses the various parts of the 
brain active when having religious 
experiences, the so-called God-
spots.

The frontal lobes are involved in 
our willful behaviors. The frontal 
lobes are also important for what is 
referred to as the executive self that 
mediates our social behaviors, plans 
future events, and provides a sense 
of conscience and compassion. The 
limbic system attaches emotions to 
our sense of self. The temporal lobes 
provide a memory stream for our 
self and also enables us to think in 
abstract ways about that self. Finally, 
the parietal lobe helps to provide a 
sense of space and orientation of the 
self. Data supports that each of these 
structures appears to play a role in 
religious and spiritual practices and 
experiences. But the full relationship 
is not known.

Clearly, a single lobe—or gene 
polymorphism—is not responsible 
for the activation of spiritual feelings 
in the brain, as the experience needs 
to be considered as a function of 
the whole. A religious experience 
is a complex interaction involving 
the activation of different regions 
simultaneously, and includes the flow 
of neurotransmitters like dopamine, 
serotonin, or endorphins. 

For example, the limbic system—
which includes the hippocampus and 
amygdala, controlling emotions and 
memory, and a significant player in 
religious experience—is part of the 
temporal lobe. Activation of the limbic 
system helps to bring a conscious 
awareness of what is happening in 
the temporal lobes.

Further, the frontal lobes are 
involved with movement and verbal 
expression, and studies indicate 
that these regions play a key role in 
ritual, such as dancing and praying. 
The parietal lobe—which provides 
orientation, language and abstract 
ideas—comes into play, for instance, 
when a devotee focuses on an object 
sacred importance.

Newberg: And if you look at the 
orientation area, it goes dramatically 
down in its activity during the 
meditation practice. It is mostly yellow 
and just a little bit of red, compared to 
what you see in the normal waking 
state. So this area of the brain 
becomes much less active. We think 
this is part of what is associated 
with somebody losing that sense 
of self. They feel at one with God, 
at one with their spiritual mantra, 
whatever it is they are looking at. 
This was a group of Tibetan Buddhist 
meditators. (Source: Pew Forum: 
How Our Brains are Wired for Belief. 
May, 2008.)
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Newberg: We also looked 
Franciscan nuns in prayer. We saw 
some interesting similarities and 
differences. The nuns were doing 
a prayer called centering prayer, 
which is kind of meditation. They 
were focusing on a particular phrase 
or prayer. It is much more verbally 
based, I guess, than the meditation 
of the Tibetans. Again, one of the 
similarities we saw was a fair amount 
of increase in this red activity in the 
frontal lobes. So they activated their 
frontal lobes as they were focusing 
on this particular prayer or phrase 
from the Bible. (Source: Pew Forum: 
How Our Brains are Wired for Belief. 
May, 2008.)

However, all the studies aside, Dr. 
Newberg points out that “simply 
because a neurophysiological 
change is observed in connection 
with some type of religious or 
spiritual phenomenon, this does not 
necessarily explain the causal basis 
of the phenomenon.” In May 2008, at 
the Pew Forum’s conference, How 
Our Brains are Wired for Belief, Dr. 
Newberg made some of the following 
observations:

“My ultimate conclusion that it’s 
not the brain that’s creating the 
experience. That may be the case. 
But it also may be the case that this 
is the way God interacts with us.

All we’re saying is that if you pray or if 
you have a belief in God or whatever, 

this is what happens inside of you.

What it does create for the person 
– whenever they’re having that 
experience – is experiences of a 
fundamentally different nature than 
any other kinds of experiences we 
have. So it may go beyond purely the 
biology of what those experiences 
are.”

Dr. Newberg goes on to speculate 
that using our spiritual muscles is 
like any other ability or talent, in that 
the more you use it the stronger it 
grows; or, as he phased it: “Neurons 
that fire together, wire together.” 
Therefore, people who attend church 
regularly will reinforce those neural 
connections related to spiritual 
experiences. This might explain why 
Rick Santorum has an issue with 
religiously indoctrinated teens going 
off to university, where they break 
with regular church attendance, get 
their heads filled with real facts . . . 
and then come home as free-thinking 
secularists.

Ultimately, however, it is this 
compelling drive to find meaning in 
life that is at the root of the psychology 
of faith. When the Buddha achieved 
enlightenment, what dawned on 
him was that life is empty and 
meaningless. The first of the Four 
Noble Truths of Buddhism is that all 
life is suffering. Life is an inescapable 
struggle, an unavoidable reality of 
our existence. Once we realize this 

existential reality, we can attempt 
to move past it and to live a life of 
peace in harmony with that basic fact 
of life. Life has no purpose in and of 
itself, but we humans are meaning-
making machines, and it is we that 
add meaning to life. But, too many of 
us get lost in our cognitive illusions, 
unaware of the reality. We seek, in 
vain, meaning where there is none. 
This reality is summed up by a very 
wise Hindu Proverb which states, 
“The three great mysteries of life: air 
to a bird, water to a fish, and mankind 
to himself.”

To become consciously aware of 
this great, cosmic joke—that there 
is no meaning to life, the universe 
and everything—is fundamentally 
liberating. Psychologically, our 
primitive minds seek out this meaning, 
but our evolved minds can grasp the 
truth once it is discovered—if one is 
prepared and willing to accept it. In 
the end, one only needs faith—or 
more accurately, the lack of it—that 
there is no need for meaning. To 
quote Joseph Campbell again, “This 
is it; this moment now is the heavenly 
moment.” The transcendent is within, 
not without. Stop looking and get on 
with living your life, as we will never 
answer the question of causality: is 
God activating our brains in order 
to communicate with us, or are 
our brains creating the illusions. 
However, I am pretty sure of one 
thing, and that is, there is no spoon.
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The Bible
- Gerard Williams

What is the bible?

The bible is a collection of texts 
considered sacred by the Christian 
and Jewish religions.  Different 
religions, groups and orders have 
different texts, usually gathered 
into books.  The Christian bible is 
generally divided into the old and 
new testaments, the former dealing 
with the history of the Jewish tribes, 
and the latter with the life of Jesus 
Christ.  The Christian religions have 
the eastern and western variations.  
The western eventually coalesced 
into the Roman Catholic Church until 
various offshoots occurred, usually 
based on interpretation of the texts, 
but often influenced by cultural 
issues.

Christians generally consider the 
bible to be divinely inspired, and it is 
frequently described as ‘the word of 
god’.  The oldest surviving Christian 
Bibles are Greek manuscripts from 
the 4th century.  

The texts constituting the old 
testament are based on oral 
histories of agrarian middle eastern 
Israelite tribes existing around 2 to 
3 thousand years ago.  These were 
attributed to various prophets of the 
Old Testament, although many are 
anonymous, or the origins have been 
lost.  According to tradition, in the new 
testament, the books are thought 
to be written by the evangelists, 
Mathew, Mark, Luke and John; 
the gospels of Mark are thought to 
have been written first, influencing 
the others, with John’s coming last.  
However, there is considerable 
doubt as to who wrote many of the 
books and whether or not they were 
compatriots of Jesus or indeed of the 
apostles.

The Jewish and Christian Bibles were 
originally written in ancient Hebrew 
and Aramaic. The Old Testament was 
then translated into Greek.  The New 
Testament was first written in Greek, 

although parts were translations from 
Hebrew and Aramaic.  The Christian 
bible was copied and recopied by 
various scribes of differing abilities 
and cultures, with frequent additions 
and omissions.  The Jewish bible 
and the Christian Old Testament are 
similar, but not the same, with some 
manuscripts being added or omitted 
from both. 

Pope Damasus I compiled the first 
list of the books of the bible, as we 
know it, in 382. He had the books 
translated into Latin from the Hebrew 
and Aramaic, and this Latin Vulgate 
Bible became the only official and 
authentic bible according to the 
Roman Catholic Church.  Over the 
centuries it was copied and recopied, 
usually by monks of varying ability, 
education, culture and sobriety, in 
the generally primitive conditions 
of their monasteries.  It was 
eventually translated into English 
and other living languages.  Since 
the reformation, different versions 
have been translated into different 
languages, including variations of 
Pidgin English.

So how accurate is the bible?  It is not 
known how historically accurate the 
Old Testament is, and many of the 
occurrences have no archaeological 
support.  Scholars do not consider 
the Exodus to have historical 
evidence, although the cataclysmic 
explosion on Santorini/Thira around 
the 1500 BC, which destroyed the 
Minoan civilisation, has been linked 
to the parting of the Red Sea (as well 
as the lost city of Atlantis).  
  
Some religious groups regard the 
King James Bible as the only valid 
English version, and claim that it 
has literal truth.  Fundamentalist 
Christians also tend to subscribe to 
the literal truth of both old and new 
testaments.  Others worry about the 
validity of the apocrypha. 

The point being, what is it that 

Christians believe in?  Given that their 
belief is based on the bible, which we 
saw to be a collection of myths and 
legends dating from 2 to 3 thousand 
years ago, repeated and retranslated 
through cultures and thousands of 
generations.  We all know how stories 
change between the telling between 
only three degrees of separation – 
how much fact or truth is left after 
millions of degrees of retelling?

This is a good time to look at the 
legend of Christmas.  A miracle or 
just a holiday?  

By the early 4th century, the western 
Christian church had placed 
Christmas day, the anniversary of 
the birth of Jesus, at 25th December, 
which more or less coincided with 
the winter solstice in the northern 
hemisphere.  It is associated with 
a myriad of pre-Christian, Christian 
and secular customs.  Because 
of the tradition of gift giving, it 
has assumed a major economic 
importance throughout the world.  
Christianity celebrates Christmas as 
the anniversary of the birth of Jesus 
Christ to the virgin Mary.  Obviously a 
miracle:  how can a virgin give birth?

While most modern religions have 
dropped this concept, or ignored it, 
(in which case, what is it that they 
actually believe in?) some of the 
more literal or fundamental Christians 
unquestioningly adhere to the strict 
word of the bible. 

Matthew stated that when Mary 
became pregnant with Jesus, she 
was engaged to Joseph but had 
not lived with him, and was a virgin.  
Further, he states that she was 
conceived of the Holy Spirit.  She 
was informed of this by an angel of 
the lord, who told her that she was 
favoured by the lord.  She asked how 
this could be, since she was a virgin, 
and was told that the power of the 
most high will overshadow her, and 
she will bear a son.  He will be called



Page 20

The Australian Atheist Atheist Foundation of Australia

January - March 2014

Jesus, the son of the most high, and 
the lord god will give him the throne 
of David, and he will reign over the 
house of Jacob forever, and his reign 
will never end.  

Luke more or less agrees with 
this, and names the angel as the 
Archangel Gabriel.  However the 
epistles of Paul do not mention the 
virgin conception or birth.  

Virgin births were not unknown in the 
various cultures of ancient Middle 
East, particularly those influenced by 
the Persian Zoroastrians.  Zoroaster, 
the Persian prophet, was said to be 
god-begotten and virgin born.  The 
Ishtar priestesses who managed the 
temples also managed a lucrative, 
semi religious prostitution business, 
and were termed “holy virgins”; that 
is, unmarried women.  Their children 
were virgin born.  Release or escaped 
Hebrew prisoners brought back their 
tales to Palestine, and the virgin birth 
concept became incorporated into 
Hebrew mythology. 

So what happened?  Did Jesus 
become from a virgin birth, the son 
of God?  Or was he the product of 
a fumble in the dark, in an intensely 
superstitious time, in a culture where 
a woman’s pre-nuptial virginity 
was essential, and centuries of 
prophecies predicted a messiah who 
would be born to a virgin? Was he in 
fact, the son of a horny carpenter, or 
worse?  I personally find the concept 
of the Holy Spirit and the Archangel 
Gabriel highly unlikely; the evidence 
is thin at best.  I find the concept of a 
family face-saving story based on the 
cultural beliefs and legends far more 
likely.  I suspect the claim was used 
more than once around that time.

In John 2:1-11 Jesus attends a 
wedding in Cana with his mother and 
the disciples, when the hosts run out 
of wine.  His mother (unnamed in this 
part of the gospel) says to Jesus, 
“they have run out of wine”.  Jesus 
replies, “my time is not yet come.”  
She says to the waiters, “do what he 
tells you”.

Jesus said to the waiters, “fill the 
water jars”; they did so, six large 
ceremonial jars with a capacity of 
twenty to thirty gallons.  He then told 
them, “draw some and take it to the 
master.”  They did so, and the master 
turned to the bridegroom and said, 
“you have saved the best wine til 
last”.

Jesus did this, the first of his signs, 
in Cana in Galilee, and it revealed 
his glory, and his disciples believed 
in him.

Alternately, Jesus and his gang were 
invited to the wedding of the son of a 
friend of Mary.  Jesus and his gang 
were getting a bit of a reputation 
around the area, and were regarded 
as the A-crowd because of his 
reputation and charisma.  

As the wedding progressed, the bridal 
party, who weren’t well off, realised 
they had not supplied enough wine, 
even though they had economised 
with a more affordable product.  
This is a disaster in Arabic cultures, 
where the concept of hospitality is a 
matter of honour and a sacred duty; 
hospitality is extended regardless of 
personal cost, and is reciprocated in 
the same way. 

Jesus and the boys were having 
a good time until Mary told Jesus 

that the wine was running low.  On 
the spot, with his own reputation 
at stake, Jesus said to his brother, 
James, “listen, grab those water jugs 
there, take a couple of the boys and 
go down to Isaiah’s Bar and Grill and 
fill them up.  While you’re at it, get 
some decent stuff, not this horrible 
stuff we’ve been drinking”.  

James asked him what he should 
say to the hosts.  Jesus said, “just tell 
them it fell off the back of a donkey 
cart… wait, tell them it’s a miracle, I 
turned the water into wine.”

When the boys came back with the 
wine, Mary told the headwaiter to 
take some to the master.  He did, and 
the master turned to the bridegroom, 
saying “you have saved the best 
wine until the last!  It’s a miracle.”

So Jesus gained respect among his 
followers, because they had seen he 
was a fixer, he could think on his feet, 
and he had honour.

So two questions:  which version do 
you like best, and which one is more 
likely to be true?

I personally like the first one.  It has 
this Young Gandalf figure, prophesied 
by centuries of myth and legend, who 
saves the day and is honoured and 
adored by all; we all love this sort of 
thing. Look at Harry Potter’s success.   
However, I believe the second 
version is more likely to be a truer 
version of the story.  No miracles, 
no gods, just people doing the best 
they can and turning a trick when the 
opportunity presents itself, and in 
the process accidentally creating a 
legend that will last centuries.  
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One God Too Many
- Sten Bjerking

Sten is an active member on the AFA forums. He has written a book on the christian god and we will be serialising it. 
This is the second segment 

Despite the Truths of Science, stubborn Man
Has still the Mind of a Barbarian,
And hold Ideas of Savage origin,
That have no place in Reason’s broader span.

The authenticity of the bible as 
the work of a scribe directed by 
an omniscient god is brought into 
question on the first page of the Bible. 
The sequence of events is extremely 
odd, and the emphasis given to 
certain feats out of proportion. This 
should be very obvious to the modern 
reader, even one who has only a 
rudimentary knowledge of science.

God creates light, day and night, on 
the first day of his labour, but does 
not go on to create the Sun and the 
Moon until the fourth day. He even 
creates plants (that require the Sun’s 
rays for photosynthesis) before he 
creates the Sun. On the same day 
that God creates the Sun and Moon 
it is mentioned, almost as an after 
thought, that “he made the stars 
also”. These five words should strike 
today’s reader like a hammer blow. 
(Genesis 1: 1-16)
 
I have questioned a number of 
Christians about this anomaly and 
a typical response is, “But the day 
that is spoken about in the Bible is 
not necessarily the same as a day 
as we know it. It could be thousands 
of years”. This is no explanation at 
all, as the salient point is the lack of 
emphasis in the feat of making the 
stars. 

The description is consistent with 
the level of knowledge of a man 
living at the time this was written. An 
account written in a way that gave 
some suggestion of the scale of the 
universe would have much greater 
credibility. This may have confused a 
reader thousands of years ago but it 
most certainly would have impressed 
modern man.

God goes on to create everything 
else in our World and then creates 
man, Adam, and woman, Eve, “In his 
own image”. There follows a story 
set in the Garden of Eden involving 
a fruit tree and a snake. God had 
previously told Adam that he must 
not eat fruit from the tree, but as he 
created Eve after this, it is not known 
if she was told. (Genesis 1:27-3:24)

The snake is able to talk and for 
reasons not given persuades Eve 
into eating fruit from the tree and she 
in turn convinces Adam to take a bite. 
God is taking a stroll in the garden 
at the time and  happens upon Adam 
and Eve hiding amongst the trees, 
wearing aprons made from fig leaves. 
(The fruit from the tree apparently 
had given them a knowledge of good 
and evil, and for reasons unknown 
made them embarrassed about 
being naked.) (Genesis 3:1-8).

God guesses what has happened 
and accuses them of eating fruit from 
the tree. Adam immediately points 
the finger of blame at Eve, who in 
turn points at the snake as the guilty 
party. Far from pleased, God is intent 
on inflicting punishment. (Genesis 
3:11-13).

God bawls the snake out first telling it 
that it must slither around on its belly, 
and eat dust from that time on. God 
is not impressed with Eve’s plea that 
the snake should bear all the blame, 
so she is told she will bear children in 
sorrow and Adam is going to be the 
boss from then on. (Genesis 3: 14-
16)

Adam gets a grilling next for doing 
what Eve told him to do. God curses 

the ground saying that thorns and 
thistles will grow from it and from 
then on Adam and Eve must eat the 
herbs of the field.  After clothing them 
in fur coats, he bundles them out of 
the Garden of Eden. (Genesis 3:17-
24).

This account of the creation of man 
and woman is crucial to the belief of 
Christians. Eating the forbidden fruit 
is seen as an account of the first sin 
of man, the original sin, the sin that 
even today every new born child is 
burdened with. How this story is 
interpreted varies from one believer 
to another. Some think the story is 
an allegory and eating the forbidden 
fruit was really having sex, whereas 
others believe the text more literally. 

Whether we believe the story to be 
an allegory or not, it still doesn’t 
make sense. If we take it literally, it 
was God who made and placed the 
tree there, God made the snake that 
talked Eve into eating the fruit, and 
God made Adam and Eve with their 
defective judgement. They were 
made in God’s image so we can 
either believe that God’s judgement 
is defective also, or he slipped up on 
that detail.

If we believe it is all about sex, the 
same analysis still applies, and we 
can also ask the question, “Why did 
God equip Adam and Eve with sexual 
organs if he didn’t want them used?” 
and: “How were Adam and Eve 
going to populate the World without 
having sex?” God had told them 
that he wanted them, “to be fruitful 
and multiply” before this episode. 
(Genesis 1:28).
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There are a number of fundamentalist 
organisations that try to make 
the Bible more literally believable 
by offering pseudoscientific 
explanations as alternatives to 
real scientific knowledge when this 
conflicts with biblical dogma. These 
groups also seem to claim knowledge 
beyond that gleaned from biblical 
texts and give authoritative answers 
in detail about many issues.

One of these organisations: 
“Christian Answers Network” has an 
immense menu of topics to choose 
from. I learned from their web site that 
Adam and Eve (who had no navels 
incidentally), had pet dinosaurs 
along with all the other animals in 
the Garden of Eden. All the animals 
lived together in absolute harmony 
with nobody eating anybody else 
because God did the catering and 
everybody was well fed. (One must 
wonder where he got the meat to 
feed the carnivores.) I learned also 
that the Grand Canyon was scoured 
out in a few days as the waters of the 
great flood receded.

Only five pages into the bible God 
loses his temper again because, 
“the wickedness of man was great 
in the earth”. He decides to wipe out 
mankind along with all the beasts, 
creeping things, and birds. At the last 
minute his eye falls on Noah who 
seems not such a bad guy, so he 
decides to save him along with his 
family. (Genesis 6:5-8)

Noah is instructed to make an ark 
of gopher wood with a length of 300 
cubits, a breadth of 50 cubits, and a 
height of 30 cubits, to accommodate 

his family and two of every creature, 
male and female, on the Earth as 
well as all the provisions needed 
to sustain them on their voyage. 
(Genesis 6:15)

The cubit is an ancient unit of 
measurement that has been used 
by many different peoples of the 
World. Nominally, it is the length 
from the elbow to the tip of the 
middle finger, of whoever is doing 
the measuring. Needless to say 
this varies considerably from one 
person to another. There has been 
some debate regarding the length of 
Noah’s cubit. Figures ranging from 
17.5 inches (0.445 M) to 20.3 inches 
(0.516 M) have been suggested. For 
the sake of simplicity we will assume 
a cubit of 0.5 M length. The ark then 
was 150 metres long by 25 metres 
wide by 15 metres high.

Everybody gets on board. Although 
exactly how many, is not clear. 
Changing his previous instructions 
God tells Noah to take clean animals 
by seven, and unclean animals by 
two. It rains for forty days and forty 
nights, and everything is covered 
with water. How high the water rises 
is vaguely described. The figure of 
15 cubits is mentioned but this may 
have been after everything was 
covered, otherwise it would hardly 
have covered a mound let alone a 
mountain. (Genesis 7: 2-20)

Every person and animal not in the 
ark is killed because the land is 
covered for 150 days. The water then 

recedes and Noah, his family, and 
the animals disembark. God is very 
pleased about the way things have 
turned out so he blesses Noah and 
his sons, and tells them to go forth, 
multiply, and replenish the Earth. 
(Genesis 9:1)

The credibility of the the ark story 
has been challenged in many ways 
by other critics. The strength of a 
wooden vessel of these proportions is 
questionable. The task for Noah and 
his family to collect all the animals 
impossible, and the size of the craft 
clearly inadequate. (Over 1.5 million 
animal species on planet Earth have 
been identified and named to date, 
and estimates regarding the total 
number vary between 2 and 100 
million.) 

Staying true to my specified approach, 
and assuming that omnipotent God 
(who can do anything), had a direct 
hand in the work, all these difficulties 
disappear. The gopher wood was 
of exceptional strength, God helped 
assemble the animals, and God gave 
the ark the same characteristic as Dr 
Who’s Tardis, having a much larger 
interior than the outside dimensions 
suggest.

My main argument with the story is 
the clumsy way God does his work. 
I question the notion that he is all 
powerful and supremely intelligent 
when he floods the whole World 
killing all the other forms of life when 
he just wants to be rid of sinful man. 
Being omnipotent, God should have 
been able to do this in a much more 
elegant and delicate way, involving 
much less collateral damage.

Not content just to say (as I have) that 
God had a hand in it and he can do 
anything, some Christian apologists 
offer involved explanations to show 
how today’s diverse array of animal 
life can be explained, given the 
limited accommodation on the ark. 
Some even compound the problem 
by claiming that dinosaurs (baby 
ones) were included in the manifest. 
This is necessary to explain a 
creature called Behemoth sighted by 
Job some years later. (Job 40:15-24)
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In an attempt to make the story more 
credible, these scholars whittle the 
number of animals that needed to 
be rescued down to only 20,000 or 
less, claiming that all aquatic animals 
would have been able to fend for 
themselves, and the land animal 
species we have today evolved from 
a much smaller number on the ark.

Several groups offer this naive 
explanation. They suggest that 
seals, crocodiles, amphibians, and 
freshwater fish, would be quite at 
home in the extended salty sea for 
over three months, and that stationary 
creatures such as corals, oysters, 
and clams  would have been quite 
comfortable under several kilometres 
of water (height of  mountains) for 
this time. 

Ironically, these same apologists, 
who dismiss evolution as the 
way diverse life forms developed 
originally, suggest that an extremely 
rapid evolutionary process took place 
after the flood to explain the 2 million 
plus species that exist today.

A short while after the ark episode, 
we progress to another story about 
Noah that theologians have been 
struggling to fit some meaning to:

Noah plants a vineyard, and after 
brewing wine drinks himself into a 
drunken stupor. He collapses in his 
tent, passing out before donning his 
night attire, so is naked when his 
son Ham wanders in and sees him. 
Ham tells his brothers, who take a 
garment and cover their father whilst 
walking backward, thus avoiding a 
glimpse of their fathers nakedness. 
Noah awakens to find that Ham has 
seen him naked and for reasons 
best known to himself takes great 
exception to it. He doesn’t direct his 
anger at Ham but at his innocent 
grandson Canaan, Ham’s son. 
(Genesis 9:20-24)

Canaan is given a thorough cursing 
by Noah and is told that he is going to 
be everybody’s servant from that time 
on. (This story has had considerable 
popularity with some racists as it 
justified their prejudice towards 
Negroes. Canaan supposedly 
went South and fathered the negro 

races and his servant status was 
hereditary.) (Genesis 9:25-27)

Time goes on with a seemingly 
endless list of begetting until we 
come to the time of Abram whose 
name is changed to Abraham by 
God. Abraham is a very significant 
character. God tells him he will be 
“exceedingly fruitful,” and goes on at 
some length about Abraham’s seed 
and future generations. (Genesis 
17:6)

God makes a covenant with 
Abraham and part of the deal is that 
Abraham and all  other men are to 
be circumcised along with all new 
born boys, eight days after birth. 
God is very firm on this and says that 
anyone who doesn’t submit to the 
operation must be excluded from the 
community. (Genesis 17:10)

Abraham is instructed to change his 
wife’s name from Sarai to Sarah and 
God says he will bless her and give 
her a son by Abraham. Abraham falls 
about laughing when he hears this 
because he is a hundred years old 
and Sarah is ninety. (Genesis 17:15)

Not distracted by Abraham’s display 
of mirth, God insists that Sarah will 
bear a son, even giving the son a 
name, “Isaac”. (God seems to have a 
penchant for changing and giving out 
names in this part of the Bible.) A lot 
more is said about Isaac in the future 
regarding his seed and circumcising. 
(Genesis :17:19) 

Shortly after we have another 
intriguing story involving an exchange 
between God and Abraham when 
God tells him that he has decided to 
wipe out the corrupt cities of Sodom 
and Gomorrah because “their sin is 
very grievous”. (Genesis 18:20)

Abraham manages to talk God out of 
taking this drastic action. He suggests 
at first that there may be fifty people 
in the city that were “righteous” and 
God should not wipe them out along 
with the rest. God concedes and 
then Abraham revises his estimate 
to forty five righteous, then forty, 
and eventually gets down to twenty 
and then ten. God gives up on the 
argument (a little miffed perhaps?). 

God goes back to destroy the cities 
anyway – not seeking Abraham’s 
opinion a second time. The only 
people he thinks worthy of saving is a 
guy called Lot and his family. He tells 
them to head for the hills and not look 
back. With the benefit of hindsight, 
God may have regretted saving 
these folk. Not only does Lot’s wife 
disobey orders and take a backward 
peek, but Lot goes to a cave in the 
mountains and has an incestuous 
relationship with both his daughters. 

God decides it was a capital offence 
for Lot’s wife to look back so he turns 
her into a pillar of salt. He doesn’t 
have anything to say about the issue 
of Lot copulating with his daughters 
but it is implied that the daughters 
were at fault because they got 
their father drunk first.  The excuse 
seems a bit shaky however when we 
consider that he was sober enough 
to get both girls pregnant. (Genesis 
19:1- 38)

Before we leave the book of Genesis 
we must look at the most famous 
story about Abraham: 

God decides to test Abraham and 
instructs him to sacrifice his own son 
as a burnt offering. Abraham does 
as he is told, ties his son to an altar 
on top of  firewood, and is about to 
strike the fatal blow with a knife when 
an angel from God stops him. The 
angel says all is OK now because 
God knows that Abraham fears him. 
(Genesis 22:2-12)

Our opinion of God has to be 
getting somewhat tarnished by this 
time. First Abraham bests him in 
an argument. Then we have the 
account of the destruction of Sodom 
and Gomorrah, where God uses 
his supposedly infallible judgement 
to save just four people, whose 
subsequent behaviour is far from 
exemplary. This is followed by God 
setting up a sacrifice to test whether 
Abraham fears him enough. Being 
omniscient, God should have known 
this already and we have to wonder 
about the mental health of a god that 
has an obsessive need to be feared.

To be continued...
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Inevitable Atheism
- Iman Rasmanesh

There is a Facebook page called the 
“Iranian atheist/agnostic movement” 
that currently retains over 58,000 
followers. In comparison with other 
pages, which also surround atheism, 
this is one of the biggest. This page 
has slowly grown into an anonymous 
movement for those facing 
discrimination in regards to their 
religious beliefs in Iran. Seeing as the 
Iranian government is hell-bent on 
punishing citizens who don’t share 
the Muslim faith with execution, it’s 
not difficult to understand the reason 
for anonymity. 

On Tuesday, 3 December 2013, the 
results of an intensive study done 
by IHEU (International Humanist 
and Ethical Union) showed that 
13 countries around the world still 
punish citizens who don’t conform 
to state religion, or who openly 
disagree with it. All these countries 
have one religion in common, 
Islam. Some places have issued jail 
time for atheists who might offend 
another religion. It would seem that 
any sentence that puts the Islam 
faith in a bad light carries some 
consequences. 

The atheist census website shows 
that Iran is part of the top ten list. 

Although the number is small and it’s 
situated at number 10, there is definite 
growth. At some point it is going to 
contradict the national census that 
takes place in Iran. The reason for 
this is most probably the fact that 
non-believers will either end up dead 
or get lifetime prison sentences. From 
an early age citizens have to disclose 
their position on religion when they 
complete necessary documents like 
school or college application forms. 

President of the IHEU, Sonja 
Eggerickx, stated that the results 
containing high discrimination against 
atheists and free thinkers by countries 
who signed their participation into the 
U.N equal rights act is shocking. The 
cruel action of beheading a person 
for having an opinion is still practiced 
by some Muslim controlled regions. 
It is reported that in India the police 
tend to refrain from investigating 
murder cases if the victim was a 
known atheist. 

Many people are questioning the 
“goodness” of religion at this stage. 
Although Islam is one of the more 
extreme versions, numerous religions 
support apartheid and ultimately war. 
Millions of people have died because 
of some spiritual book that promotes 

itself to be inferior to the rest. How 
many wars have been started by 
leaders who believed their faith 
should wipe out those who do not 
follow? Now ask how many atheists 
have killed innocent people for simply 
making a choice that has nothing to 
do with anybody else?

To make matters worse, religions like 
those of Iran also execute homosexual 
men. Their reasons for these actions 
revolve around their faith once 
again, along with the fear that AIDS 
might cripple their strong country. 
According to various opinions the 
country has been crippled for quite 
some time. Homosexual women get 
prison sentences because there is no 
penetration present, which doesn’t 
make the act so vulgar. 

It’s only a matter of time before 
citizens oppressed by countries like 
Iran take to arms and throw caution 
to the wind. History has shown that 
a high price is paid for freedom. In 
this case, life. The number of brave 
atheists is growing and they are 
finding a lot of support from outsiders. 
All that remains now is the inevitable 
fight.
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Laughing Iranians
- Iman Rasmanesh

While prophets and their co-workers 
were engaged in writing their books 
like theQuran, Gospel, etc. They have 
done their best in order to introduce 
and enforce new laws as rules of a 
game, and made people play in such 
a game by threatening and menacing 
them. Also, they made every effort to 
guarantee that nobody would even 
commit a misdemeanor. They did all 
this to make sure the reign wouldn’t 
be inconvenienced by anybody and 
they believed their benefits would be 
guaranteed for a long time. However, 
it seems verses and Surahs are no 
longer threatening for people, and 
books are even turned into subjects 
of jeers and scoffs.

Using humor to ridicule religions is a 
usual practice in the media all over 
the world. But in Islamic countries, 
like Iran and Saudi Arabia you would 
serve prison sentence for a long 
period. Of course, I consider others 
as lucky as they wouldn’t be executed 
because of this. But it seems these 
executions and prison sentences are 
no longer effective, like threats in 
their holy books.

In Iran people have been criticizing 
and making fun of religion for years 
and decades, but their voice hadn’t 
been heard before the new weapon 
“FACEBOOK”.

“Nothing and Nobody is so sacred 
we cannot make fun of it”.This is the 
banner of a page in Facebook which 
is called “A campaign to remind Imam 
Naghi to Shias”

The page is made by Iranian youth 
and the purpose is joshing Islam and 
other religions. The page prospered 
very fast and now more than 33,000 
people follow the page. The page 
starts with these sentences: “our 
purpose is removing superstitions of 
society by satire. Any resemblance 
between the characters in this 
page and the holy names is entirely 
designed “

With these lines they want to show 
that the target is not only laughing 
but also an iconoclasm.

The main subject of this page is Imam 
Naghi –who is the 10th Imam in Shia- 
and the fictions that are made about 
his life. Of course Naghi is the target 
for this page, but it could also apply to 
any holy men, like prophets and even 
the heads of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, who consider themselves as a 
virtuous guides.

The manifesto of the page says 
that: “Although the main focus of our 
campaign is on criticizing the Shia 
which now dominates Iran, but the 
main purpose is criticizing religion, 

culture, etiquette and comportment 
in the society”.

This campaign took off quickly, and 
one of the most famous musicians 
and singers, Shahin Najafi sang a 
song “Naghi” about him. After this 
song his death was ordered and the 
reason was apostasy.  He was known 
as an apostate and although he lives 
in Germany, his life has been under 
threat since then.

One of the members of the page, 
Yashar Khameneh, was recognised 
in the Netherlands. The intelligence 
system of Iran arrested his father 
to make the son come back to Iran. 
More members of the page were 
captured and there is no information 
about any of them. According to 
Yashar’s statements, Iranian officers 
had been trying to make the admins 
stop the activity, but none of the 
admins accepted. 

With all of these pressures and 
threats, the page is still alive and 
it still continues its duties. The 
Admins have just published a video 
and podcast and they declare their 
wishes to universalise the campaign. 
They also wish to end superstitions, 
ignorance and sanctimony, which 
are the main reasons for violence, 
demagoguery and retardation in 
human life.



Page 26

The Australian Atheist Atheist Foundation of Australia

January - March 2014

The Greater Tragedy of Islam
- Eman Extinguished

Eman is an islamically raised writer born and educated in Sydney Australia. He studied engineering and works as 
a corporate professional with a growing interest in writing about the subject matter of this article series. Up until his 
late 20s he’d identified as muslim and was part of a devout family with conservative leanings. Prayers, fasting, alms 
giving and sacredness were upheld and his father performed hajj at Mecca several times. Growing up he’d be the one 
who went against the grain by freely socialising with non muslims, travelling to different continents, taking up hobbies 
regarded as alien to the median Islamic majority and generally being western cultured. He is the lone member of the 
family to have questioned Islam to the point he parted ways with it and all other forms of organised religion.

Eman is a regular contributor to the Australian Atheist magazine. His mission is to introspectively look at the tenets 
of Islam and discuss them in a light that is unhindered by the taboos he encountered. With this, muslims should be 
better informed about the fundamentals of their belief and the scepticism and interrogation that one outside of it 
would subject it to.  It’s also designed to give an assisting perspective for those muslims that are in the contemplative 
phase that he once was and for spiritual leaders to contemporise the religion and make it more adaptable to new 
understandings of co-existence and human self growth. 

The devil. Satan, or in Islam Shaytan. 
Seems to explain a lot of the world’s 
injustices and inconveniences rather 
conveniently for muslims. He has a 
mantle hold on the hearts of men 
and is the sole cause for everything 
corrupt, wicked and ungodly. The 
following excerpts from the Quran 
give an insight to his role. 

‘I seek refuge with (Allah) the Lord 
of mankind, the King of mankind, 
the AIlah (God) of mankind, from 
the evil of the whisperers (devil who 
whispers evil in the hearts of men) 
who withdraws (from his whispering 
in one’s heart after one remembers 
Allah)” (Quran 114: 1-6)
Those who believe fight in the way 
of Allah, and those who disbelieve 
fight in the way of the Shaytan. Fight 
therefore against the friends of the 
Shaytan; surely the strategy of the 
Shaytan is weak. Quran 4:76)

And most certainly I will lead them 
astray and excite in them vain 
desires, and bid them so that they 
shall slit the ears of the cattle, and 
most certainly I will bid them so that 
they shall alter Allah’s creation; and 
whoever takes the Shaytan for a 
guardian rather than Allah he indeed 
shall suffer a manifest loss. (Quran 
4:119).

It seems the heart is the battleground 
between the light of God and 
the darkness of Satan. You’re a 

believer, then you’re in the light, 
but if you disbelieve you’re within 
Satan’s clutches, lured into his 
wilderness keeping you from 
guidance. This reinforces the 
point of the dehumanising effect 
this kind of ideology has for those 
within and looking outward from 
its sanctum. Dehumanising in 
that this kind of polarisation into 
good and evil severely limits an 
individual’s empathy, and in turn 
their understanding of those who are 
dislike them. An inverse xenophobia 
if you will. 

Those of us wishing to increase 
our comprehension are intrigued 
when we spot a behaviour or 
psyche different to ours. We wish 
to understand its origins and detract 
any positive lessons if positively 
impressioned, learn from mistakes 
that we could see ourselves making, 

and ultimately when we love 
humanity, offer support when we are 
in a position to do so without agenda, 
or anticipation of reward. This is 
empathy at play. It’s exhibited in the 
animal kingdom, dolphins saving 
humans from drowning or from shark 
attacks, and a multitude of behaviors 
observed in primates, both in captivity 
and in the wild. In particular, in 
bonobos, which are reported as the 
most empathetic of all the primates. 
Somehow I don’t think they draw a 
dividing line on whether you’re on 
God’s side or Satan’s when deciding 
to be empathetic.

Islam is somewhat discretional 
on the use of empathy and at best 
inconsistent. Sharia law is strewn 
with harsh penalties equitable 
to capital punishment for human 
crimes like stealing, adultery, 
alcohol consumption, apostasy and 
homosexuality just to name a few.  
The latter two being highly debatable. 
There are accounts in the hadiths 
(Islamically verified narrations on the 
life of Muhammad, what he said, did, 
approved or disapproved) where the 
prophet Muhammad saw the humour 
and laughed with or pardoned 
pranksters that desecrated a mosque 
as collateral damage from their 
pranks, checked up on a sick woman 
because she didn’t throw trash at 
him that day and championed the 
option of forgiveness when entitled 
to revenge.
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There’s also hadith where he showed 
no pardon despite pleas of his people 
for invoking the penalty for theft. He 
stated he would chop off the hands 
of his daughter Fatima if she stole 
to rule out any suspicion of family 
favouritism. Another hadith showed 
his stringent application to sharia 
law by seeking out an apostate 
to execute but reneging when the 
apostate professed his reconversion 
three times. In the absence of 
consistency, how are we to know 
whether Islam’s Jekyll or Hyde turns 
up at the time of arbitrating. You’ll 
find Islamic apologists embarrassed 
by the negative stigma broadcast 
by their more militant counterparts 
in more fundamentally practicing 
countries They’re the one always 
advocating for the empathetic and 
forgiving stance. Whereas their more 
fundamentalist counterparts have 
built a culture based on vigilance to 
never corrupt the creed, and invoke 
the measures that keep the order 
and sharia in tact.

Even if you hold the position that 
society needs order, and that 
perverting influences must be snuffed 
out before they can contaminate, this 
is archaically flawed in the context 
of our evolved social studies. Take 
stealing and adultery for example, 
punishable by hand amputation 
and stoning to death respectively 
in sharia law. Amputating a thief’s 
hand is short sighted in the sense 
you’re ignoring that this could be 
an indicator of a poorly constructed 
socio- economic system.

In the case of adultery the braver and 
more character defining measure 
would be the courageous and pain 
conquering feat of interrogating 
yourself. Interrogating to trace back 
how you made a wrong relationship 
choice or where there was a problem 
point in the relationship that you 
could address better next time. Most 
would agree this is how humans 
grow. It’s quintessentially captured in 
a quote by American author Elizabeth 
Gilbert “Ruin is a gift. Ruin is the 
road to transformation”.  Stoning an 
adulterer is putting the onus squarely 
on the deviating party.

It’s a refusal to confront and make 
sense of the pain and delegating 
the problem away to god’s plan. 
This gives little encouragement for 
both parties to introspectively look 
into what happened and rebuild 
themselves into better beings from 
the experience. More poetically put 
by Charles Bukowski, “You have to 
die a few times before you can really 
live”. The islamic position seems 
to advocate for (or at least provide 
for) terminating lives that may have 
transformed into wiser and better 
beings.

To me, this is the observable tragedy. 
Human beings stunted in their 
development because of a religion 
that meddles with organic growth. 
Placing limiters on natural curiosity, 
tragedy, discovery, mistakes, 
triumphs, feats of accomplishment 
and missing out on the jubilitation or 
‘zen’ once you’ve transcended all of 
these. I get the feeling this was in the 
mind of Martin Amis, the prize winning 
British novelist, when he gave these 
sentiments “It is straightforward and 
never mind, for now, about plagues 
and famines: if God existed, and if he 
cared for humankind, he would never 
have given us religion”. 

To myself, it always struck me as 
vaguely odd that the most powerful 
writers, artists, leaders, pioneers 
didn’t feature that many muslims. 
Occasionally when they came along 
it would often be a role model who 
was very much aligned with western 
thinking, and where there was a 
subjective choice of which teaching to 
apply, took the option that resembled 
the modern zeitgeist.

Rare moments of pride ensued 
when a role model emerged, and the 
community clutched at these because 
of the constant embarrassment from 
negative publicity. Publicity showing 
tasteless protesting (burning effigies, 
affronting threats to the west etc…) , 
rebellious youth stuck in an identity 
crisis and lacking a unified value 
system, elders and retro thinking 
sheikhs that are broadcasting strong 
islamic interpretations at odds with 
modern values.

What does embarrassment tell us 
about ourselves when we stop to 
think about it. It’s best to take it from 
the experts so I’ll quote a clinical 
psychologist with a Ph.D, Mary C. 
Lamia, who wrote an article on it. 

She says:

“The experience of embarrassment 
alerts you to your failure to behave 
according to certain social standards, 
which threaten the beliefs you hold 
concerning how others evaluate you 
as well as the ways in which you 
evaluate yourself” 

That’s right, the ways in which you 
evaluate yourself. Looking back, it 
was embarrassing because a facet 
of my collective faith encompassing 
the tenets and behaviour of people 
within it, were at conflict with what 
my inner voice said was right. Would 
my muslim readers agree that every 
instance of embarrassment is a 
forced re-appraisal of their belief 
system? If not how do we explain 
the anxiety that comes in waiting for 
a figurehead to come and present a 
unified rebuttal, veto, or annulment 
of the negatively publicised action or 
opinion that is tied to Islam?

Embarassment, and this self 
evaluation leads to two possible 
routes. Re-assess your belief 
system i.e. its validity as a whole, 
or recalibrate the mode of Islam you 
practice. One that excludes the tenet 
that brought the embarrassment 
upon you. 

This iteratively continues until you 
have no more slack in the line. When 
you’re cornered on a point with 
nowhere to go this is where internal 
denial systems get built. One I’ve 
heard and even constructed myself 
rationalises that the proponents of the 
interrogation on Islam are intoxicated 
on their empirical and supposedly 
reason based intelligence. This 
blinds them away from the truth that 
can only be grasped without the 
pride, bias, agenda that is inherent 
within them. 
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The Ultimate Plan
- Rob Palmer

Rob is a new contributor for the magazine. He is a writer with a penchant for embedding social messages in his 
stories. The following story looks at religions in society.

New Ideas Person was escorted 
into the throne room, bowing low 
as she entered the presence of the 
Great World Leader. She noticed 
immediately that the most powerful 
man on the planet was very upset 
and agitated. Clearly, all was not well 
in the Empire.

‘The people are revolting,’ the Great 
World Leader said, slumping back 
onto his throne.

‘Yes, they do smell a bit,’ New Ideas 
Person replied.

‘No, you misunderstand me. I mean 
there is revolution afoot. We need 
to come up with a better plan for 
keeping the people under control. 
That’s why I have summoned you 
here today, New Ideas Person. We 
must find a new strategy.’

‘Well, as it happens, I have been 
working on a new idea that could 
fix this. It’s the ultimate plan for 
controlling the world. I call it 
Christianity.’

‘Christianity, eh? Sounds interesting. 
Tell me what that is all about.’

New Ideas Person knelt humbly in 
front of the Great World Leader and 
began to explain her great new plan.
‘What I’ve noticed is that most people 
are worried about the same things. 
They want to know where they came 
from, why they are here and – most 
importantly – what will happen when 
they die. Of course, nobody knows 
the answers to those questions, so 
I started thinking…what if we just 
made up answers that everyone 
would like?’

‘Such as?’

‘We would tell people that everything 
was created by some magical being 
called God, and that all of us – even 

the stupid and useless ones – are 
playing an important role in God’s 
Eternal Plan.’

‘That’s insane. The people would 
never believe that. It’s just too good 
to be true.’

‘I think they would. People will believe 
the most crazy things if it makes them 
feel better. But here’s the best bit. 
We’ll tell people that if they believe in 
this God character, then when they 
die they will go to a wonderful, happy 
place called Heaven, and live there 
for all eternity.’

‘You’re being ridiculous, New Ideas 
Person. It’s just not credible.’

‘That doesn’t matter. Because people 
have such a strong desire to live 
forever, they will believe it anyway 
- even if it doesn’t make any sense 
at all. Better still, we’ll tell them that 
in heaven they will be reunited with 
their loved ones who have passed 
away.’

‘I can see how that would be 
appealing. But surely they will ask for 
proof of all this?’

‘They will…but – and I’m very proud 
of this bit – we’ll simply tell them God 
wants us to have faith. That’s why 
there’s no proof.’

‘So they will believe the craziest 
notions without an iota of proof…
brilliant! But I don’t see how that 
helps us control people.’

‘Ah, this is the clever part, Great World 
Leader. You see once we get them 
to believe in God, we can then start 
introducing God’s commandments. 
We’ll tell them that if they don’t obey 
all the commandments, they won’t 
go to Heaven, but will go somewhere 
else.’

‘I get it…you mean they will go 
somewhere really bad where they 
get tortured for ever and ever for 
breaking God’s laws. We could call 
it something nasty sounding…like 
Hell.’

‘Yeah, that would work. And the cool 
thing is, we can keep changing the 
rules to suit ourselves. That way, 
we can make people do anything 
we want. We’ll give them a book – 
let’s call it The Bible – and tell them 
that this is the word of God. But 
we will make it so confusing, self-
contradictory and obscure that you 
can interpret it any way you like. So 
if we want people to go to war and 
die for us, for example, we just show 
them a bit of the Bible that suggests 
this is what God wants.’

The Great World Leader shook his 
head. ‘No…you’ve gone too far, New 
Ideas Person. People wouldn’t die 
for Christianity.’

‘Yes, they would, because they 
would believe they will be rewarded 
in Heaven.’

‘But surely people will ask why such 
a fantastic and powerful God allows 
people to die in such wars, not to 
mention earthquakes and tsunamis?’
New Ideas Person grinned as she 
warmed to her theme. ‘That’s easy. 
We’ll put a bit in the Bible that says 
“God works in mysterious ways his 
wonders to perform.” No further 
explanation required.’

‘I love it! And we can say that if 
someone dies tragically, it is because 
their work here on Earth is done, and 
now they are going to work with God 
in Heaven. This is ingenious!’

‘Exactly…we’ll say they are going to 
a better place, so it doesn’t matter if 
we kill people. It’s all part of God’s 
plan.’
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‘So what you are saying is that we 
can bribe people with the ultimate 
carrot – eternal life in Heaven - but 
we never have to deliver on that 
promise?’

‘Exactly.’

‘And better still, we can blackmail 
them with the ultimate stick - eternal 
torture in Hell - and we don’t have to 
deliver on that threat, either?
‘You’ve got it.’

‘We can get them to believe anything, 
and do anything we want them to 
do – all without a shred of concrete 
evidence. Wow! This is a wonderful 
plan. Is there any way we can get 
money off people, too?’

‘Oh, yes…that’s easy. People will 
be required to go to a place called 
Church every week, and there they 
will give us lots of money.’

‘They’ll just give us money? Why 
would they do that?’

‘Because we’ll tell them it’s needed 
for Gods’ work, and that’s how they 
earn their place in heaven. We could 
easily collect billions of Empire 
Dollars.’

Tears of joy were now streaming 
down the Great World Leader’s face. 
‘And you really think people are 
stupid enough to believe that?’

‘Absolutely! They will be terrified of 
going to Hell, remember. They will 
do anything to stay in God’s good 
books. We can even insist on them 
giving us ten per cent of all their 
income, and leaving their property to 
us when they die.’

With his face beaming a radiant smile, 
the Great World Leader reached out 
and hugged New Ideas Person.

‘I love Christianity! It’s such a 
wonderful concept. I’m surprised 
no-one has thought of this before. 
Well done, New Ideas Person. As 
your reward, I will make you rich and 
powerful as one of my aides.’

‘Oh, thank you, Great World Leader.’

‘No…thank you New Ideas Person. 
But tell me…why did you call it 
Christianity?’

‘Ah, yes, there’s a good reason for 
that. I forgot to tell you about Jesus 
Christ.’

‘And who is he?’

‘Well, you see, God is actually three 
people. He is himself, and he is his 
own son, and he is also a holy spirit.’
‘Excuse me?’

‘He is a part of the Divine Trinity. 
God has a son called Jesus Christ, 
but Jesus is also God…and he is the 
Holy Spirit as well.’

‘Huh? So you are saying that God 
is one person, but at the same time 
he is three people?  OK, now you’re 
losing me. This doesn’t make any 
sense.’

‘Well, let me tell you the next bit. You 
see, God can’t stand people breaking 
his laws, so he sends his son – who 
is also God himself -  down to Earth 
as a human being to fix things. And 
while he is on Earth, Jesus uses 
his unlimited powers to perform 
wonderful and marvelous miracles.’
‘Such as?’

‘Well, he walks on water, and makes 
a fig tree shrivel up and die.’

‘That’s the best he can do? With all 
his unlimited, magical powers, all 
he can manage is to go for a walk 
and kill trees? What about ending 
world hunger, curing disease and 
preventing war?’

‘Uh, no…killing fig trees is all I’ve 
got. But there’s more. Jesus ends 
up getting nailed to a tree, and that 
means the transgressions of the 
people can be forgiven.’

‘So the best solution super-powerful 
God has for solving the problems of 
the world is to send himself down 
to Earth to get murdered…so that 
he himself can forgive people for 
breaking silly rules that he made up 
in the first place. Did I get that right?’
‘Yeah, that’s it!’

The Great World Leader shook his 
sadly. ‘For a while, I thought you were 
onto something with Christianity, 
New Ideas Person, but I see now that 
you are as a nutty as a fruitcake.’

The Great World Leader stood up 
and called over his guards. ‘Take this 
woman away and have her executed. 
Her ideas are too dangerous to be 
heard again in my Empire. Bring me 
New Strategy Person instead.’

As New Ideas Person was taken 
away screaming, New Strategy 
Person was ushered into the throne 
room. The Great World Leader 
turned to look at him.

‘I’m in a bad mood now, so I hope you 
have come up with a more credible 
plan for controlling the people. Do 
you have something for me, New 
Strategy Person?’

New Strategy Person smiled 
hopefully. ‘Yes, Great World Leader. 
I have a wonderful new plan! I’ve 
called it Islam.’

The Great World Leader sat 
down heavily on his throne. He 
was beginning to get a migraine. 
Somehow he suspected that Islam 
was going to be just as stone-cold 
crazy as Christianity….

Editors Note: I encourage fictional 
submissions from members. Imagine 
if this one was true! 
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Book Review - Lying
 

For those not familiar with his work, 
Sam Harris wrote a US best-seller 
after the Islamic attacks on New York 
city in 2001 called ‘The End of Faith: 
Religion, Terror, and the Future of 
Reason’ in 2004. This excellent 
book was the first in a new wave of 
publications that finally took religion 
head on. ‘The End of Faith’ pin-pointed 
the blame for religious terrorism - not 
on distortions of religion - but on the 
literal interpretation of religion.

Harris followed up with an attack on 
Christianity in another brilliant book 
called ‘Letter to a Christian Nation‘ 
in 2006 which was his reply to letters 
he received from Christians about 
‘The End of Faith’. He was therefore 
on the attack against religion before 
Richard Dawkins’ ‘The God Delusion’ 
was published in 2006 and before my 
favourite atheist book - Christopher 
Hitchens’ furious ‘God is not Great’ - 
was published in 2007.

Sam Harris takes a very measured 
approach when replying to challenge 
and criticism, in contrast to the more 
flamboyant styles of Hitchens and 
Dawkins. He sees debate as an 
opportunity to explain his ideas and 
appears to be glad to be proved 
wrong.

In his new book, ‘Lying’, Harris has 
focussed his attention on the so-
called ‘white’ or social lies we tell one 
another. ‘Lying’ is very short and to 
the point - 105 pocket sized pages for 
$10. It is a challenge issued by Sam 
Harris to the reader and to society in 
general to stop lying. The challenge 
is issued not because lying is of itself 
bad. It is issued because: “Lying is 
the royal road to chaos”.

Sam’s thesis is that lying, rather 
than avoiding unhappiness, brings 
predictable unhappiness. He says 
“nowhere do our injuries seem more 

casually self-inflicted, or the suffering 
we create more disproportionate to 
the needs of the moment, than in the 
lies we tell to other human beings.” 
This comes from his idea that 
“endless forms of embarrassment 
and suffering could easily be avoided 
by simply telling the truth.”

‘Lying’ begins by defining what a lie 
actually is. Rather than prescribing 
robotic honesty, Harris challenges 
us to not: “deliberately manufacture 
falsehood (n)or conceal important 
facts to the detriment of others”. 

Not every act of deception is a lie. 
Harris provides examples when 
it is preferable to maintain good 
social relations by ignoring boorish 
comments or “skirt the truth”.  A 
simple question such as ‘how are 
you?’ does not require a long winded 
blow by blow response.  Sam Harris’s 
definition - and this is the the principle 
which he challenges the reader to 
apply to life - is:

“To lie is to intentionally mislead 
others when they expect honest 
communication.”

This definition could perhaps be 
fine-tuned with ‘expect and deserve’ 
honest communication - such as 
when talking to a potential murderer 
searching for a victim - but Sam Harris 
goes into this issue himself in detail. 
Sam Harris’s thesis is essentially 
based on the golden rule. He asks us 
to: “consider our dishonesty from the 
perspective of those we lie to”.

Harris stresses this approach does 
not give licence to be rude and to 
insult under the guise of ‘not lying’. 
Equally, it is to help oneself by, 
essentially, being oneself. If “you 
habitually lie to avoid making plans, 
or due to fear of conflict” then whom 
“...are you helping by living this way?”

On the issue of rudeness or 
directness Harris says: “I’m not 
saying we need to go out of our way 
to criticise others. But when asked for 
an honest opinion, we do our friends 
no favours by pretending not to 
notice flaws in their work, especially 
when those who are not their friends 
are bound to notice the same flaws.”

A classic example Sam gives is 
his friend asking Sam he thought 
his friend was overweight. Sam’s 
answer - a tactful but honest ‘yes’ - 
is based on the principle of wanting 
to “offer honest guidance in a storm.”  
The friend appreciated the answer, 
agreed and lost weight. 

This is uncomfortable and it goes 
against the idea of the roles we see 
for ourselves as friends or parents. 
But it is based on his idea that 
“you are not only declining to help 
them - you are denying them useful 
information and setting them up for 
future disappointment.” Lying is bad 
because of the effect it has on the 
person being lied to as well as the 
person telling the lie. It is is damaging 
and unhelpful to both parties.

The book examines lying about 
medical issues to protect others, 
general trust lost when one friend 
sees you lying to another, faint praise, 
secrets in general, right through to 
the ‘big lies’ of  government which 
lose the trust of its people thereby 
allowing conspiracy theorists to 
flourish, and so on. 

I think this is an important book. Its 
thesis is brilliantly simple but difficult 
to those of us who value friendships 
and society, yet have opinions that 
are not always popular. ‘Lying’ is 
easy and quick to read and if applied 
properly and gently to relationships 
should, in theory and practice, 
strengthen them.

Author - Sam Harris
Reviewer - James Roden

Four Elephant Press - 105 pages
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Calling All Members
Hello Members,

The Atheist Foundation of Australia 
has a scheduled Annual General 
Meeting (AGM) on Friday, 21 March 
2014. The AGM will be held in 
Melbourne this year. All members are 
invited to attend.

At this point we do not have a venue 
booked. We first want to work out 
numbers of potential attendees. 
As such, if you are interested in 
attending can you please email the 
Membership Officer at membership@
atheistfoundation.org.au. We ask 
that you email your intention by 
Saturday, 15 February so that we can 
coordinate the venue.

Constitution
There will be a number of issues to 
be discussed. Most importantly is a 
draft constitution.

In the last issue of the magazine, 
we sought input and feedback from 

members on the existing constitution. 
Using that feedback and also the 
South Australian Model Rules a new 
constitution has been drafted.

The draft constitution will be made 
available through the AFA website 
(after 15 February).

The URL for requesting a copy of the 
draft constitution is:

http://atheistfoundation.org.au/draft-
constitution/

with a password of: 29FV1t*S

All members are encouraged to read 
the draft constitution. If you have any 
comments or suggestions, please 
email them to the Membership Officer 
by 10 March.

Survey
In early February, we will also be 
undertaking a survey of all members. 
An email will be sent out. We want to 

know who you are and how we can 
better represent you. We ask that 
members complete the survey so 
that we can gain better insight.

Thank You
This will be the final magazine for the 
current Committee of Management to 
say thank you to members for their 
support and input during 2013.

The fight against the encroachment of 
theist fairy tales in our society, politics 
and very lives is never ending. Every 
time we turn around, it is something 
else. The AFA is an important 
organisation to call theist beliefs 
into the light and to demand that 
unsupported beliefs do not replace 
reason and logic when developing 
public policy.

Here’s to a logical 2014.

Executive & Members
Committee Of Management



Page 32

The Australian Atheist Atheist Foundation of Australia

January - March 2014

Atheist Foundation of Australia

MERCHANDISE
Available online from
cafepress.com/aussieatheists

Assorted womens and mens t-shirts 
and sweat-shirts, bags, mugs, stickers,  

magnets, pins, mousepads ... 

and so much more!






