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Hello readers,
Well it’s another year already. 2014 went 
by so fast, I barely noticed its existence. I 
am sure that you are all as appalled as I am 
by the violent impact of religious nutters 
already this year. The attack in Paris on 
the Charlie Hebdo offices has struck a 
particular chord with people. What’s great 
is the pushback from that. If the intent 
of terrorists is to strike terror, then this 
incident backfired (for the most part). The 
average person on the street is now saying 

“Enough, No More!” Collectively we need 
to stand up to terrorism. I say “for the 
most part” because the world media has 
shied away from the situation and many 
outlets are refusing to reproduce Charlie 
Hebdo covers. I took the decision that The 
Australian Atheist would reproduce them 
and you’ll find them inside this issue.

Another average person who deserves 
to be recognised and supported is Raif 
Badawi. Raif had the courage to stand his 
ground and provide an internet presence 
for everyday people from the Middle East 
to discuss the negative impact of religion 
and politics in the area. For this, he was put 
in prison for ten years and has a sentence 
that includes his being publicly f logged 
every week for a twenty week period. This 
is unacceptable and I have provided details 
on how you can make your opinion known 
on this situation.

In line with the bravery of Raif, there is 
a facebook page set up at www.facebook.
com/eleshhar?fref=nf where people from 
all over the Middle East can announce the 
fact that they are atheists. It’s an inspiring 
page. Most of it is written in Arabic but 
you have the link in FB under each post to 
translate into English. Go and have a look. 
These people are so brave. So far 392 of 
them have posted.

It also seems that the Charlie Hebdo 
massacre has brought the true intent of some 
other religious nutters to the fore. Ibrahim 
Abu Mohammed, Grand Mufti of Australia 
condemned the killings but (and there 
is always a but) said that Charlie Hebdo 
should not have been ridiculing religion. 
Various fundamentalist Christian preachers 
in the US said similar. One US fundie 
said it was “god’s punishment for mocking 
Christianity”. The Pope condemned the 
killings but also said there are limits to free 
speech and that you should not be allowed 
to mock religion and somehow managed 
to link it to him punching a cardinal in 
the nose if he ever said anything about the 
Pope’s mother, because of course that’s a 
great analogy to 12 people slaughtered 
for satirising fairy tales. Tusher Mehta, 
Solicitor General in India has called for 
laws that will disallow the mocking of 
religion.  To all of these people I say (close 
your eyes if easily offended by swear words) 
fuck you and the god you rode in on!

I am hopeful the Je Suis Charlie movement 
continues to grow and that all religions 
accept that it is acceptable behaviour to 
question, mock and hold belief systems up 
to the light. No idea is sacrosanct and above 
this process. For now, I am also hopeful 
that we have some peace and relief from the 
threat of terrorism. 

Until next issue, take care.

Tracy

Contents: 
From the Editor’s Desk  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1

President’s Message. . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Flogging Human Rights . . . . . . . . . 3

Cherry Picking Chaplains . . . . . . . . 6

Benedictus or Bust . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Freedom of Thought Report . . . . 14

Comforting Thoughts . . . . . . . . . . 16

Je Suis Charlie . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

Meddling or Melding. . . . . . . . . . . 20

Organised Religion. . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

One God Too Many. . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Social Media . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

Media Releases . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

Annual General Meeting . . . . . . . 30

Membership Form . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

The Australian Atheist Atheist Foundation of Australia   •   January - March 2015 1



When I ref lect on 2014, there was a 
lot of work from the AFA. We lobbied 
government and led a number of 
initiatives to drive the atheist and 
secularist agenda in Australia. This 
needs to continue. We still have the 
NSCP sullying our state education 
institutions. We still have religious 
instruction being forced into the public 
education system. We still have religious 
groups inf luencing public policy. All 
of these issues continue to drive the 
Management Committee into 2015.

We started 2015 with horror and attacks 
on free thought and free speech. The 
terrorist attacks on the Charlie Hebdo 
offices defied belief. That an intangible 
belief in an unprovable imaginary being 
could cause human beings to murder 
is a concept that I will never be able 
to understand. A positive repercussion 
is that the ‘Je Suis Charlie” or “I am 
Charlie” movement has reverberated 
around the world. 

Other horrors arising late 2014 and 
early 2015 include the breach of human 
rights for Raif Badawi, Boko Haram 
slaughtering 2,000 odd people in the 
name of Islam and the genocide by 
Christian militia groups in Central 
Africa. The AFA strongly condemns 
any and all violence by these delusional 
religious groups. 

Closer to home we have elections in 
Queensland and NSW in early 2015. 
Election periods are great times to 
contact your local MP and find out 
where they stand on religion, secularism 
and the removal of religious belief from 
public policy, funding and support. 
Over the past ten years we have seen an 
increased encroachment of superstitious 
belief systems into the public domain. It 
needs to stop. It’s not acceptable to have 
important societal decisions made based 
upon a view and understanding of the 
world developed by first century semi-
literate people.

The AFA has its Annual General 
Meeting (AGM) on Friday 20 March 
in Melbourne. I encourage members to 
attend the AGM if you are in Melbourne. 
I also encourage members to nominate 
to be on the Management Committee. 
We are always after driven, enthusiastic 
members to help drive the AFA agenda.

While we are in Melbourne, all of 
the current Management Committee 
will be attending the Unholy Trinity 
Downunder tour on Saturday 21 March. 
For Sydney folk, the show is on Friday 
13 March and for Brisbane folk, the 
show is on Wednesday 18 March. Seth 
Andrews, Aron Ra and Matt Dillahunty 
are guaranteed to put on a great show, 
well worth the money. Tickets for all 

three cities are available from the 
Atheist Foundation of Australia website. 
Don’t miss out.

In April, we have another show 
sponsored by the AFA touring the 
country, Robin Ince and Happiness 
Through Science. Robin Ince is an 
English comedian, actor and writer. 
He is best known for presenting the 
BBC radio show The Infinite Monkey 
Cage with physicist Brian Cox. You 
can download the podcasts at http://
www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/series/timc. 
Definitely a show worth going to see.

So as we move forward into 2015 we have 
a variety of issues on the agenda for the 
AFA. No doubt more will be added as 
the year progresses. We take wins where 
we can and allow no instance of public 
policy in Australia that is based upon 
theist ideology and ancient fairy tales. 
We also stand with international atheists 
and freethinkers in their demand for 
free speech, human rights and an end to 
the tyranny of religion.

Michael Boyd 
President

President’s Message

Hello AFA Members,
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Flogging Human Rights
by Tracy Burgess

At the AFA we spend a lot of time lobbying 
governments in various jurisdictions 
in Australia to keep fairy tales out of 
public policy. A lot of work has gone 
into submissions etc in relation to the 
National School Chaplaincy Program, 
Religious Instruction in Public Schools, 
tax subsidies and funding from the public 
purse for religious quackery.  All of those 
activities are important work. However, 
we also know we have an international 
role to play and we support the Atheist 
Alliance International and various atheist 
and freethinker groups in other countries.

One such international group that Julian 
Jordan and I have been liaising with 
over the past twelve months is a group of 
atheists from the Middle East. You may 
recall a notification I put in a previous 
issue of this magazine for any AFA 
members interested in donating for them 
to set up a webpage. AFA members came 
to the party and sufficient funding was 
obtained for development and hosting. 
They are very appreciative of the help 
provided. 

In my latest skype call with one of the 
guys he has asked that we get the word 
out on the violation of human rights of the 
Saudi government and the story of Raif 
Badawi. This is indeed an awful state of 
affairs that beggars belief in 2015. 

Who is Raif Badawi?

Raif is a 31 year old writer from Saudi 
Arabia. He is married with three 
children. He created a website named 
‘Free Saudi Liberals’. The web site 
was set up with various articles and a 
forum to discuss the role of religion in 
Saudi Arabia. Raif wanted to establish 
a community of freethinkers in Saudi 
Arabia who could discuss various issues. 
For those of us in Western nations, it’s 
difficult to understand how this could be 
problematic.

The following six comments from Raif 
were identified by the Saudi justice system 

as being seditious:
1. The month is coming (Ramadan) 

and the hypocrisy and disturbance 
are coming along. I wish I was not in 
Saudi Arabia during that time, but I 
am forced to stay, not by choice.

2. The atheist has the right to speak 
his mind and to declare his atheism 
in public and no one has the right to 
hold him accountable for it.

3. The liberal network is a liberal forum 
that aims to adopt the enlightening 
intellect that is free of the religious 

authority.
4. Preventing a woman from fulfilling 

her rights and sounding her voice is 
a shock to intellectuals and definitely 
considered a backlash with  ongoing 
effects on the reformist project led by 
King Abdullah and it rather leads 
to a retardation project that will 
be strongly rooted in the social life 
for a term of several centuries. And 
that manifests the Islamic control 
on every aspect of life. Silencing and 
disregarding these preventions will 
result in abstracting the freedom 
of speech from everyone, not only 
females. Therefore, we have to 
demand the fulfilment of women’s 
rights in all aspects of life and women 

should object to this irreverence.
5. The Salafists* see themselves to be 

the only ones who hold the truth 
and the government has helped and 
protected them.

6. In the west, they have better laws 
even than Saudi Arabia.

Editor Note: Salafists are Muslims who follow 
literal and traditional interpretations of the 
Islamic texts. It is based upon a hadith which 
quotes Muhammad saying “The people of my 
own generation are the best, then those who come 
after them, and then those of the next generation”. 
It is a movement within Islam to follow the 
example of those first three generations. It’s an 
extreme orthodox view that the world must be 
viewed with all the knowledge and opinions of 
those from the mid 8th Century in the Middle 
East.

Arrested

Raif was originally detained on apostasy 
charges in 2008. However, after a day 
of questioning, he was released. He was 
banned from leaving the country and his 
bank accounts were frozen in 2009.

He was arrested again in June 2012 
on charges of insulting Islam through 
electronic channels. In the most recent 
judgement from the court in Jeddah, his 
offences were described as: 

‘publications by this liberal network that contain 
blasphemy and atheism, along with the mocking 
of the divine being, Allah, his prophet (peace be 
upon him), the angels, and the Islamic religion, 
its doctrines and followers. Also mocking and 
insulting the scholars of this blessed country, 
criticising the religious leaders, people of 
righteousness, which will eventually lead to 
sedition and problems among fellow Muslims 
and destabilising the security.’

It’s important to note that the issue, for the 
most part, was about what other people had 
said on the Free Saudi Liberals site and not 
Raif himself (other than the six comments 
mentioned above). The culpability of Raif 
was defined by the court as:
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‘Forasmuch as to the control of the convict on 
the publications of this website, and due to him 
letting these blasphemies and insults, toward the 
religion of Allah and his righteous people, to be 
published on it, moreover, he is also one of the 
participants in the forum. And because the forum 
tells what it was made for since the name tells 
the content and because ‘liberalism’ is a call 
for absolute freedom in opinion, expression and 
criticism, which means whoever insulted Allah 
(may he be exalted) or his prophet (peace be upon 
him) or the Islamic religion, he is free to do so and 
should be respected!’

Freedom in opinion, expression and 
criticism are apparently not acceptable in 
Saudi Arabia. 

Trials

In December 2012, the local court judge 
in Jeddah referred the matter to a higher 
court for a charge of apostasy. The higher 
court refused to hear the matter and 
referred it back to the lower court. In July 
2013, Raif was sentenced to seven years 
in prison and 600 lashes. In May 2014, 
Raif was re-sentenced and the judgement 
of the court was:

1. Imprisonment of 5 years and a 
fine of 1 million riyal (approx. 
AUD$325,000) as punishment  for 
him establishing the network. Also 
closure of the Free Saudi Liberals 
Network and destruction of his laptop 
and contents

2. Imprisonment of [another] 5 years 
and 1,000 lashes divided 20 times, 
[50 each] between them, not less 
than a week, to be carried out in front 
of people after the Friday prayers in 
Al Jafali mosque in Jeddah district 
as a punishment for the statements 
he confessed and for the strong 
accusation proven against him, being 
a writer of blasphemous phrases on 
his page on Facebook.

3. For his ingratitude towards his father, 
the two periods of imprisonment 
should not interfere.

4. He is prevented from having any 
interaction with all kinds of media 
devices for a period of ten years after 
finishing serving his prison sentence, 
and he is prevented from travelling 
outside the borders of Saudi Arabia 
for ten years after finishing his prison 
sentence.

Raif’s lawyer, Waleed Abulkhair was also 
charged and placed in prison for “setting 
up an unlicensed organisation” and for 
“breaking allegiance with the ruler” 
when he tried to set up a Saudi human 
rights organisation.

Public Flogging

On 9 January 2015, Raif received the 
first 50 lashes of his sentence. This was 
done in front of hundrds of spectators 
at the Jeddah mosque specified in the 
judgement. The lashings will continue 
at the rate of 50 per week after Friday 

prayers, every week for 20 weeks.

Amnesty International quoted an 
eyewitness to the f logging as saying “He 
was silent, but you could tell from his face 
and his body that he was in real pain. 
The officer beat Raif on his back and 
legs, counting lashes until they reached 
50. Raif raised his head towards the sky, 
closing his eyes and arching his back”.

Human Rights

It’s important to note that Saudi Arabia is 
a member of the Human Rights Council 
for the United Nations. It is possibly stating 
the obvious to point out the dichotomy of 
that role with their actions in the matter 
of Raif Badawi.

Just for clarity purposes (because I’m 
not entirely convinced that the Saudi 
government has read and understood 
the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights) the following key articles from the 
Declaration apply here:

Article 5 – No one shall be subjected to 
torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment

Article 13 – (2)  Everyone has the right to 
leave any country, including his own, and 
to return to his country.

Article 18 – Everyone has the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion; this right includes freedom to 
change his religion or belief, and freedom, 
either alone or in community with others 
and in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practice, 
worship and observance.

Article 19 – Everyone has the right to 
freedom of opinion and expression; this 
right includes freedom to hold opinions 
without interference and to seek, receive 
and impart information and ideas through 
any media and regardless of frontiers.

Under the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, public f logging would be a 
cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment 
and therefore a breach of Article 5. The 
aspect of the judgement that prevents 
Raif from travelling outside the borders 
of Saudi Arabia for ten years after he gets 
out of prison would be a breach of Article 
13(2). Finally, the fact he is an atheist and 
expressed opinions, had thoughts, spoke 
from his conscience in community with 
others is a fundamental right for Raif 
under the UN Declaration.

Hypocrisy

On 7 January 2015, Islamic terrorists 
stormed the offices of satirical magazine 
Charlie Hebdo in Paris, France. Twelve 
people were murdered sparking global 
outrage. The Saudi Government released 
an official statement condemning 
the terrorists, stating the attack was 
“incompatible with Islam”.

Two days later, Raif Badawi was 
publicly f logged for establishing a virtual 
community of freethinkers. One can only 
presume that freedom of thought and 
expression is “compatible with Islam” 
according to the Saudi Government.

Two days later, the Saudi Government 
sent a representative to participate with 
other world leaders in the Paris Peace 
march in response to the Charlie Hebdo 
massacre. One can only presume that 
hypocrisy is also “compatible with Islam” 
according to the Saudi Government.
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The hypocrisy of the Saudi Government 
is best portrayed with a cartoon (shown 
below). The cartoon is split down the 
middle with a red line. To the left is the 
word “Outside” and in f lowery writing 
“We condemn and denounce the terrorist 
attack on the freedom of opinion.” . To 
the right it is says “Inside”, and we see a 
depiction of the public f logging of Raif 
Badawi with the Arabic word “Opinion” 
written on his back. I think that just about 
sums it up really.

What Can We Do?

There are various things you can do and 
people to contact to express your outrage 
at this situation.

You can contact the Embassy for the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in Australia 
and tell them exactly what you think 
of their hypocrisy and their inhuman 
treatment of Raif Badawi. Their contact 
details are:

38 GuilFoyle Street
Yarralumla ACT 2600
auemb@mofa.gov.sa

You can contact the Australian Embassy 
in Saudi Arabia and tell them, as an 
Australian citizen why you don’t want the 

embassy dealing with Saudi Arabia while 
human rights abuses against atheists and 
freethinkers like Raif Badawi are allowed 
to occur. Their contact details are:

PO Box 94400
Riyadh
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

You can contact the Australian 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
and tell them, as an Australian citizen 
you want the Australian Government to 
suspend diplomatic relations with Saudi 
Arabia until they stop human rights 
abuses against atheists and free thinkers 
like Raif Badawi. Their contact details 
are:

R.G. Casey Building
John McEwen Crescent
Barton ACT 0221 Australia

You can contact the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Julie Bishop and tell her, as an 
Australian citizen you want displomatic 
relations with Saudi Arabia suspended 
until they stop human rights abuses 
against atheists and freethinkers like Raif 
Badawi. Her contact details are:

Parliamentary Office
PO Box 6022
House of Representatives
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600

Electorate Office
PO Box 2010
Subiaco, WA, 6904

Julie.Bishop.MP@aph.gov.au

You can contact the United Nations 
Human Rights Council and ask them 
why they allow Saudi Arabia to continue 
to be on the UNHRC while the Saudi 
Government continues to commit 
human rights abuses against atheists 
and freethinkers like Raif Badawi. The 
contact details for the UNHRC are:

Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) 
Palais des Nations 
CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland
InfoDesk@ohchr.org

You can contact Amnesty International 
to volunteer or provide support. You can 
find out more at their website
www.amnesty.org.au
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Cherry Picking Chaplains
by Mike Meyerson

What ministers of religion don’t tell us 
about the scriptures is more illuminating 
than what they do tell us. Consider 
these extracts, from the teachings of a 
chaplain, published in the Newsletters of 
an Australian faith based school.

The Chaplain tells us that God cares for 
the lost and that is why Jesus came into 
this world. He quotes Luke, ‘The Son of 
man came to seek and to save what was lost.’ 
(Luke 19:10). The chaplain says,  “Our 
Saviour reassures those who feel lost, 
lonely and invisible that even if the rest of 
the world forgets them, there is One who 
still remembers, who still cares, who still 
reaches out in love and searches for us”. 
(Chaplain’s Connection, Oct 2007).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Jesus also 
said: “You will look for me, but you will not 
find me; and where I am, you cannot come”. 
John 7:34. These are hardly the words 
expected from someone who has come to 
care for the lost and lonely.

The Chaplain teaches that the acquisition 
of wealth prevents one from serving God. 
He states that the sales of luxury cars have 
doubled since 1993 and that Australian 
houses have increased in size.  He thinks 
that this indicates that we have invested 
in things that have not actually delivered 
lasting or meaningful satisfaction. He 
quotes Matt. 6:24-33. “Jesus said:  “No one 
can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one 
and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and 
despise the other. You cannot serve both God and 
Money. Therefore I tell you, do not worry about 
your life, what you will eat or drink; or about 
your body, what you will wear. Is not life more 
important than food, and the body more important 
than clothes? …Your heavenly Father knows 
that you need (these things). But seek first his 
righteousness, and all these things will be given to 
you as well” (Chaplain’s Connection, Issue 
4, Term 2, 2010).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that this view is 
not shared by the Church. In one year 
alone, the Sydney diocese of the Anglican 
Church managed to squander $160 
million. ( Jesus saves, but Anglicans regret 
not having that luxury, Linda Morris, 
SMH 20/10/09). The Catholic Church 
has accumulated untold wealth.

WE ARE NOT TOLD that elsewhere 
Jesus encourages us to acquire money. 
And I say unto you, Make to yourselves friends 
of the mammon of unrighteousness (money); that 
when ye fail, they may receive you into everlasting 
habitations. (Luke 16:9  KJV). 

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the most 
faithful are often the poorest from third 
world countries and their righteous faith 
has not been rewarded by hand outs of 
food and clothing from God.

In the same newsletter, the chaplain 
advises us to invest our time, energy and 
hope, not in the material kingdom of 
this world, but in the kingdom of God. 
He describes Isaiah as having foreseen 
this kingdom to be a place where swords 
would be beaten into plough shares, 
justice would prevail, the blind would see, 
the deaf hear, and the lame leap for joy 
(Isaiah 35:5-6).  The chaplain claims that, 
eight hundred years later, Jesus fulfilled 
this prediction by coming to earth and 
healing the blind and the deaf and the 
lame, and announcing that the kingdom 
of God had arrived. (Matt 12:28).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that in the 
scriptures we are also instructed to beat 
our ploughshares into swords. ( Joel 3:10 
KJV). 

WE ARE NOT TOLD  that Jesus 
stipulated that he had not come to bring 
peace but a sword.  Matt. 10:34. Nor 
are we told that Jesus encouraged his 
followers to obtain swords saying, “..if he 
has no sword let him sell his cloak to buy one”.

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Isaiah’s 
prophecy has not been fulfilled. The 
world is hardly a place of peace and 
justice. There are still blind, deaf and 
lame people.

The Chaplain quotes John, ‘God so loved the 
world that he gave his only son so that whoever 
believes on him will have eternal life’. ( John 
3:16).  The chaplain describes this as “a 
marvellous promise and such a simple 
requirement on our behalf. Jesus did the 
work we just need to respond.”  

WE ARE NOT TOLD that things are 
not so simple! In Matt 16:27,  Jesus makes 
clear that belief in him alone is insufficient 
to gain entry into heaven. Jesus  stressed 
that in order to qualify for eternal life we 
will be judged according to our deeds.  
For the Son of man shall come in the glory of his 
Father with his angels; and then he shall reward 
every man according to his works

The chaplain describes Jesus saying to one 
of the criminals who were crucified with 
him: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with 
me in paradise”. (Luke 23:39-43). (Chaplain’s 
Connection, Issue 1, Term 2, May  2008)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Jesus 
could not have been with the criminal 
that day in paradise because Jesus was 
to spend the that night in the tomb.

The chaplain explains that the angel 
announced to Mary that she would bear 
a child who “will be great and will be called 
the Son of the Most High, The Lord God will 
give him the throne of his father David, and 
he will rule over the house of Jacob forever; his 
kingdom will never end.” (Luke 1:32:34). 
(Chaplain’s Connection , Nov 2008)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that if Joseph is 
Jesus’ father then he is not born of a virgin 
and therefore cannot be the Son of God.  
If God is Jesus’ father then he is not in the 
line of David and cannot be the messiah.
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The chaplain relates how Jesus announced 
he was bringing in the Kingdom of God. 
Jesus gathered a small band of fisherman 
around him and spoke these words: “the 
kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which 
a man took and planted in his field. Though it is 
the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, 
it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a 
tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch 
in its branches.” (Matt 13:31-32) (Chaplain’s 
Connection, Issue 3, term 2, 2009).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the mustard 
seed is not the smallest of seeds, it does not 
grow into the largest of garden plants and 
it never becomes a tree.

Is it likely that Jesus announces that he 
is bringing in the Kingdom of God by 
comparing heaven with a mustard seed 
using an analogy of a single sentence 
containing three errors? Is it likely 
that such an important announcement 
would only be made to a small group of 
fishermen? 

The chaplain claims that Jesus was 
known as ‘Immanuel’ meaning “God 
is with us”.  The chaplain is trying to 
explain the prophecy in Isaiah 7:14 which 
predicts that the messiah will be called 
“Immanuel”. (Chaplain’s Connection , 
Nov 2007).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Jesus has 
never been referred to as “Immanuel”. 
According to Luke 1:31, ‘Then the angel 
said to her “Do not be afraid’, Mary, for God 
has been gracious to you”; you will conceive and 
give birth to a son, and you are to give him the 
name Jesus”. Jesus was clearly supposed 
to be called “Jesus” which is what he was 
called.  As C Dennis McKinsey points out 
‘except for the reference to the prophecy 
itself in Matt 1:23, (A virgin will conceive 
and bear a son, and he shall be called 
‘Immanuel’), Jesus was never referred to 
as Immanuel, and has never been known 
as Immanuel except by those who do so in 
an attempt to fulfil the prophecy. 

Jesus could not be the Immanuel discussed 
by Isaiah since Immanuel means “God is 
with us,” whereas Joshua or Jesus means 
“Yahweh is salvation”’. Furthermore 
in Isa. 7:16 it says “…before that child has 
learnt to reject what is bad and choose what is 
good….” Would Jesus have to learn how to 
distinguish good from bad?  No amount 

of tortured “logic” can make the reference 
to the child called “Immanuel” in Isaiah 
also apply to Jesus. 

The Chaplain writes that our greatest 
investment ought to be in the life to come 
rather than in this life.  He quotes Luke 
12:33 “Provide purses for yourselves that will 
not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not 
be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no 
moth destroys”. (Chaplain’s Connection, 
Nov 2007).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that heaven is a 
place of war. Since the time of John the 
Baptist the kingdom of Heaven has been 
subjected to violence and violent men are 
taking it by force. Matt 11:12

Then war broke out in heaven; Michael and his 
angels fought against the dragon. The dragon 
with his angels fought back. Revs 12:7

WE ARE NOT TOLD that only 144,000 
souls are to be accepted into heaven. This 
number is made up of all those living, 
those who have died, and those yet to be 
born. “I heard how many had been marked with 
the seal-a hundred and forty-four thousand from 
all the tribes of Israel” Revs 7:4. 

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the 144000 
successful residents all belong to the tribes 
of Israel. They are therefore all Jewish. 

WE ARE NOT TOLD that heaven itself 
may no longer exist! “Heaven and earth will 
pass away, but my words will never pass away” 
Matt 24:35. 

The chaplain teaches that Jesus lived a 
homeless existence. He quotes Luke 9:58: 
“Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, 
but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head”. 
The chaplain asks us why God would 
come to earth as a homeless wanderer?  
(Chaplain’s Connection,  November 
2009).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that elsewhere 
Jesus is described as having a house. “when 
Jesus was having a meal in his house….” (Mark 
2:15).  How could Jesus have a meal in his 
own house if he was a homeless wanderer? 

The chaplain states that Jesus became 
truly one of us; exiled from heaven, 
wandering homeless in this world but 
eventually to return to heaven by way 

of the cross and open up the way for us 
to join him there. “In my Father’s house are 
many rooms…I am going to prepare a place for 
you…I will come back and take you to be with 
me that you also may be where I am.” ( John 
14:2-3) 

The chaplain claims that the homeless 
baby of Christmas now offers us a room 
in heaven. 

WE ARE NOT TOLD that elsewhere 
Jesus was less reassuring. In John 7:34 
Jesus says, “You will look for me, but you will 
not find me; and where I am, you cannot come.” 
And in Luke 13:24-27 Jesus stressed how 
few would be saved. “Make every effort to 
enter through the narrow door; for I tell you that 
many will try to enter but will not succeed. When 
once the master of the house has got up and locked 
the door, you may stand outside and knock, and 
say, ‘Sir, let us in!’ but he will only answer…I 
do not know where you come from…Out of my 
sight all of you”.

In describing the values of friendship 
the chaplain quotes Jesus talking to his 
disciples shortly before his crucifixion. 
“You are my friends if you do what I command. 
I no longer call you servants, because a servant 
does not know his master’s business. Instead I 
have called you friends, for everything that I have 
learned from my father I have made known to 
you.” ( John 15:14-15)  (Issue 2, Term 2, 
2011).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that a friendship 
which depends on the one friend obeying 
the commands of the other is not a healthy 
friendship and is unconventional at best.

WE ARE NOT TOLD that those who 
consider themselves friends of Jesus 
disobey Jesus’ commands. Here are just 
two such instances.

“Truly I tell you: so long as heaven and earth 
endure, not a letter not a dot, will disappear from 
the law until all that must happen has happened. 
Anyone therefore that sets aside even the least of 
the law’s demands, and teaches others to do the 
same, will have the lowest place in the kingdom 
of heaven, whereas anyone who keeps the law, 
and teaches others to do so, will rank high in the 
kingdom of Heaven.” (Matt 5:18-19). Jesus 
is commanding his followers to keep the 
Jewish law in every detail. The friends of 
Jesus, however, ignore this command.
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Jesus was adamant that prayers should 
be done in private, preferably in a closet. 
He said, “And when thou prayest, thou shalt 
not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray 
standing in the synagogues…that they me be seen 
of men…….  But thou when thou prayest enter 
into the closet, and when thou hast shut the door, 
pray to thy Father which is in secret…” (Matt. 
6:5,6  KJV).

The friends of Jesus disobey this command 
at every school prayer session! 

The chaplain describes how David went to 
fight Goliath armed with only a slingshot 
and five small pebbles. 

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the scriptures 
also say that David killed Goliath with 
a sword. David ran, and stood up on the 
Philistine, and took his sword, and drew it out of 
the sheath thereof and slew him, and cut off his 
head. (1 Sam. 17:50 KJV).  

The chaplain describes the musical “Jesus 
Christ Superstar” as being completely 
at odds with the way the Bible speaks of 
Jesus. The chaplain maintains that the 
Bible claimed from the beginning that he 
( Jesus) was the son of God; and he [ Jesus] 
saw his death not as an unfortunate 
outcome of historical circumstances, but 
as the culmination of the plan of God. 
(Chaplain’s Connection, 8 May 2010).

WE ARE NOT TOLD why, if Jesus 
saw his death as part of God’s plan, did 
he appeal to God from the cross asking 
why God had forsaken him?  My God, My 
God, why have you forsaken me? (Matt 27:46)  
These are not the words of someone 
willingly going to his death in order to 
fulfil God’s plan? 

The chaplain quotes Jesus as saying “…
the Son of Man must suffer many things and be 
rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of 
the law, and that he must be killed and after three 
days rise again. (Chaplain’s Connection, 
Issue 5, term 2, 2010)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Jesus died 
on the Friday and rose sometime during 
Saturday night or Sunday morning. He 
was therefore in the tomb for one and a 
half days and one night or at the most two 
nights. 

The chaplain emphasises the forgiving 
nature of God by comparing him to the 
spider re-spinning his web on a daily 
basis. “Each day God patiently and faithfully 
re-spins his web of grace. God patiently forgives 
our breaking of the webs and re-makes the webs”. 
The chaplain claims that there will never 
be a time that God gives up on us and 
goes away.

Amongst the quotes the chaplain supplies 
to support his argument is 

And the God of all grace, who called you to his 
eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered 
a while, will himself restore you and make 
you strong, firm and steadfast” (Peter 5:10).  
(Chaplain’s Connection, Issue 6, term 1, 
2011).

In similar vein in another Newsletter 
the chaplain quotes the Lord’s prayer 
“…Forgive us our sins as we forgive those 
who sin against us.” He claims that God’s 
forgiveness for us, and our forgiveness for 
others are inextricably linked.

WE ARE NOT TOLD that there is much 
scriptural evidence that demonstrates 
God to be unforgiving and unjust. I will 
provide but three examples. 

1. We are all deemed to be sinners just 
because Adam ate an apple. God has 
demonstrated that he is neither just 
nor forgiving.

2. God punishes us for sins that we have 
not committed. In Ex 20:5 God says 
“I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, 
punishing the children for the sins of the 
parents to the third and fourth generation”. 
Who knows what sins we are to be 
punished for on behalf of our parents, 
grandparents or great grandparents? 

3. If, as the chaplain previously claimed, 
the only way to enter heaven is to 
believe in Jesus, then there will be 
many good people barred from 
heaven simply because they have 
never heard of Jesus or they belong 
to faiths other than Christianity. 
Is this indicative of a forgiving or 
understanding God?

The chaplain describes the psalmist 
saying to God “for those who fear you, you 
have raised a banner”. (Psalm 60:4). He says 
this means God has set up his f lagpole, 
and is calling people to rally round.

He claims that the f lagpole is roughly 
carved out of wood and is very functional 
as an instrument of torture and death. 
Furthermore this banner, the cross of 
Calvary, will be the only banner that God 
chooses to f ly until the end of time. God 
invites all of us as sinners to rally around 
his banner to find forgiveness and hope. 
(Chaplain’s Connection, July 2007)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the psalms 
were written hundreds of years before 
Jesus. The psalmist made no mention of 
Jesus and his crucifixion.  It is hard to see 
the connection between the words of the 
psalmist and the chaplain’s interpretation. 
It is even harder to picture God f lying a 
banner on earth!

The chaplain describes the importance 
of  “finishing”  with respect to Jesus. The 
chaplain maintains that it’s not about 
starting, it’s about finishing. He describes 
how Jesus while hanging on the cross 
having suffered the jealousy of kings, the 
hatred of those he had come to save, the 
temptations of Satan, and the desertion, 
denial, and betrayal of his closest friends 
nevertheless  remained committed to 
finishing the job. He describes how while 
dying, Jesus said in victory, “It is finished”. 
( John 19:30).  (Chaplain’s Connection, 
Issue 5, Term 3, 2008)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that in Matt. 
27:46 Jesus does not give the impression 
of someone voluntarily going to the cross. 
Jesus appeals directly to God saying “My 
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Jesus 
clearly considered himself to have been 
abandoned by God. Jesus also prayed to 
God that his prescribed fate be reversed. 
In Matt. 26:39  “he [Jesus]…threw himself 
down, and prayed, ‘My father, if it is possible, 
let this cup pass me by’”. As McKinsey 
(p36) concludes Jesus’ last words were not 
those of a person who is willing to die for 
anyone. Neither were they the words of 
one dying in victory. 

The chaplain tells us that Christ taught 
that “It is more blessed to give than to receive”. 
(Acts 20:35).  (Chaplain’s Connection , 
Issue 7, term4, 2010).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that, while Paul 
claimed that Jesus said these words, there 
is no record in the gospels of Jesus ever 
making such a statement.
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The chaplain discusses family values.  
He selects these words from, Ephesians, 
“charity begins at home. We must love our 
family…Children must honour their parents...
and husbands and wives ought to love one 
another as Christ loved the Church. (Ephesians 
5:21-32, Colossians 3:17-19)  (Chaplain’s 
Connection, Issue 5, term 4, 2010)

WE ARE NOT TOLD that Jesus was 
lacking in family values. Jesus said,
“For I am come to set a man at variance against 
his father, and the daughter against her mother, 
and the daughter in law against her mother in 
law”. (Matt 10:35 KJV).             
                                             
WE ARE NOT TOLD that wives are 
instructed to be subordinate to their 
husbands. In Ephesians 5:22 it says “Wives 
be subject to your husbands as though to the Lord; 
for the man is the head of the woman…and in 
Ephesians 5:24 the same sentiment is 
repeated, women must be subject to their 
husbands in everything. 
                                                                                             
The chaplain describes the slave trade 
and how John Newton, formerly a 
captain and owner of a slave ship, and 
William Wilberforce, both Christians, 
campaigned to end this trade. The 
chaplain  not only makes no mention of 
the Church’s involvement in the slave 

trade, but his teaching is likely to leave 
the impression that it was the Church that 
campaigned to end this heartless industry.  
(Chaplain’s  Connection, July 2007).  

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the Church 
strenuously opposed the abolition of this 
cruel trade in human suffering and that 
the Anglican Church owned its own slave 
trading station in the Bahamas.

WE ARE NOT TOLD that the slave 
trade, best described by Mark Twain, 
was the invention of Christians and  
remained a bloody and awful monopoly 
in the hands of Christians for a quarter 
of a millennium.  Twain described the 
enslaving of friendless men and women, 
the destruction of  homes, the separation 
of families, and the breaking  of a myriad 
of human hearts, so that Christian nations 
might be prosperous and comfortable, 
Christian Churches be built, and the 
gospel of the meek and merciful Redeemer 
be spread abroad in the earth. Twain 
described how the scriptures validated the 
Church in its slave trading enterprise, and 
that the Church so convinced it was doing 
God’s work during all the centuries of the 
slave trade said not a word against human 
slavery. (Mark Twain-The Portable 
Atheist, Bible Teaching and Religious 

Practice).

WE ARE NOT TOLD that because 
good Christians campaigned to end the 
slave trade and the involvement of the 
church in this practice, it is these good 
men, and not the Church who should get 
the credit for the abolition of the slave 
trade.  Likewise because good Christians 
campaigned to end the involvement of the 
Church in the sexual abuse of children 
it is not the Church who should get the 
credit for their work.

SUMMARY
We must conclude that those with a 
vested interest in religion are unlikely to 
teach religion in an honest manner. We 
must also conclude that there must be 
something seriously wrong for teaching 
of this nature to f lourish in a place of 
education where the central task is to 
teach students to think. 

The Roman scholar, Marcus Terentius 
Varro (116-27 BC), said many centuries 
ago “it is necessary for men to be deceived 
in religion”. That we are deceived in 
religion there is no doubt. The question 
is, “why is this deception necessary?” 
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Benedictus or Bust
by Bob Irwin

Bob is a regular contributor to the magazine. He is a writer who also loves cartoons. We all love the cartoons 
and articles he provides for inclusion in The Australian Atheist.

Pope Francis recently inaugurated a bronze 
bust in honour of Emeritus Pope Benedict. 
Not only was Francis attempting to bolster 
the reputation of his predecessor, he was also 
pursuing the Vatican’s ongoing attempts to 
meld science within scripture. And, through 
both avenues to enhance the standing of his 
religious institution. 

Without a concerted effort by the Vatican to 
appear scientifically relevant, the Catholic 
Church risks expiration. At a low point in 
the Church’s history the Catholic hierarchy 
knows that immediate and ongoing action 
must be taken. Force-fitting Benedict into a 
scientific disposition is the latest example in 
the Vatican’s quest.

Unveiling masks reality 
“His love for truth … is open to the sciences,” 
said Pope Francis in addressing a gathering 
at the Pontifical Academy of Sciences on 
27 October 2014, when the bronze bust of 
“Benedictus XVI” was unveiled. Francis 
spoke highly of the former pope despite the 
f laws Benedict displayed during his eight-
year reign and his low scientific credentials. 

Below we’ll look at some odd excursions 
of Benedict into science … but first, 
some things Francis said. (The points of 
clarification and query are mine.)

Francis opened: “As the veil of the bust 
fell, which the Academicians wished to 
have in the headquarters of the Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences, in sign of recognition 
and gratitude, a joyful emotion arose in my 
mind. This bust of Benedict XVI recalls 
to everyone’s eyes the face of our beloved 
Pope Ratzinger. It also recalls his spirit: 
that of his teachings, of his examples, of 
his works, of his devotion to the Church, 
to his present monastic life. This spirit, far 
from crumbling with the passage of time, 
will appear from generation to generation, 
always greater and more powerful.” 

“Benedict XVI: a great Pope. Great for the 
strength and penetration of his intelligence; 
great for his important contribution to 
theology; great for his love in addressing 
the Church and human beings; great for 
his virtue and his religiosity. As you well 
know, his love for the truth is not limited to 
theology and philosophy, but is open to the 
sciences.”

“Benedict XVI invited, for the first time, 
a president of this Academy to take part 
in the Synod on the New Evangelisation, 
conscious of the importance of science in 
modern culture.” 
• We hardly need the head of a religious 

institution telling us that science is 
important. 

• With his Church in decline, 
especially in the West, Benedict saw 
evangelisation as an urgent matter, and 
placed it at the head of his Church’s 
agenda – it was Benedict’s obsession 
… Go therefore and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all that I have commanded 
you. (Matthew 28:19,20). The so-called 
New Evangelisation had nothing to do 
with science. 

“When we read in Genesis the account of 
Creation, we risk imagining that God was a 
magician. He created beings and left them 
to develop according to the internal laws
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that He gave each one … The beginning 
of the world was not the work of chaos, 
which owes its origin to another, but it 
derives directly from a Supreme Principle 
who creates out of love. The Big-Bang, 
that is placed today at the origin of the 
world, does not contradict the divine 
intervention but exacts it. The evolution 
in nature is not opposed to the notion of 
Creation because evolution presupposes 
the creation of beings that evolve.” 

• Francis may be hanging on to the 
opinion of early-18th-Century 
physicist Isaac Newton (a committed 
Christian) that the universe could 
not have arisen out of “chaos” but 
was created by God. However, 
Newton (sometimes called “the 
father of physics”) might have 
got this one wrong – his thinking 
defaulting to a God-based mindset. 
The best scientific advice today is 
that the universe was in an ordered 
state immediately after the Big 
Bang. Cosmological chaos emerged 
and increased while the universe 
expanded. 

• “Notion” (of Creation) means 
concept, belief or opinion. This is not 
science. 

• Is Francis saying that his God 
created the basic organisms which 
evolved over billions of years 
through more complex organisms 
and many branches of life and 
common ancestors into all animal 
life, including humans? – a biological 
position. Or that He created the 
first humans in God’s image? – the 
proverbial “God kind”: a biblical 
position. And if it’s the latter, what 
was the God-kind “being” before it 
evolved? And when was it “created” 
by God? Pope Francis or his 
representatives can’t keep making 
claims without backing them up. 

Nearing his concluding remarks: “When, 
on the sixth day of the Genesis account, 
we come to the creation of man, God gives 
the human being … a different autonomy 
from that of nature, which is freedom. 
And He tells man to give a name to all 
things. ... He renders him responsible for 
creation, also so that he will dominate 
Creation … man’s action participates in 
the power of God and is able to build a 
world adapted to his twofold corporeal 
and spiritual life; to build a human world 
for all human beings.” 

Francis seems to be saying he rejects 
a fundamentalist interpretation of the 
creation account in Genesis, instead 
going with a modified version to better 
suit the times, and with a “tolerable” 
level of compliance with scripture. It 
should be kept in mind that for the best 
part of two millennia literal belief in 
creationism was held firm by Christian 
religious authorities of all persuasions. It 
was a fundamental building block of the 
Christian religion. If it hadn’t been for 
long-term and uncompromising support 
of this and other fanciful stories the 
Christian establishment would be a very 
different entity than it is today. There 
might not even be a Christian religion. 

One thing the Vatican must do in its 
attempts to appear “scientific” is to disown 
Genesis, as and when it was written 
– well, up to a point of contemporary 
acceptability. Francis’ endorsement of 
Benedict is part of the strategy, which 
if it fails will advance the decline of his 
religious behemoth. 

Floundering in flawlessness
If his address in praise of Benedict is 
anything to go by, Francis dismisses the 
views of his infallible predecessors on 
Genesis creation. His and their lines of 
argument are muddled, unconvincing 
and inconsistent. Let’s look at them.

Pius IX ruled from 1846 for 32 years, 
a span of time which encompassed 
Darwin presenting his findings. It was 
no coincidence that Pius IX demanded 
greater obedience to scripture and his 
Church than ever before, culminating 
in his declaration of papal infallibility 
in 1870, which enabled him, and his 
successors, to dismiss anything in 
contravention of Catholic Church 
teachings. 

During the reign of Pius X from 1903 to 
1914, the Vatican would have nothing of 
modern ideas such as Darwinian evolution, 
insisting on a literal reading of the Bible. 
He issued a papal order denouncing any 
reform of Catholic teachings. His 1909 
Pontifical Biblical Commission decreed 
it “must not be taught that the first three 
chapters of Genesis were not literally and 
historically true.” 

In 1950 Pope Pius XII declared that Adam 
and Eve were real, individual people, and 
every human was descended from them. 

He added that the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis were truly historical. There was 
nothing allegorical about God’s creation 
for these three popes.

Pope John Paul II, in 1996, said Darwin’s 
explanation of evolution might be alright 
for the origins of body forms but that God 
alone is responsible for the origin of the 
human soul – the saving of souls being the 
self-designated primary function of his 
Church. John Paul sought advice from the 
Pontifical Academy of Sciences when he 
tried to reconcile the theory of evolution 
with biblical Creation. He must have 
been well-briefed because he asserted 
that evolution was only a hypothesis, its 
weakness being that it had not been fully 
proven. (As if the beliefs and doctrines of 
the Catholic faith are fully proven.) 

It seems difficult to reconcile the views of 
these four with Francis’ address. 

The Vatican will have you believe that 
in the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
there is no contradiction between faith 
and science. Here are three brief extracts 
on creation:

“The question about the origins of the world 
and of man has been the object of many scientific 
studies which have splendidly enriched our 
knowledge of the age and dimensions of the 
cosmos, the development of life-forms and the 
appearance of man. These discoveries invite us 
to even greater admiration for the greatness of the 
Creator, prompting us to give him thanks for all 
his works and for the understanding and wisdom 
he gives to scholars and researchers.”

“The existence of God the Creator can be known 
with certainty through his works, by the light of 
human reason, even if this knowledge is often 
obscured and disfigured by error. This is why 
faith comes to confirm and enlighten reason in 
the correct understanding of this truth: By faith 
we understand that the world was created by the 
word of God, so that what is seen was made out 
of things which do not appear.”

“The first three chapters of Genesis occupy 
a unique place. From a literary standpoint 
these texts may have had diverse sources. … 
The inspired authors have placed them at the 
beginning of Scripture to express in their solemn 
language the truths of creation - its origin and its 
end in God, its order and goodness, the vocation 
of man, and finally the drama of sin and the hope 
of salvation. Read in the light of Christ, within 
the unity of Sacred Scripture and in the living
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Tradition of the Church, these texts remain the 
principal source for catechesis on the mysteries 
of the ‘beginning’: creation, fall, and promise of 
salvation.” 

• There is no “certainty” of God’s 
“existence” through His works. 
God’s so-called works were written 
up by the early Christians, and they 
didn’t know what they were talking 
about or arguing for or against: 
wishful guesses and dubious notions 
perpetuated ever since. 

• “Faith”, by definition, means belief 
without evidence. Again, this is not 
science. 

The Catechism’s words are not scientific 
rationale but simply the invention of 
the Vatican at the time to suit its self-
designated role. 

While science is outside core business of the 
Church, putting a religious interpretation 
on it gives the Vatican what it thinks is 
a right to make it part of its business 
– as it had done in centuries past. It’s a 
messy and contradictory approach by the 
Vatican, which appears to be tripping up 
on its own efforts to appear scientifically 
relevant. Its attempts to make science 
part of its realm are a façade as they try to 
disguise the f laws in the foundations upon 
which the Church built and maintains 
itself, and the leaders’ places in it. 

Which came first? 
The Vatican has poured enormous 
amounts of time, money and other 
resources into its attempts to artificially 
meld science within its theology to help 
support its claim that God was around 
first to create the universe. 

For example, the Vatican holds conferences 
on “scientific” matters as part of its self-
promotion. In November 2008 one such 
gathering brought together selected 
scientists, philosophers and theologians 
of choice for the conference “Scientific 
Insights into the Evolution of the Universe 
and of Life”. Another was held in Rome 
in March 2009, to commemorate the 
150th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s 
On the Origin of Species. Its theme was 
“The compatibility of Darwin’s theory 
of evolution and Catholic teaching”. 
These titles could make the forums seem 
scientifically convincing, except that there 
was a theological underpinning and the 
Vatican’s real aim was about marketing 
Catholicism. 

Pope Benedict XVI kicked off proceedings 
for the “Scientific Insights” sessions by 
stating that the world was “intentionally 
created by ‘the First Being”.’ No proof 
was offered – an omission which would 
have seemed odd to most scientists, but 
probably not to those members of the 
audience who’d been hand-picked because 

the Vatican knew they already “shared” 
this view, or simply weren’t prepared or 
able to counter papal infallibility. 

Benedict added: “In order to develop 
and evolve, the world must first be, and 
thus have come from nothing into being.” 
He then added “It [the world] must be 
created, in other words, by the First Being 
who is such by essence.” 

As well “He is the cause of every being 
and all becoming … God was not only 
involved in the origins of the universe but 
continually sustains the development of 
life and the world.” Again, no proof was 
presented on this line of argument.  

Benedict even cited Galileo, saying he 
“Saw nature as a book whose author is 
God in the same way that scripture has 
God as its author.” The Church forced 
Galileo to recant his (correct) scientific 
findings and remain silent. It abused 
and humiliated Galileo when alive; 
and abuses him now in death by taking 
advantage of his elevated status … a 
status and recognition the Church saw to 
him not having when he was alive, nor for 
the following three-and-a-half centuries. 
Benedict offered no scientific or other 
proof that biblical scripture has “God as 
its author”. 
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Benedict said he sees “no contradiction 
between believing in God and empirical 
science”. But who wouldn’t believe in 
“empirical science”? Its results and proofs 
are there for all to see. It’s about and 
observations and calculations; evidence 
and facts. Conclusions are visible. No 
outlandish claims. Benedict’s comments 
are unscientific and misleading, because 
there is no requirement for proof to 
believe in his God, or in the peculiar 
practices and beliefs of his Church. And 
there is no real evidence (a fundamental 
component of science) that God exists in 
the way the Vatican claims. 

So Pope Francis, how scientifically 
relevant is Benedict? 

(Benedict’s papal-leadership f laws 
committed while in charge are beyond 
the scope of this piece.) 

Attempts by the Vatican to appear 
scientifically “with it” and to be a part of 
the world science community may seem 
on the surface to be justified: scientifically, 
theologically and economically. But dig 
down and they are a ruse in its goal to 
survive, with the ancient “God-came-
first” stories – its fundamental doctrines 
– basically intact. The opportunity cost 
must be massive. 

Fantasy or failure
None of this should come as a surprise. 
Through much of its history, the 
Christian Church’s leaders asserted that 
the fantastic mysteries surrounding God 
and His all-powerfulness were beyond 
the scope of science to understand or 
investigate… the Church was happy 
to use science and engage scientists for 
its own benefit, yet it denied scientists 

having a role in confirming or disproving 
its religious claims, indeed for scientists 
to even present their findings unless they 
were favourable to the Church. 

If the Vatican is not successful with its 
continuous efforts to boost the standing 
of Catholic Church, such as through 
enhancing Benedict’s theological and 
scientific status, the Church, in time, will 
be doomed. Francis and his head men 
have a major task on their hands because 
the logic and sense of science is showing, 
more and more, how weak and shaky 
are the foundations of their religious 
institution. 

And by the way… which did come first: 
the chicken or the egg?
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Freedom of  Thought Report 2014
by Ian Michaels

Ian Michaels is a member of the AFA Management Committee. He reviewed a report by the International 
Humanist and Ethical Union titled ‘Freedom of Thought 2014: A Global Report on the Rights, Legal Status, 
and Discrimination Against Humanists, Atheists and the Non-religious ‘.

If what is often seen in the media is to 
be believed, religious persecution is rife, 
right throughout the world.  Religions 
of all sorts, including major ones like 
Christianity, lay claim to being persecuted 
- even in countries as generally tolerant 
about religion as Australia.

A casual glance is enough to see that this 
is not the full picture.While there are 
some undoubted instances of sectarian 
persecution worldwide, including 
extremely serious and life-threatening 
ones, claiming “religious persecution” 
in many modern contexts often requires 
some quite generous interpretations and 
definitions - for example, the much-
hyped “War on Christmas”, disagreeing 
with religious objections to abortion 
and contraception, and responses to any 
complaints about the National School 
Chaplaincy Program in Australia.  All 
of these come across as “we’re oppressed 
because we might not be 100% free to 
push our beliefs onto others unimpeded”, 
rather than any legitimate form of 
persecution.

Protecting non-believers being subject 
to the effects of religious dogma, seems 
to this correspondent to qualify less as 
“religious persecution”, and more as 
“basic functioning of a modern secular 
democracy”, but that’s a topic for another 
article.

In light of this, reading the Freedom of 
Thought 2014: A Global Report on the 
Rights, Legal Status, and Discrimination 
Against Humanists, Atheists and the 
Non-religious was certainly an eye-
opener.  It is compiled by the International 
Humanist and Ethical Union www.
iheu.org) , and may be downloaded 
in full at https://drive.google.com/file/
d/0B3gXFZt5sXX1aDJLblBMbjBxd0E/
view?pli=1

In the General Introduction, their 
sobering marker is clearly laid down:

“Our findings show that the overwhelming majority 
of countries fail to respect the rights of atheists and 
freethinkers. For example, there are laws that 
deny atheists’ rights to exist, revoke their right to 
citizenship, restrict their right to marry, obstruct 
their access to or experience of public education, 
prohibit them from public office, prevent them from 
working for the state, or criminalize the expression 
of their views on and criticism of religion.  In the 
worst cases, the state or non-state actors may execute 
the non-religious for leaving the religion of their 
parents, may deny the rights of atheists to exist, or 
may seek total control over their beliefs and actions.”

As context, the General Introduction also 
refers to “…global human rights agreements that 
most affect freethinkers… the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience or religion; the right to freedom 
of expression; and, to some extent, the right to 
freedom of assembly and association. And we try to 
consider national laws that compromise or violate 
any human rights.” 

Trends in Atheism and Freethinking:
In some welcome news, atheism, secularism 
and freethinking appear to be a worldwide 
increasing trend.  In 2012, a survey found 
that self-identified “atheists” comprised 
13% of the world population.  Separately, 
23% self-identified as “non-religious”.  In 
other “good news”, this survey result is by 
no means an isolated one.

One question that springs to mind is how 
much greater that result might be if all 
people in all countries felt completely free to 
identify as atheists or non-believers without 
any fear of negative consequences, including 
blasphemy and/or apostasy charges being 
laid.  This alone suggests that it’s reasonably 
likely that those figures contain a degree of 
under-reporting.

And in more positive news, the trend 
is upward.  Over a 7 year period, the 
“religious” component dropped by 9%, 
while the “atheist” component rose by 
3%.   Even better, it is also expected that 
increasing education and income levels will 
see this movement continue.

Unfortunately, these welcome trends 
are happening against a background 
of continuing violations of the rights of 
atheists, secularists and non-believers.

To set the scene, the report traces the basis 
of rights and freedoms that atheists and 
non-believers should enjoy.  Article 18 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(UDHR) 1948 forms the basis of freedom 
of thought, conscience religion and belief – 
the primary “enabling” freedom.   It is also 
made clear that the provisions of Article 
18 are intended to apply fully to atheism, 
non-theism and non-belief (see General 
Comment 22) without needing to classify 
them as a religion or belief:

“Religious believers and non-believers are equal 
in human rights because they are all human, 
irrespective of their religion or beliefs. Just as the 
profession of religion is protected as a manifestation 
of belief and conscience, so is the atheist’s criticism 
of religious beliefs and practices.

Just as speaking in support of one’s religious 
convictions and moral values can be of fundamental 
meaning and importance to the individual, so can 
advocating core humanist values of democracy, 
freedom, rationalism, and human rights, or 
advocating secularism, or speaking out in opposition 
to religious beliefs, practices and authorities, or in 
support of atheist beliefs.”  

Other relevant rights derived from 
the UDHR are rights to freedom of 
expression (Article 19), and of assembly 
and peaceful association (Article 20). 
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Taken together, these three UDHR 
Articles form the backbone of the report’s 
inquiries into rights violations against 
atheists, freethinkers and non-believers.

Violations of the Rights of Atheists, 
Freethinkers and Non-Believers:

Clearly, the most serious threat to the 
rights of atheists and non-believers is 
threat to life.  Often, this takes the form 
of criminalization of apostasy and/or 
blasphemy.  The report finds that apostasy 
is punishable in 19 countries, including 
by death in 12 of those.  Blasphemy is 
also punishable by death in 6 countries, 
and in many of the countries that have 
criminalized apostasy, blasphemy can 
also be considered evidence of apostasy.

Overall, blasphemy (or “offending 
religious feelings”) is a crime in 55 
countries, and can attract a prison 
sentence in 39 of those.   Often this is 
characterized as “hate speech”, even when 
it doesn’t meet any reasonable definition of 
“inciting hatred” or promoting violence.

Some countries also were found to have 
explicit restrictions on atheists and non-
believers holding public office.  Systems 
requiring holders of state ID cards or 
passports to disclose their religion could 
also be discriminatory if (for instance) 
they did not provide an option to state 
“Atheist” or “None” or to refuse to 
answer.  These could also become tools of 
rights violation, for instance where used to 
preference access to government benefits 
and services based on religion, or where 
laws are applied in a sectarian fashion.

Education is another area where the rights 
of non-believers and secularists come 
under threat.  A key part of this is religious 
control of state-funded schools, which not 
only entrenches sectarianism, but also 
excludes anyone outside of the dominant 
religion(s), including atheists, secularists 
and freethinkers.  Even family and 
divorce laws, where religiously-inspired  
or applied, can have a detrimental effect 
on the rights of non-believers.

The authors state:

“In compiling this report, we also found that 
religious privilege is not only a form of anti-
religious discrimination in and of itself, but 
that it is also a signifier of more general societal 

discrimination against atheists. When a religion 
is singled out as special, then it generally 
follows that the members of that religion receive 
advantages not available to others. Even when 
there is just a vague state preference for generic 
religion, or belief in a god, we see it reinforcing 
societal prejudice and discrimination against 
the non-religious.... Therefore, we also include 
religious discrimination, or religious privilege, 
in this report even when its supporters claim it 
is merely ceremonial or symbolic. We agree it 
sometimes is symbolic: but what it symbolizes is 
the state’s preference for religion and the second 
class status of the non-religious.”

A Hate Campaign against Non-Belief 
and Non-Believers?:

We have already touched on key issues 
of criminalisation of blasphemy and 
apostasy, including as capital crimes, 
principally an issue with Islamic states.

However, the report also traces an 
emerging development throughout 
2014 – the intentional ostracizing and 
criminalising of ”atheism”, ”humanism” 
and “secularism” themselves, using those 
words within context.

Examples include:

• A new Saudi Arabian law equating 
“atheism” (or any questioning of 
the fundamentals of Islam) with 
“terrorism” and thus criminalising it;

• The Malaysian Prime Minster 
labelling secularism, humanism 
and liberalism  as “deviant”. Also 
troubling was his characterisation 
of these, along with the entire 
international human rights 
framework as a threat to Islam and 
the state;

• Egypt announced a campaign to 
raise awareness of “the dangers of 
atheism” (!) and why it is “a threat to 
society”, so that atheists (especially 
younger atheists) would reconsider 
their non-belief and return to religion.  
This has culminated in police action 
against atheists identified online.

• While such actions may have the 
perverse outcome of increasing 
awareness of, and curiosity about 
atheism, there are still risks:

“This freeing up of secular worldviews from 
the perceived baggage of dissenting-from-your-
religion has not yet helped protect anyone. On the 

contrary, we’re in the backlash phase. Atheists, 
humanists, the non-religious in general, and 
anyone else “liberal” enough to be considered 
subversive, remain at risk. Maybe even at 
heightened risk because there is a whole new way 
to recognise the non-religious as other. However, 
the non-religious are also recognising themselves 
more, stumbling upon new terms and new 
arguments through international media and the 
internet, coming together online, talking, in some 
countries meeting in secret. The non-religious are 
raising their heads above the parapet. There is a 
backlash, but it’s a backlash that is a response to 
a surge of new ideas and new connections, and we 
can hold onto that.” 

Why Does This Matter?:

To any thinking human, answers to 
this question would easily and quickly 
come to mind.  After all , we are talking 
about mistreatment, marginalisation and 
criminalisation (to the extent of capital 
punishment) of groups of human beings, 
for the religious beliefs they don’t hold.   
Yet there are even wider reasons why it 
is important to investigate, document 
and stand against persecution of atheists, 
freethinkers, secularists and non-
believers.

The authors’ own words bear quoting on 
this point:

“The rights of the non-religious, and the rights 
of religious minorities and non-conformists, are a
touchstone for the freedoms of thought and 
expression at large. Discrimination and 
persecution against the non-religious in particular 
is very often bound up with political suppression, 
with fears about progressive values, or with 
oppression in the name of religion. Humanists 
and secularists are often among the first to ask 
questions, and to raise the alarm when human 
rights are being trampled, when religion is 
misused or abused, or — even with the best 
intentions — if religion has become part of the 
problem. Silence the non-religious, and you 
silence some of the leading voices of responsible 
concern in society.”

The report is incredibly comprehensive 
– some 500 pages long, and drills down 
by country on a range of criteria.  As 
it warrants serious examination and 
discussion, detailed aspects of the IHEU 
report will be covered in this and future 
editions of The Australian Atheist.

Ian Michaels. 
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Comforting Thoughts 
That Have Nothing To Do With God 

by 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. 

Accepting death is never easy. But we don’t need 
religion to find peace, comfort, and solace in the 
face of death. In her new collection of essays, 
“Comforting Thoughts That Have Nothing To 
Do With God”, prominent atheist author Greta 
Christina offers secular ways to handle your own 
mortality and the death of those you love.

Greta Christina is a blogger on FreeThought blogs, 
an author of a number of atheist and freethinking 
books, including “Coming Out Atheist” and 
“Why Are You Atheists So Angry?”. Greta 
Christina has been writing professionally since 
1989, on topics including atheism, sexuality and 
sex-positivity, LGBT issues, politics, culture, 
and whatever crosses her mind.

Kylie Sturgess: Hi Greta did you go 
through a particular process to come to 
atheism?

Greta Christina: My process of 
becoming a non-believer was very 
much closely tied in with my changing 
understanding of death and mortality. 

It wasn’t a loss in that sense it wasn’t like 
somebody died and that made me start to 
question my religion. My how I became 
a non-believer it was a long process, just 
like it is for a lot of people, and it involved 
conversations and reading and just 
thinking about it. 

But for me the precipitating event I guess 
is what they call it is I had surgery and it 
was pretty minor surgery - I just needed 
a broken bone fixed, but I had general 
anaesthesia. I don’t know if you’ve ever 
had general anaesthesia but when you’re 
out - you’re gone! There’s no part of you 
left; it’s not like when you’re asleep and 
there’s some vague sense when you woke 

up that time was passing and there was 
some kind of self there. Even though you 
weren’t aware of it when you’re gone 
you’re just gone.
If you could have told me that I’d been 
gone for a couple hours, a couple of 
days  - or even weeks, months, years - I 
would have believed you. I had no sense 
of existing and that was the final nail in 
the coffin. I’d already been questioning 
whether is there any basis for thinking 
that we have some sort of supernatural 
soul animating our body, living on after 
death. But that experience was the final 
nail in the coffin.

I realized after all the reading and 
thinking and been doing, that a small 
amount of a drug in my bloodstream 
could eradicate my consciousness that 
thoroughly. What on earth makes me 
think that my consciousness is going to 
survive my brain being just dead and 
rotting into dust in the ground? The thing 
is that that thought process was a lot of 
what led me to atheism - but at the same 
time it was one of the things that was 
the hardest about it. When I did finally 
let go of my spiritual beliefs, letting go of 
my belief in an afterlife was probably the 
most traumatic thing about it. 

Then I went through a very difficult time; 
this was many years ago and I wasn’t 
familiar with the atheist community, 
the skeptic community or the humanist 
community. I hadn’t really read any 
writings by people who had thought about 
this question, who had come up with 
ways of dealing with death and mortality 
without belief in an afterlife. 

I kind of had nothing. I just I wasn’t aware 
of any kind of thinking about this and so 
I kind of had to start from the ground 
up, and I had to reinvent my own wheels 
and that was a very difficult time for 
me. I don’t want other people to have to 
go through that; to deal with accepting 
the reality of mortality and accepting 
the reality of grief and the reality of the 
permanence of death without help.

Kylie:  Did you notice a gap in the 
market – such as any readings during the 
time that you were doing research on the 
questions of death in an atheistic way? 

Greta: You know, I did see a gap in the 
market? I’ve certainly seen some writings, 
but I haven’t really seen any collected. It 
was more like a little here and there and I 
didn’t really see any place where anybody 
had just collected either their own thoughts 
or anybody else’s thoughts into one place. 

I have actually noticed that atheists 
often have a tendency to shy away 
from the topic of death. They have 
a tendency to do one of things I talk 
about in the book: they concede the 
ground of death and say “Well, of course 
religion, they’ve got that covered.”

Of course they’re always going to win on 
whether immortality in an afterlife would 
be better. But there are a whole lot of other 
questions too - including the question of 
whether an afterlife is actually true or not!

But atheists, I find, tend to just sort of 
assume that of course religious views of 
death are more comforting and are better 
– but if they were only true. And so we 
often tend to just not talk about it. 
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I think that religious views of death are 
only comforting when you don’t think 
about them very carefully. And what I 
found is that my humanist and skeptical  
views of death, I’ve actually found more 
comfort than the ideas I had about death 
when I was a believer. Because now I 
can actually think about them and I can 
actually meditate on them and ponder 
them and let them support me. 

Whereas when I was a believer, I couldn’t 
really think about them very carefully 
and I would sort of I think “Yes, fine, 
I’m going to live forever in some kind of 
afterlife… I don’t really understand what 
that means, and so OK I’m going to think 
about something else now”! And that’s 
not very comforting at all!

There’s a lot of things about religious views 
of death that are not very comforting 
- but that’s one of them: the very fact 
that they’re not true and that they’re 
not supported, means that you that that 
you have to really dodge away from the 
question. And so I would actually like 
to see more atheists write about this or 
talk about it talking online, or writing to 
becoming a book. 

Kylie: Did feedback from your online 
writing contribute to the final product?

Greta It definitely that’s been true with 
pretty much every book I’ve ever written!  
That is one of the things I really like about 
the online world, you can kind of f loat 
trial balloons, can get feedback and see 
what people respond to. You can see what 
the holes are in your arguments and you 
can fix them. 

If you have hundreds or thousands of 
readers you’re going to get that feedback - 
and boy, with the atheists if there’s a hole 
in your arguments, that’s a good thing! 
You know that’s actually something I like 
about this community: if there’s a f law 
they’ll find it, and some of the things in 
the essays that I wrote for this book were 
in fact written in response to things that 
people had said. 

Sometimes it’s a f law I didn’t realise 
existed and sometimes it’s questions or 
ideas that I hadn’t really even considered. 
It was just a matter of opening up entire 
areas of discourse and entire areas of 
ideas and experiences. So that, I think, 
is one of the things that I like best about 

participating in the online community. 

Kylie:  Were there any particularly 
difficult parts of the book to write?

Greta: Well not exactly. There are 
certainly parts of the book that were more 
difficult than others to write. The piece 
that the book is titled after, “Comforting 
thoughts about death that have nothing to 
do with God” was actually the first piece 
of atheist writing I ever did.

That was the piece I wrote when I was 
in this process of letting go of my beliefs 
and struggling with how do I deal with 
mortality, how do I deal with death and 
it was a very painful piece to write, just 
because I didn’t have a sense of this when 
I started out.

Writing that piece, about the misuse of 
death helped me - I mean it was a very 
healing piece but also a very difficult 
piece to write as it was very emotional. 
It wasn’t just the usual sort of intellectual 
abstraction about death; it was very much 
getting into the trenches, into this is the 
reality of what life is like when you accept 
the permanence of death and really try to 
get into the emotional experience of it, not 
just the intellectual experience. 

Dealing with grief from the past and 
respecting it certainly contributes to some 
of the more powerful elements can within 
the book but I also thought that the aspect 
of other people’s beliefs about grief and 
how that’s communicated to atheists is 
also challenging. 

Kylie: Is there a certain way to approach 
grief that is the best for atheists? 

Greta: No – not really, as certainly 
everybody’s experience of grief is 
different. 

Every death is different every person 
is different I think is one of the hardest 
things about death and grief to deal with 
is that on the one hand it’s universal: we’re 
all going to die. If we live long enough 
we’re going to lose people you know. We 
care about the experience in general, and 
yet it’s always a very intensely personal 
experience. 

What I will say is that if you’re an atheist 
and you live in any kind of religious 
culture, you’re probably going to deal 

with religious believers handling your 
grief their way.  That does seem pretty 
universal, unfortunately, among atheists 
and often it’s well meaning - it’s just in 
many cultures. 

Certainly if it’s a culture that’s a 
religiously dominated in one way, the way 
that people will typically deal with death 
is through religion: “I know you’re sad, 
but you know they’re in a better place, 
and I’m sure that God has a plan and 
everything happens for a reason,” and all 
that kind of stuff. 

The thing that’s interesting; even religious 
believers report that they get very angry 
and upset when they feel like their grief is 
being belittled. The same kind of feeling 
that they’re being told to shut up or not be 
seen grieving - and for atheists, of course, 
it can often just be salt in the wound. 
Unfortunately if there’s a universal atheist 
experience of grief it’s dealing with 
religious believers who are handling your 
grief with their religion often in ways that 
are really inappropriate. 

Kylie: I see a lot of positive responses 
and favourable reviews of your book - was 
there anything that you worried about 
when writing it? 

Greta: You know, authors always worry 
about that! Is somebody going to hate 
you for it, either a legitimate reason or 
a ridiculous one. But with this book, I 
think the only thing I really worried 
about getting pushback from atheists 
who think that trying to offer any kind 
of humanist or secular consolation in the 
face of death is somehow wrong – that no 
humanist view of death could compete 
with religious ones.

So, I guess I had a little bit of concern 
about that and of course it’s always a 
concern that religious extremists or just 
very intense religious believers are going 
to be unhappy at anything said about the 
topic no matter what. Some people just 
look to be offended! So far, the response 
has been overwhelmingly positive and 
that’s been very gratifying. 

Greta Christina’s book Comforting 
Thoughts That Have Nothing To Do 
With God is available in print, e-book 
and audio book format.
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Je Suis Charlie
by Tracy Burgess

Unless you have been living in a cave, 
you will have heard of the massacre at 
the Charlie Hebdo offices in Paris on 
7 January 2015.  For those who don’t 
know, Charlie Hebdo is a French satirical 
magazine. The publication describes 
itself as strongly anti-religious, anti-racist, 
and left-wing. It is known for publishing 
articles on the extreme right, religion 
(specifically the Abrahamic religions), 
politics, society etc. They are particularly 
known for strongly satirical cartoons.

The 7 January 2015 massacre was actually 
the second attack on the Charlie Hebdo 
offices. On 2 November 2011 the office 
was firebombed and the website was 
hacked. This attack was presumed to be 
linked to its decision to rename a special 
edition Charia Hebdo with Muhammad 
listed as the editor in chief. The cartoon 
depiction of Muhammad on the front 
cover had the text “100 lashes if you don’t 
die of laughter”.

On 7 January 2015, two Muslim gunmen 
forced their way into the offices and 
opened fire on a meeting being held. 
Twelve people were murdered, including 
five cartoonists, an economist, two 
editors, a maintenance worker, a guest 

and two police officers. A further eleven 
were wounded, four seriously.

Reporting on the bloodbath, the New 
Yorker magazine came straight to the 
point with a strong condemnation of the 
West’s tolerance of religious extremism: 
“The murders today in Paris are not a 
result of France’s failure to assimilate two 
generations of Muslim immigrants from 
its former colonies. They’re not about 
French military action against the Islamic 
State in the Middle East, or the American 
invasion of Iraq before that. They’re not 
part of some general wave of nihilistic 
violence in the economically depressed, 
socially atomized, morally hollow West—
the Paris version of Newtown or Oslo. 
Least of all should they be “understood” 
as reactions to disrespect for religion on 
the part of irresponsible cartoonists.”

The Chief Editor of Charlie Hebdo, 
Gerard Biard explained after the attack 
“We do not attack religion, but we do 
when it gets involved in politics.”  “If 
God becomes entangled in politics, then 
democracy is in danger,” Biard said. It is 
this attack on democracy and secularism 
that is most concerning. The idea that 
people have to be afraid to voice opinions 

is to allow terrorists to win. Various high 
ranking Christians (including the Pope) 
have publicly condemned the massacre 
but used the opportunity to imply (or state 
outright) that the magazine should not 
have been offending religions and that 
belief systems should have some kind of 
protection. Many media outlets around 
the world have since been reluctant to 
reproduce any Charlie Hebdo covers.

If there is one positive to come from the 
tragedy it is the triggering of a global 
movement called “Je Suis Charlie” or “I 
am Charlie”.  This movement represents 
every day people supporting free speech 
and resistance to terrorism. An estimated 
3.7 million people marched  across 
France on 11 January, with 1.6 million of 
them marching in Paris alone in defiance 
of terrorism. The physical demonstration 
of the motto of France of Liberté, Égalité, 
Fraternité (Liberty, Equality, Fraternity) 
was a moving experience to watch.

The AFA strongly supports freedom of 
thought and freedom of expression. Belief 
systems should never be excluded from 
comment. Beliefs should not be protected. 
If they cannot stand up to questioning 
and ridicule, then you have to query how 
robust those beliefs actually are. As a sign 
of respect to Charlie Hebdo, we have 
reproduced some of its more controversial 
covers on the next page, including the 
magazine cover in the centre, which is the 
first one released since the massacre on 7 
January. 
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Meddling or Melding
by Bob Irwin

From olden-day ownership and control 
of science to today’s self-promotion and 
participation in science, the Vatican 
knows it must appear to be scientifically 
relevant so it can meld science within 
scripture – it’s a matter of survival. 
Benedict or Bust is a specific example of 
its approach. 

No brainers are a given
Pope Francis has been making big 
statements of late about global warming, 
global poisoning and climate change, 
and the Big Bang and evolution. He has 
tried to link these topics to the Vatican’s 
pragmatic acceptance of and calculated 
relationship with science. He has even 
been referred to as the “pro-science 
pope”. Francis’ comments though must be 
seen in the context of his aims: for himself 
and the Vatican to appear as supporters of 
science and knowledgeable about science. 

Firstly, global warming and poisoning 
and climate change are what many 
people, especially scientists, have been 
warning about for decades: a worsening 
world environment. And good on 
Francis for raising his concerns. But this 
doesn’t make the pontiff or his religious 
institution special in a scientific sense; he’s 
merely stating the obvious. 

Francis’ public announcements do, 
thankfully, separate his views from those 
of some in his Church, and others, who 
deny the science of climate change or the 
considerable environmental benefits of 
renewable energy, for example: 

• Former Catholic Archbishop of 
Sydney Cardinal George Pell… 
global warming is a totalitarian myth 
of the “religionless and spiritually 
rootless”.

• Lord Christopher Monckton… 
when in Australia castigating the 
former government’s climate change 
and carbon price scheme: “The 
planet was triumphantly saved two 
thousand years ago by a carpenter’s 
son from Galilee. It does not need 
saving again.” 

• Tony Abbott’s much-reported 
statement that the science 
underpinning climate change is 
“absolute crap”, and his fondness for 
clean coal. 

• Joe Hockey expressed his dislike 
of wind farms describing them as 
“uneconomic” and “a blight on the 
landscape” – he wants wind-power 
generation farms wound back. 

As well there are politicians, broadcasters, 
theologians and others who deny for 
political, religious or personal expediency. 

On the other hand, Francis’ attempts at 
linking the origins of the universe and 
its evolution to his religious institution’s 
internally-developed scripture appear to 
be part of the Vatican’s ongoing attempts 
to have science within its theology. 
However, it is clear to those without a 
Catholic Church agenda that it is merely 
part of the melding process – to gather 
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The Vatican has a bad reputation over 
its participation in science across the 
centuries; real science that is, not its 
theologically-biased version of that 
admirable discipline. The Catholic 
Church can never be truly scientific or 
explicitly pro-science because science 
discounts the very building blocks of the 
religion. 

So Pope Francis, please keep standing up 
for the environment of planet Earth, but 
leave science to scientists and scientific 
organisations. It makes sense to do so. 

Adventures of the Vatican 
Reluctant to give up its former strong 
hold on science, the Vatican hierarchy 
has stepped boldly into the modern-day 
scientific arena in an attempt to show 
that science and Catholic teaching are 
compatible. But they are in harmony 
only if you accept the Catholic view 
of things, under its conditions… it’s a 
matter of apparent prestige as well as 
being a surreptitious aid to the Church’s 
continued existence. 

Today the Vatican cleverly tries to 
embrace and engage with science; 
to have significant inf luence, and be 
seen as sympathetic and generous to 
science. It attempts to achieve this end 
by masquerading as a body that truly 
believes in science, is conversant with 

science itself and has good relations with 
scientists. It wisely tries to avoid disputing 
or arguing openly with real science 
(although it sometimes just can’t help 
slipping up), but shrewdly and selectively 
to be a part of it, or have it as a part of the 
Vatican’s domain. 

The Vatican’s attempts in this regard may 
give it the appearance of being a sponsor 
and promoter of science, and even having 
its own scientific credentials. The reality 
being, however, that the Catholic heads 
see everything through the filter of 
biblical “truth”. 

If the Catholic Church was truly serious 
about promoting real science, the massive 
resources committed to Vatican-related 
science activities could be directed to the 
world scientific community. At least they’d 
be put to specific and valid scientific 
causes, and used efficiently and effectively 
for the good of science by scientists. 

The Catholic Church burnt the priest 
and scientist Giordano Bruno to death at 
the stake for heresy for not recanting his 
(correct) scientific findings which opposed 
the Church’s views, while it castigated 
and suppressed Galileo, and thwarted 
other scientists’ work. This negative 
treatment held back advances in science 
and the natural progress of humanity for 
centuries. 

Today the Vatican ventures into science 
as a means to market and advertise 
itself. For what seems like modern-day 
appearances and pragmatism, the senior 
Catholic hierarchy tries to present more 
than a semblance of scientific relevance 
by conducting Vatican-sponsored science 
conferences, running the Vatican’s 
Pontifical Academy of Sciences, and 
maintaining two astronomy observatories 
– one in Arizona USA and another at 
the pope’s summer residence at Castel 
Gandolfo in the hills outside Rome. As 
well as its scanning the skies, observing 
comets and doing experiments on fallen 
meteorites, the Vatican’s men-of-science 
ponder issues including baptism for extra-
terrestrials, the original sin of extra-
terrestrials, and whether Jesus’ redemption 
would be valid for all intelligent beings 
throughout the universe. 
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Papal astronomer Brother Guy 
Consolmango, a former scientist and 
member of the Jesuit order, wisely accepts 
evolution and the age of planet Earth at 
around 4.7 billion years. While his position 
may be similar to the contemporary 
policy of the Vatican over a (God-driven) 
Big Bang and creation, and evolution, 
it is not universally held throughout the 
Church, and it contradicts the standpoints 
of Popes Pius IX, Pius X, Pius XII and 
John Paul II – as seen in Benedict or Bust. 
But such anomalies don’t seem to bother 
the Vatican heavyweights – well, not to 
the extent of making a public issue of the 
inconsistencies. Their posing at scientific 
relevance is far too important for internal 
bickering to be on view! 

Brother Consolmango also seems to 
be contradicting his Church’s assertion 
about God’s role in the compilation of the 
Bible: Consolmango says that the Bible is 
merely the human interpretation of divine 
inspiration, and is not the word of God 
as dictated to someone who was writing 
down God’s words. As with evolution and 
Earth’s age above, this is not a unanimous 
view across his Church. Consolmagno 
was quoted as saying that his greatest 
revelation to come out of astronomy is the 
“joy that we all live under the same stars.” 
My ol’ grandma said something similar – 
and she was a tea lady. 

Meddling in science gives the Vatican 
what it thinks is a marketing manifesto 
of scientific credibility from which to 
make pronouncements on science that 
give reverence and respect to Catholic 
dogma. It may be a pragmatic stance, 
but don’t expect consistency on scientific 
viewpoints across the Church, now or 
through its history. 

But how did a massive process-driven 
religious institution achieve the capacity 
to participate in and have an inf luence on 
world science? Read on.

State of denial 
The Catholic Church is more than a 
religious organisation. It determinedly 
manoeuvred itself to become a political 
body and expand its place in the world, 
including with science. The Vatican City 
gained state-hood in a manner denied to 
other states, and in a way which was outside 
the normal procedures for territories to 
achieve legitimate recognition of their 
sovereignty. While it is not quite as simple 

as the gardens, palaces and buildings of 
the ruling elite of a religious organisation 
becoming a country, it’s not far removed 
from that scenario. 

The political, administrative and societal 
infrastructures of the Vatican City State 
don’t comply with the usual requirements 
for independent states. The Vatican uses 
and takes advantage of its state-hood in 
significant ways, especially regarding 
the spreading of its religious and 
political inf luence around the world, in 
the application of its canon law, and its 
infiltration into science. 

For almost all its existence the powerful 
Catholic Church denied scientists their 
legitimate role and duty to advance their 
discipline for the benefit of humanity. 
Such was the Vatican leadership’s fear 
of being proven wrong on any issues that 
it also denied the right of people to offer 
constructive criticism of the Church. In 
centuries past, when it was at its apogee, 
it punished anyone who dared, often 
severely and cruelly; sometimes even 
murdering them.  

The Church’s blinkered and paranoid 
attitudes to science created a culture 
of denial of many scientific discoveries 
and helped breed science-deniers... it’s 
probably reasonable to postulate that 
this intransigent attitude has in some way 
led to the profusion of deniers of global 
poisoning, global warming, climate 
change, sea-level rise and ecological 

imbalances. Of course there are deniers 
who are simply doing so for their own 
benefit – but they do have an historical 
underpinning to help them. 

The Church’s blinkered and paranoid 
denials have resulted in detrimental 
outcomes to the world. And after the 
notorious 1929 Lateran Treaty (see below), 
the Italian people and many others were 
denied their human rights, justice and 
peace, and many lost their lives.

Opposites attracted
The pope of the day is the temporal ruler 
of the 44 hectare (0.44 square kilometre) 
or 110 acre (0.17 square mile) Vatican 
City – about the area of a medium-sized 
winery. It is an ecclesiastical and tax-
free city state, in effect an independent 
country. Catholicism’s ruling body, the 
Vatican/Holy See, is the only religious 
organisation in the world with such a 
status. 

Foremost in any controversy over the 
Vatican City’s legitimacy as a sovereign 
state is how it occurred. State-hood came 
compliments of the Lateran Treaty: a 
deal reached in 1929 between Italian 
Prime Minister and fascist dictator 
Benito Mussolini, and Catholic supremo 
and religious dictator Pope Pius XI. The 
pact was signed by Mussolini (on behalf 
of King Victor Emmanuel III – who, 
through coercion, had made Mussolini 
prime minister) and Pius’ representative 
Cardinal Enrico Gasparri.
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The Vatican relinquished any claims 
(dubious as they were) to the former papal 
states (lost 59 years earlier in 1870 when 
Italy became a united country and Rome 
made its capital) in return for gaining 
“sovereignty” of the Vatican City as a 
tiny enclave within the city of Rome 
– in effect reviving a papal state. This 
was a sort of quid-pro-quo arrangement 
which saw Pius XI support Mussolini’s 
political campaign, to the extent that the 
ruthless, belligerent and megalomaniac 
dictator received over 98% of the vote, 
while Pius XI became a “head of state”. 
Papal recognition of Mussolini’s regime 
also earned the Vatican a considerable 
amount of cash from the dictator – today 
we’d be talking many billions of dollars. 
(What would Jesus have said?) 

Mussolini’s political success saw him 
increase his powers, quash opposition 
and create a fascist state – much to the 
detriment of Italy, the region, the world, 
and, ironically and tragically, to many 
Catholics whose Church had helped him 
gain absolute power. Mussolini simply 
took advantage of the Church for his own 
grand and deluded ambitions. And the 
Church overlooked their pact colleague’s 
depravity and ruthlessness because 
Mussolini had helped it take the prized 
territory of the Vatican City, and all the 
political advantage which accrued. 

In Benito Mussolini, Pope Pius XI was 
dealing with an evil man. Mussolini was 
typical of the crazed dictator type: violent, 
short-tempered, lacking in sympathy 
and empathy, blindly ambitious, and 
unqualified for political leadership. 
He used people, played favourites, was 
sadistic, obsessed about conquest (lands 
and women), sexist, hated and punished 
constructive criticism, was wasteful and 
oblivious to his waste, but most of all… 
he was cunning. (Over the centuries a 
number of popes might have matched 
some of these characteristics too.) 

The Lateran Treaty was simply a 
mutually beneficial trade-off between 
the leaders of two differing bodies, one 
fascist the other religious; between two 
men who were attracted to each other 
so they could look after their mutual and 
respective political and power-seeking 
interests. Mussolini met a brutal end, in 
keeping with his own behaviour: in April 
1945 when trying to escape like a coward 
he was captured by Italian partisans and 

along with his mistress Clara Petacci 
was executed and hung upside-down in 
Milan in a demonstration of the hatred 
felt towards him. Only 16 years after 
the Lateran Treaty, Mussolini’s negative 
impact on Italians and others had ceased. 
Pius XI relinquished the papacy when he 
died of old age before WWII commenced, 
whereupon Pius XII (Eugenio Pacelli – 
sometimes referred to as “Hitler’s Pope”) 
took command. The king lost his royal 
status in 1946 and died the following year. 
Cardinal Gasparri also died in 1946. 

Using its newly-acquired state-hood, the 
Vatican moved audaciously outside its 
core business of religious worship, saving 
souls, and providing help to the poor 
and suppressed (conducted alongside its 
well-managed exhibitions of pomp and 
ceremony, and expansive demonstrations 
of power and wealth) into non-core 
activities, including politics and science. 
It knew it had to restore some measure of 
the control and inf luence it once had over 
science: its natural opposite. 

Pontificating on science
There are probably no two major facets 
of human activity more dissimilar and 
inherently unrelated than religion and 
science. The Christian religion is about 
absolutes and biblical “truth” which does 
not require proof, while science seeks the 
best-available results based on evidence, 
proof and explanations of possibilities, 
while it makes modifications to its 
findings following new discoveries. 

For periods they have been in direct 
conflict, at times reaching raging 
hostility, yet on occasions there has 
been a degree of mutual tolerance and 
cooperation. For political-cum-religious 
expediency or mutual benefit they 
occasionally join forces – or more like 
science is “encouraged” or “coerced” to 
join or meld into religion. The Vatican’s 
Pontifical Academy of Sciences provides 
one such platform. 

The Pontifical Academy of Sciences is 
a major undertaking by the Catholic 
Church, and it places great store in this 
body. The Vatican (misleadingly) claims 
the Academy goes back over 400 years, 
as if to at least partially and subliminally 
justify its assumed ownership of science 
at that time (when the Church held sway 
in all matters), and since. But it’s not that 
straightforward. 

The Academy of the Lincei was founded 
in Rome in 1603 as the first exclusively 
“scientific” academy in the world. It 
survived only 27 years. Over 200 years 
later, in 1847, Pope Pius IX re-established 
it as the Pontifical Academy of the New 
Lincei, adding his designation and 
“new” to the name. (It was the biblically-
fundamental Pius IX who decreed papal 
infallibility in 1870. This imagined 
perfection of the elected successors of St 
Peter was a presumptuous and arrogant 
stance which was anything but objective 
or scientific.) Not a lot happened in the 
new body, but its Catholic credentials 
were there in name. 
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Nine decades later Pope Pius XI wanted 
to “support scientific study” within his 
Church, and renewed and reconstituted 
the Academy, and gave it its present name: 
The Pontifical Academy of Sciences. With 
the Catholic Church’s newly acquired 
state-hood the Vatican felt it could spread 
its wings, including in the field of science. 
By this time science (evolutionary biology, 
astronomy, physics, geology, archeology, 
psychology, and so on) had been pushing 
the notion of a 1st-Century God to the 
side. Pius XI seized the moment and 
the Academy was re-born, again. The 
conservative and biblically-absolutist Pius 
XI had no sympathy for modern ideas 
that contradicted Catholic teachings, but 
he was pragmatic and shrewd enough to 
want to embrace science, but only as long 
as it was compatible with scripture. As 
leader of a sovereign state and with God 
on his side he felt he could make it so. 

The goals and hopes of the Academy were 
expressed by Pius XI in the Motu Proprio 
which brought about its re-foundation in 
1936: 

Amongst the many consolations with which divine 
Goodness has wished to make happy the years of 
our Pontificate, I am happy to place that of our 
having been able to see not a few of those who 
dedicate themselves to the studies of the sciences 
mature their attitude and their intellectual 
approach towards religion. Science, when it is real 
cognition, is never in contrast with the truth of the 
Christian faith. [He would meet stern opposition 
from many scientists on that claim.] Indeed, as 
is well known to those who study the history of 
science, it must be recognised on the one hand that 
the Roman Pontiffs and the Catholic Church 
have always fostered the research of the learned 
in the experimental field [not true – the Church 
was obstructionist towards science and scientists 
through most of its existence] as well, and on the 
other hand that such research has opened up the 
way to the defense of the deposit of supernatural 
truths [surely an oxymoron] entrusted to the 
Church. We promise again that it is our strongly-
held intention that the Pontifical Academicians 
through their work and our Institution, work ever 
more effectively for the progress of the sciences. Of 
them we do not ask anything else, since in this 
praiseworthy intent and this noble work in that 
service in favor of the truth that we expect of them. 
[Code for do not deviate from scripture!?]

In 1979, the religiously-fundamental 
and unscientific Pope John Paul II re-
emphasised the role and goals of the 
Academy, choosing the 100th anniversary 

of the birth of Albert Einstein to do 
so. There was an irony: Einstein had 
dismissed the concept of a God as a 
result of “human weakness”; calling the 
Bible “a collection of honourable but still 
primitive legends which are nevertheless 
pretty childish.” But this must have been 
was overlooked in the Vatican’s quest to 
associate science with religion. 

John Paul II: 

The existence of this Pontifical Academy of 
Sciences, of which in its ancient ancestry  Galileo 
was a member [in death the Church takes 
advantage of the good reputation of an esteemed 
scientist who they had abused and humiliated in 
life, then shunned for 350 years] and of which 
today eminent scientists are members, without 
any form of ethnic or religious discrimination, 
is a visible sign, raised amongst the peoples of 
the world, of the profound harmony that can exist 
between the truths of science [evidence and proof] 
and the truths of faith [belief without proof]. The 
Church of Rome together with all the Churches 
spread throughout the world, attributes a great 
importance to the function of the Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences. The title of “Pontifical” 
given to the Academy means, as you know, the 
interest and the commitment of the Church, in 
different forms from the ancient patronage, but 
no less profound and effective in character. How 
could the Church have lacked interest in the most 
noble of the occupations which are most strictly 
human – the search for truth? 
 
Both believing scientists and non-believing 
scientists are involved in deciphering the palimpsest 
of nature which has been built in a rather complex 
way, where the traces of the different stages of the 
long evolution of the world have been covered over 
and mixed up. [Palimpsest roughly refers to a 
new manuscript written over an older document 
which has been partly erased in such a way that 
the old words can be read beneath the new.] The 
believer, perhaps, has the advantage of knowing 
that the puzzle has a solution, that the underlying 
writing is in the final analysis the work of an 
intelligent being, and that thus the problem posed 
by nature has been posed to be solved and that its 
difficulty is without doubt proportionate to the 
present or future capacity of Humanity. This, 
perhaps, will not give him new resources for the 
investigation engaged in. But it will contribute 
to maintaining him in that healthy optimism 
without which a sustained effort cannot be 
engaged in for long. [Hardly plain language, but 
a good attempt by the pontiff to mask reality for 
theological expediency.] 

The Vatican today says the Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences is an independent 
entity within the territory of the Holy 
See – the Academy is nestled quietly 
amidst the Vatican gardens and is closed 
to the public. It comes under the “direct 
protection of the pope” and is in effect 
an arm of the Catholic Church, so how 
scientifically “independent” might it 
be? The Academy defines its own goals 
with regard to its internally-developed 
statuted aim: “to promote the progress of 
the mathematical, physical and natural 
sciences and the study of epistemological 
[theory of knowledge] problems relating 
thereto” (Statutes 1:2). 

The Vatican’s promotional material says 
the Academy constitutes an invaluable 
source of objective information upon 
which the Holy See and its various bodies 
can draw. However, this seems at odds 
with the curious and unsubstantiated 
beliefs upon which the Church has 
thrived and survived. But this reference 
to fact-based information does enable 
the Church to behave as though it is an 
important world-player in science, and 
that it is an authority in science, which 
in turn makes it appear scientifically 
relevant and more acceptable as an 
organisation in the wider world. The 
Vatican has been able to attract a number 
of notable scientists as members of its 
Academy, which bolsters even more the 
Church’s apparent scientific credentials. 

And as for the Vatican suggesting the 
Academy had been around for over 400 
years… this was being careless with the 
truth!

The Chancellor of the Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences is Monsignor 
Marcelo Sanchez Sorondo, a priest who 
claims he lives “according to scripture” 
and that “God created the world for us 
and put man in charge of what was a 
paradise on Earth at that point.” He was 
quoted in June 2011 as saying that “deep 
down there is no conflict between religion 
and science; between faith and science.” It 
would be interesting to know Monsignor 
Sorondo’s argument backing his claim, 
because “deep down” is where significant 
differences lie between the fundamental 
elements of religion and science. On the 
surface, it’s relatively easy to minimise or 
disguise any “conflict”: and it helps to be 
a little loose with the facts.
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The Chancellor accused evolutionary 
biologist Professor Richard Dawkins of 
taking an ideological position and not a 
scientific one when the world-renowned 
scientist said that “science and religion 
are different” and that “religion hinders 
science”. Does Monsignor Sorondo think his 
Church’s theologically-based stances are not 
ideological?! His statement exposed his lack 
of appreciation that real science would be 
better off being managed by real scientists 
in real scientific organisations which are not 
constrained or dictated to by theology. 

The assumptions and wishful guesswork 
which led to the commencement and take-
up of the Christian religion were carried 
through the centuries by the evolving 
Christian Church and provided the basis 
for the Church’s negativity towards scientific 
progress. From its early days, the Church 
would have realised that science posed an 
enormous threat to its biblical foundations. It 
owned and controlled science and scientists 
through much of its history, while today 
the Vatican promotes itself as scientifically 
informed and a supporter of science in its 
attempts to show that science is compatible 
with scripture – because the threat of 
independent science to its very existence has 
not gone away. 

Organised Religion - Paul McMahon

In olden times every nook and cranny
Was a dwelling place for the many.
Gods dwelt in every cave and stream
They filled our thoughts and our dreams.
 
But more efficient operation
Required some consolidation.
The many gods would become
In due course, a few, then one.
 
Now distilled from larger numbers
The single god (or trinity) slumbers,
Not in damp places or hollow logs,
But in grand churches, mosques, and synagogues.
 
Hush now, you must not speak.
The holy men are on their feet
Promising rapturous life eternal
Or punishment in a place infernal.
 
“We speak for god. He speaks to us.
“This, you lowly, must take on trust.
“To doubt is blasphemy and treason.
“Revelation must triumph over reason!
 
In our ersatz secular nation
Parliament begins with an incantation.
And to perpetuate religious rule
They subsidise chaplains in public school.
 
“Every child needs reminding
“Religious teachings are still binding!
“The curriculum needs some sanitising!
“And Judeo-Christian proselytising!
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One God Too Many
by Sten Bjerking

Sten is a regular of the Atheist Foundation of Australia forums. He has written a book on the christian god 
which we have been serialising in the magazine. This is the sixth installment.

That some Divine Enigma should Foresee
What a Bad Fellow I was Doomed to be.
And so, to save prospective Me, become
A virtual Suicide, quite puzzles me.

Jesus
Born of a Virgin.

The book of Matthew and the book of 
Luke trace the lineage of Joseph (husband 
of Jesus Christ’s mother, Mary) from 
David (of Goliath slaying fame) in the Old
Testament. This is done to prove the 
credentials of Jesus as being a descendant 
of David and therefore being the true 
Messiah as prophesied in the Old 
Testament. The accounts actually go 
further back than David, but David is the 
pivotal figure.

The two accounts do not agree with each 
other but this minor detail is overshadowed 
by the fact that Mary was supposed to be 
a virgin! What is the relevance of Joseph’s 
lineage given this? We must wonder what 
Matthew was thinking when he wrote this
account because immediately after 
carefully detailing Joseph’s bloodline, he 
writes that Mary was made pregnant by 
the Holy Ghost. (Matthew 1:1-25) (Luke 
3:23-38)

As virginity is a highly prized attribute 
in Christianity it is understandable that 
Christians want their saviour to be given 
birth from a virgin. Trying to fit this to 
the prophesy of the Old Testament doesn’t 
work though. If the lineage of Mary could 
be connected to David it would work, 
but lineage is always traced through the 
males in the Old Testament.

There is little wonder that the Christian 
churches have so much trouble dealing 
with issues regarding sex when they praise 
virginity so highly. The idea of sex being 
sinful starts from the very beginning 
of the Bible, for those that believe that 

eating the fruit was an allegory for Adam 
and Eve having sex, and committing the 
original sin.

Paul in the New Testament has a lot to say 
about sex and advocates virginity for men
as being the ideal although he concedes 
that if men cannot resist sex they should 
marry rather than burn. (This portion 
of the Bible is a famous example of 
how the meaning of the translation is 
being changed to suit the times. The 
old St James version clearly implies that 
fornicators will burn in Hell whereas more 
modern translations change the wording 
from “burn” to “be af lame with passion” 
giving a somewhat different meaning to 
the text.) (1 Corinthians 7: 1-9)

The obsession about sex being unclean and 
best avoided, has resulted in institutions 
like the Catholic Church insisting that 
their priests remain celebrate along with 
the monks and nuns. Apart from the pain 
this denial of healthy sexual expression 
has caused so many, there is evidence that 
the harmful effects go much further than 
this.

Statements made by Dr. Jay Feierman, 
David Finkelhor PhD, and Dr. John 
Money (to name just a few authorities on 
the subject) claim there is a link between 
sexual repression and pedophilia. The 
endless exposures of sexual abuse within 
the Catholic Church should come as no 
surprise in the light of this.

The Holy Trinity
Clad in a camel’s hair outfit with leather 
underpants to complete his discomfort 
and restricting himself to a diet of locusts 
and wild honey to atone for his own sins, 
the tormented John the Baptist wandered 
around the countryside preaching that 
“The Judgement” was coming soon, 
and everyone should repent their sins. 
(Matthew 3:1- 5)

As the name suggests, John spent a lot 
of time baptising his followers. He spoke 
about the Messiah coming soon and 
recognised Jesus as being just that when 
he showed up in person requesting a 
dunking in the Jordan river.

Humbled by Jesus, John didn’t think he 
is worthy to baptise him, rather thinking 
it should be the other way round. Jesus 
insisted however and John did a good job 
of it.

As Jesus rose from the water the Heavens 
opened up, the spirit of God came down, 
Jesus lit up, and a voice from heaven said, 
“This is my beloved son in whom I am 
well pleased.”. (Matthew 3:16-17)

We have to have a good look at this 
because there are some things that do not 
make sense here. Some Christians believe 
that Jesus came into existence when he 
was born - or more precisely when the 
soul of Jesus was attached to the embryo 
in Mary’s womb. If this was so then the 
above story would make some sense and 
this may have been the defining moment 
when Jesus was promoted to be part of 
God and the Holy Trinity made its debut.

The Catholic Church, however, claim the 
trio were always there and that there are 
parts of the Old Testament implying this. 
The Jewish interpretation of the same text
does not agree with that of the Catholics, 
so Jews reject the idea of the trinity. The

Jews seem to have the more convincing 
argument because the wording contains 
no direct references to the “Son of God”, 
although the Holy Spirit is mentioned 
a number of times. At best the Old 
Testament would support the idea of a 
Holy Duopoly but not a Holy Trinity.
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Getting back to the baptism and assuming 
the Catholic Church have got it right, Jesus 
was already part of the Blessed trinity, he 
was already part of God, and on equal 
standing with the Father and Holy Ghost. 
Why did he need to be baptised at all? 
Surely he had no sin to be washed away?

Later in the New Testament Jesus prays 
to his father. Most notably just before he 
is arrested and brought to trial, he asks 
his father if he can be relieved of making 
the sacrifice of dying. Once again, as he is 
already part of the trinity, why would he 
pray to one of the other members? One 
would think there would be a democratic 
vote involving the three of them.

The mental dexterity required to accept 
these conflicting propositions and 
blend them together is nothing short of 
extraordinary. It helps if not too much 
rational thought is brought to bear on the 
subject.

Gods Gift
“For God so loved the World, that he gave his 
only begotten Son, that whosoever
believeth in him should not perish, but have 
everlasting life” ( John 3:16)

As probably the most often preached 
extract from the Bible, this sentence 
has been stirring the emotions of the 

faithful for centuries, but when we look 
at the statement carefully (with reference 
to other parts of the Bible and church 
dogma), it doesn’t stack up.

“For God so loved the World”

Somewhat difficult to swallow. Six pages 
into the Old Testament God kills all the 
men, women, children, and babies, as 
well as all the animals (apart from the 
small number who have berths on the 
Ark). He goes on from one massacre to 
the next throughout the rest of the book, 
smiting people himself and getting others 
to do the work for him. This goes on for 
four thousand years with no thought of 
trying to help anyone apart from his 
chosen people.

“that he gave his only begotten Son”

A hard one to get your head around. We 
have this three part God (as defined by 
those keen minds in the Catholic Church), 
giving one part away only to take it back 
again after a short gig down here.

“that whosoever believeth in him should not 
perish but have everlasting life”

This is the essence of Christianity. The 
idea, the premiss, that all we have to do is 
accept that Jesus Christ is the son of God 

and died to atone for our sins, to secure a
place in heaven. Taking a step further, 
Christians deduce from this premise that 
you cannot earn your way into heaven by 
doing good deeds, or atone for our own 
sins.

In practice it doesn’t work that way for 
most Christian groups. The Catholic 
Church has a long tradition of extracting 
atonement from its followers with its ritual 
of confession followed by penance and 
absolution granted by the priest. Some 
atonements in the past have even been 
bought with money, when the Catholic 
Church sold “indulgences”.

Other Christian sects try to limit the 
amount of sin committed by living very 
austere lives, severely punishing any 
members who stray, and thus making 
them atone for their sins. At the other 
extreme, some New Age Christians have 
their prayer meetings in pubs and swear 
during meetings. This may be the most 
logical way to behave given the stated 
premise.

I am in full agreement with Ame Perdue, 
who puts it so elegantly in the verse at the
beginning of this chapter. This sacrifice -- 
this gift from God -- makes no sense to me
whatsoever.
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The Atheist Foundation of Australia 
actively promotes atheism and provides 
a community for atheists through social 
media. All atheists are encouraged to 
connect with the AFA through its social 
media channels.

Forums
The AFA Forums are linked on the 
website. The direct url is:

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

The forums provide discussion areas on a 
range of topics, including:

• Welcome
• Atheism
• Secularism and Social Issues
• Science, Logic and Reason
• Atheist Foundation of Australia
• Religions, Cults and other Woo
• News and Social
• AFA Members Only Area

It is indeed a community of atheists, 
supporting and encouraging one another. 
The latest news is dissected and discussed. 
Religious websites and other illogical 
topics are reviewed, analysed and 

disected. Theists are welcome to discuss 
their own beliefs through rational and 
reasoned debate.

Everyone is encouraged to access the 
forums and become part of the larger 
atheist community. When you check 
in, introduce yourself. If you need any 
assistance, find a moderator:

• Annie
• Darwinsbulldog
• davo
• djarm67
• Fearless
• Logic please
• Loki
• Lord Blackadder
• odd
• prudie
• Rayne
• two dogs
• wolty

Facebook
The AFA maintains a Facebook presence. 
You can “like” us at:

h t t p s : / / w w w . f a c e b o o k . c o m /
atheistfoundation

The AFA Facebook site is very active. At 
the moment we are reaching thousands 
through Facebook. All members are 
encouraged to like and share the 
interesting posts and threads on the AFA 
Facebook site. Wolty is working hard to 
keep the site active and needs assistance 
from everyone.

Twitter
The AFA maintains a Twitter feed 
through the handle @atheistaus

Askegg is working very hard to keep the 
Twitter account active, interesting and 
varied. Everyone is encouraged to assist 
and support him by rewteeting and 
discussing.

Youtube
The AFA maintains YouTube channel. It 
can be accessed at:

h t t p s : / / w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m / u s e r /
AtheistFoundation

You will find videos on a range of 
topics related to atheism. Everyone is 
encouraged to watch and share the AFA 
videos.

Social Media
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Media Releases
A few religious “barnacles” to be knocked off
The Atheist Foundation of  Australia (AFA) is deeply concerned at the Government’s proposal to directly fund the training of  priests, 
imams, pastors, rabbis, and other religious personnel – for the first time in Australian history. This funding will allow religious training 
institutions to share in over $820 million over three years.

In the context of  the overall proposed cuts to the higher education sector, we can see far better uses for that money.

AFA President Michael Boyd says:

“Religious institutions already receive billions of  dollars of  taxpayer assistance in the form of  religious tax concessions. On top of  this, 
the government is finding new ways of  boosting religious income by directly funding their personnel training programs and continuing 
to pay them for the NSCP. Taxpayers being told that there’s a budget emergency and they will have to tighten their own belts, while the 
government hits them with this ‘double-whammy’.

These religious groups (include some of  the richest organisations in Australia and the world) and should not be given a financial leg-up 
at the expense of  ordinary Australians, or the separation of  church and state.”

We call on the Federal Government to review its priorities, and place proper, secular funding of  all Australian students ahead of  narrow 
sectarian interests.

The Atheist Foundation of  Australia represents the fastest growing (and now second largest) demographic in Australia according to the 
latest Census results. As part of  our charter, we advocate to safeguard the rights of  all non-religious people.

Michael Boyd
President

Vale Stella Young
“I’ve been an atheist ever since I heard there was only a stairway to heaven” – Stella Young, 1982-2014.

The Atheist Foundation of  Australia is saddened to hear of  the passing of  Stella Young, an educator, a writer, a comedian and a passionate 
and uncompromising advocate for challenging perceptions of  disability. Her work with national broadcaster ABC, appearances on 
TEDx and Q&A, shows and presentations reflect her purpose-filled and well-lived life.

As Clementine Ford wrote on The Drum website – Stella Young was more than capable of  speaking for herself:

“In case I get hit by a bus tomorrow, I want to make something clear - I am not a snowflake. I am not a sweet, infantilising symbol of  
fragility and life. I am a strong, fierce, flawed adult woman. I plan to remain that way, in life and in death.”

Those of  us fortunate to be there, remember Stella’s performance at the 2012 Global Atheist Convention as one of  the highlights of  
that weekend. What she had to say was so funny and so, so true. We are grateful for her sharp, yet humane insights. Vale Stella Young.

Michael Boyd
President
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Hello Members,

The Atheist Foundation of  Australia has 
a scheduled Annual General Meeting 
(AGM) on Friday, 20 March 2015. 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, 28 February so that we can 
coordinate the venue.

Nominations
A Returning Officer will be appointed 
and all members advised in the same 
communication with the details of  the 
AGM. In the meantime if  you wish to 
nominate for Management Committee 
please email the Membership Officer. 
Please note that the Constitution requires 
the following criteria be met f6.2(f):

A Committee member shall be a natural person 
who has been a member of  the Foundation for 
no less than twelve months prior to nomination, 
or have served on the administration of  a similar 
organisation (to be determined by the Committee) 
before becoming eligible to hold a position on the 
Committee.

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 2014.

The fight against the encroachment of  
theist fairy tales in our society, politics 
and very lives is never ending.

Here’s to a logical 2015.

Executive & Members
Committee Of  Management

Annual General Meeting

The Golden Swan
Harshavardhan Vijay Moghe
Hand-drawn and pencil-coloured
Subject: The object is central, life as a golden, soaring swan 
perched over the rocks and fountain waterfall representing the 
trials we face.  
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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!
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AFA Application Form Magazine V1 12/2014 

MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION/RENEWAL FORM 
SECTION A: Membership Type 
 New Membership  Renewal 

Membership currently includes four (4) issues of The Australian Atheist magazine per year. If you choose a membership option with the 
printed magazine, please note that the $10.00 per annum is to help cover printing and postage costs. 

Membership type (Please tick) Note: All prices include GST 
Single 
 With PDF magazine $35.00 p/a  With printed magazine $45.00 p/a 
Couple 
 With PDF magazine $55.00 p/a  With printed magazine $65.00 p/a 
Pensioner Concession Card Holder 
 With PDF magazine $20.00 p/a  With printed magazine $30.00 p/a 
 Student (PDF only) $20.00 p/a 
 Sustaining – Assists the AFA in sustaining ongoing critical work $100.00 p/a 
 Sponsorship – Makes even more of the AFA’s critical work possible  $250.00 p/a 
Payment Options 
 Cheque/Money Order Send to:  Atheist Foundation of Australia 

PO Box 4284  
SHELLHARBOUR VILLAGE NSW 2529 

 Direct Deposit 
NOTE: Please enter your 
NAME in the reference 
section 

Bank 
Account 
BSB 
Acc # 

Commonwealth Bank 
Atheist Foundation of Australia 
065 503 
1012 0389 

Donation $ 

Total $ 

SECTION B: Details of Applicant 
Family name/surname  

Given name/s 

Title Date of birth Occupation 
 Mr   Ms  Other  D  D / M  M /  Y  Y  Y  Y 
Street Unit/Street number/Street name 

City/town/suburb State/Province/Region Post Code/ZIP 

Country Contact number 

Email address 

How did you hear about the AFA? 

Are you a member of the AFA forums?  Yes  No 
If YES, what is your forum user name? 

SECTION C: Declaration and Signature 
I agree with the Aims and Philosophy of the Atheist Foundation of Australia (AFA) 

and hereby apply for membership. 
Signature 

X D  D / M  M /  Y  Y  Y  Y 
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Covering Schrödinger cats, multiverses 
and evolutionary conundrums,  
Robin Ince traverses the landscape 
of evolution while plumbing the depths 
of his own murky consciousness, all 
without the aid of a safety net.

The Sony Gold Award winning 
comedian and science enthusiast 
(Radio 4’s Infinite Monkey Cage with 
Brian Cox), and warm-up act for Ricky 
Gervais, Robin Ince will be touring 
Australia in 2015 for the first time with 
Happiness Through Science. 

Tickets via atheistfoundation.org.au/robinince

ROBIN INCE
H A P P I N E S S  T H R O U G H  S C I E N C E

Just how rational 
can comedy get?

PERTH 

8pm, 9 April 2015 

Astor Theatre, Mt Lawley

MELBOURNE 

8pm, 18 April 2015 

Storey Hall, Melbourne

ADELAIDE 

8pm, 11 April 2015 

Dunstan Playhouse, Adelaide

BRISBANE 

8pm, 22 April 2015 

Eatons Hill Hotel, Eatons Hill

CANBERRA 

8pm, 14 April 2015 

ANU Arts Centre, Canberra

SYDNEY 

8pm, 25 April 2015 

Seymour Centre, Chippendale
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Seth Andrews, AronRa and Matt Dillahunty 
all once believed in gods and the supernatural.  
Today they are Unbelievers. Skeptics. Friends.  

They are the Unholy Trinity and are touring Australia!

The ATHEIST FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA proudly presents

During this tongue-in-cheek-titled tour, SETH, ARONRA and MATT come together 
to share their stories, answer your questions, have some fun, and encourage everyone 
to pursue an evidence-based, healthy, and personal relationship with reality.

Tickets available from atheistfoundation.org.au/unholytrinity

SYDNEY
Friday 6pm   
13 March 2015  

BRISBANE
Wednesday 6pm 
18 March 2015  

 MELBOURNE
 Saturday 6pm 
 21 March 2015 


