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TO
ULTIMATE

QUESTIONS?

Alan Tuffery

Among the Ultimate Questions are the purpose of
our existence, the origin of life and whether there is
life after death. The discriminating reader knows
the general principle that, when the headline of an
article is a question, the answer is usually ‘No’. This
article may be no exception, but nonetheless the
nature of Answers to Ultimate Questions is worth
considering and indeed whether the questions
themselves are meaningful.

These questions have two kinds of explanation:
a broadly religious or supernatural one, and a nat-
ural or scientific one. Let us consider each in turn.

RELIGIOUS OR SUPERNATURAL
EXPLANATIONS

Religious explanations vary according to the reli-
gion, which seems unsatisfactory because, if the
explanations were true - having universal applica-
tion - we might expect them to agree. Religious or
supernatural explanations are not susceptible to
testing and are matters of faith, that is belief in the
absence of evidence or even in the face of such
evidence as there is. So there is no way of verifying
them and they have no value in predicting what
might happen in the future.

Supernatural explanations are invoked to ex-
plain things we don’t understand. But as humans
have accumulated a record of tested natural expla-
nations, many phenomena that were once ex-
plained in supernatural terms are now explained in
scientific terms. This leads to a reducing role for the
‘god of the gaps’, which seems both ungodlike and
unsatisfactory. Our view of the universe ought to be
based on something more coherent and compre-
hensive.

SCIENTIFIC/NATURAL EXPLANATIONS
Natural explanations agree with our best

knowledge of ourselves and the world around us.
They are based on evidence - observations of the
natural world - and are testable and are predictive.
In principle, it is open to anyone to make observa-
tions and draw conclusions; in similar circum-
stances, a similar result is expected. Natural expla-
nations are formally tentative, in the sense that they
will be revised in the light of new knowledge. (This
‘tentativeness’ does not make current explanations
wrong, just liable to future improvement.) This ‘sci-
entific humility’ contrasts with the dogmatic asser-
tion of supernatural explanations. Indeed, ques-
tioning supernatural explanations is strongly dis-
couraged, to the point of killing ‘heretics’.

UNCERTAINTY

Dogmatic certainty is comfortable, unlike the uncer-
tainty of living with gaps in our knowledge. Those
who favour supernatural explanations remove un-
certainty by leaving the gaps to the ‘Something
Else’ which may be described as beyond our expe-
rience of the natural world and even beyond any
possibility of comprehension. This argument neatly
removes ‘Something Else’ beyond the realm of the
testable or even questionable. ‘Something Else’ is
usually vague, such as an ocean of consciousness
- it influences us in some unexplained way.

Trying to maintain the space for ‘Something
Else’, usually leads to attempts to undermine the
success of the scientific method. This is often done
by citing some supposed big gaps in our
knowledge, such as what happened before the Big
Bang or the nature of Dark Matter or Conscious-
ness.

However, not knowing things is fine. There are
always new questions to be asked and some of
them are very difficult. It may be that some of those
questions do not have answers and perhaps they
are not very good questions. And maybe some of
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those questions are not as difficult as we think. For
example, it has been suggested that there were lots
of ‘Little Bangs’ instead of one Big Bang, and per-
haps Consciousness is not one big ‘hard problem’
but lots of smaller problems which may be resolved
in time.

We should learn to live with uncertainties: life is
not simple and we as individuals can’t know every-
thing. In On Living a Revolution (1944), that great
Humanist, Julian Huxley, was harsh on those who
yearn for too much certainty: “The yearning for cer-
titude is a primitive method of self-defence against
a hard and difficult reality.” He suggested that: “To
become truly adult, we must learn to bear the bur-
den of incertitude.”

It can be argued that too much certainty or
dogma leads to more trouble than a reasoned un-
certainty. As the actor and Humanist, Peter Usti-
nov, pointed out, “Beliefs are what divide people;
doubt unites them.” Extreme certainty about beliefs
has led human societies to attempt to obliterate
those who do not share them. Sceptical realists,
like scientists, do not attempt to impose their
worldview by force. Rather, they argue on the basis
of evidence found by investigation and repeated
confirmation.

CULTURAL RESISTANCE

The two major difficulties in the way of accepting
natural explanations are the rejection in some cul-
tures of the scientific view of the world and the dis-
like of uncertainty. The rejection of scientific culture

— cox "'(‘ V-l(‘

is usually driven by the urge to maintain a primarily
religious or theocratic society. The fear of uncer-
tainty may be reflected in the understandable, but
misguided, wish to have simple answers to com-
plex questions. (There are always some - usually
on the extreme right - who are willing to offer se-
ductively simple explanations.) But life is just very
complex and we have to do our best to understand
it using the tools to hand and learn to live with the
uncertainty.

THE ANSWER IS ‘NO’

Some Ultimate Questions such as the origin of life
- like the nature of Dark Matter and Consciousness
- may yield to scientific advances. Insofar as there
is purpose in our existence, it may be found in evo-
lutionary terms which give us a frame to think about
ourselves and our position in the world and guide-
lines for our conduct as individuals and as socie-
ties. Bertrand Russell, in What | Believe (1925), dis-
missed the idea of life after death, as so far “outside
the region of even probable knowledge, and there-
fore there is no reason to consider [it].”

In short, Ultimate Questions are a distraction.
Some are meaningless and the gaps in our
knowledge are likely to be filled in in time by natural
explanations. Meanwhile enjoy the uncertainty -
and the wonder that comes with curiosity and dis-
covery.

Alan Tuffery is a former Lecturer in
Physiology in Trinity College Dublin.
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LOSING RELIGION,
FINDING MYSELF

Joe Armstrong

Series Continued

| told my sister on 23 March 1984 that | was think-
ing of leaving the Marists.

“You might as well scourge us as them,” she
said, adding not to worry about coming home. “It
just means | couldn’t have records blaring if you're
studying.”

“Don’t mention it to mother,” | said, encouraged
by my sister’s response.

| began my retreat the following day at Avila, a
Carmelite house in Dublin.

| felt raw, emotional and intense. Agreeing to do
the retreat showed my uncertainty about leaving. |
doubted my doubt. Freedom was frightening. |
feared making a massive mistake. Trusting my “in-
ner workings” and casting off the security of reli-
gious life was a huge risk.

| lost my inner battle the moment | consented to
doing the retreat; thereby raising the white flag of
surrender, like an alcoholic holing up in a brewery
to quit the booze.

At the start of the
week, my emerging
self was in the as-
cendancy: “l don’t re-
ally believe an angel
appeared to Mary.”

“l thought priests
made a sacrifice of their lives - but we religious are
just as selfish as everybody else™

“l need to stand on my own two feet without the
crutch of religious life.”

“| see no oneness of mind and heart. No two of
them have the same purpose in life!”

“I will not bow and grovel. | will choose and make
my own choices: not make choices my own!”

“You haven't lived if you haven't slept with a
woman,” | journaled, recalling what my doctor had
said to me. “But at 22, | haven’t ever kissed a
woman on the lips. And | consider celibacy?! ..pah!”

But at 22, | haven't ever kissed a woman on the
lips. And | consider celibacy?! And, have | ever really
lived? Or, have | not always answered the world with

prescribed doses of Catholicity?

“And, have | ever really lived? Or, have | not al-
ways ‘answered’ the world with prescribed doses of
Catholicity?’

‘I do not believe. Or, rather, | do not believe
enough to base my life on it. I'll not be a fake.”

| journaled: “I cannot pray; but | can write. And
with words will | find my true self hidden.”

-0-

On 25 March, my spiritual director visited me at
Avila. | asked him why he had suggested the re-
treat.

He replied: “I thought it might be a prayerful
chance for you to change your mind. You have
been under pressure. You had a difficult experi-
ence of obedience. You got your fingers burned in
celibacy. You've been studying hard. And you ha-
ven’t been praying.”

| was pleased he didn’t want me to leave. | had
always been open with him and he still believed in

my vocation.

| said: “l need
you to be open to
what | decide and to
what’s best for me.”

‘lam,” he replied.
“But perhaps you
should have a differ-
ent director. You
may see me as being too involved in your decision.”

“No. I'd prefer you.”

| journaled: “Yes. | would prefer him to direct this
retreat. It is not right that the one man who believes
in me more than anyone else, knows me better
than anyone else, cares for me, tries to listen to me,
that he should wash his hands of me simply be-
cause | no longer take all his thinking or his counsel
piecemeal.”

He didn’t “know me better than anyone else”. I,
alone, did. But | didn’t realise that yet. It was fright-
ening to trust what | had called in my journal my
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“inner workings”.

My spiritual director said: “I am against the idea
of your leaving, although your heart is fairly set on
it. There are all sorts of other things you could do,
like taking a whole summer to work at something,
or in a few years, to take longer off.”

| journaled: “He’s really dead against the idea of
my leaving.” It was flattering.

On 27 March, he said that the Superior wanted
to give him something to give to me. | journaled:
“It'll be interesting to see what, if anything, he gives

me.

| went for a cycle and afterwards reflected that
the two inner arguments calling me in different di-
rections didn’t speak to each other. “Each has a
strongly put, deeply felt, case. Each demands the
total dedication of my will. Each obliterates the
other. Neither is particularly rosy.”

But the ‘stay’ camp was winning. “You cannot
leave Christ and be happy,” | journaled, dialoguing
with myself. “Does Christ even fig-
ure in all this talk about leaving?
When, during this retreat, did you
know peace? At the thought of be-
ing in the Marists for life. Do you not
see that the Marists have been for
you a most gracious blessing from
God? You run from this and you run
from yourself and all you hold dear.
You cannot settle for a lesser love
than Christ’s.”

Disregarding my “inner work-
ings” and with nothing more than a
leap of faith, | journaled: “It is God’s
will that | be a priest: so be it. Alleluia! Let us find
our identity in Christ.”

On 28 March, | journaled “l no longer believe |
can or should or will leave. Shite! Am | in for life?”

| added: “I've an almighty distraction: what the
bloody Hell is the Superior going to give me? Will it
make any difference to my decision whatever he
sends me? If it is a letter, might | not again be lean-
ing on the crutch of his approval rather than a self-
reliance and freedom in my own choice? If anything
arrives, | shall not open it!”

“l have already decided to stay. He does not
know that. | can make my choice irrespective of
what he says. Of course, I'll always wonder what
was in the bloody letter. But I'll have achieved a
great freedom, a freedom | feel already!!! ... Phew!
I’m in, and with God’s continued mercy, it’s for life.”

| returned to Milltown on April Fool's Day 1984.
No letter was needed or received.

One of my confréres gave me a bear hug.
“Did you make any radical life decisions?”

e

“Yes.
“Are you leaving?’ he asked, worried.
‘No. I'm staying!”

Don’t do that on me!” he beamed with joy.
| was glad to be back.

But on 3 April, | was awoken by a dream: “There
is a storm. My only memory of it is of not being able
to move. Its ferocity is such that it is impossible to
go outin it.”

-0-

My relapse back into religious faith came with re-
lief, calm and serenity at having made a decision.

“You look the picture of happiness,” a confrére
said to me a week later. “That retreat did you the
world of good.”

The Superior told me he had never seen me so
serene, and that the Provincial had remarked to
him how much I'd matured.

But within a fortnight, my solitary difficulties with
celibacy resumed.

“You were walking on water af-
ter your retreat,” said my confes-
8 sor. “Now you've been pulled back
| to earth.”

My mother attended the Easter
Vigil on 21 April. | would have liked
a speaking part during the liturgy -
she had never heard me read at
any event in Milltown. But | still
lacked confidence speaking in
public and always opted for a si-
lent role.

“It was all above my head,” she
said disparagingly after the mass to Father Denis
Green.

‘I don’t know how to describe what mood she
was in,” | journaled, “but I've seen her in it before
and don't like it. She was nervy and ill-at-ease. |
was embarrassed.”

That night, for the first time since my return to
Milltown, thoughts of leaving returned. “No. I'm not
leaving,” | journaled. “But | put on that cap and
shoes again and thought, why? I've now more or
less been convinced that I'm called by God.”

My adult self appreciates my use of “more or
less”; and the unconvincing tone of my religious re-
boot, just weeks after I'd come close to leaving.

Back at UCD on 26 April | sat beside Verena (not
her real name). “She is very nice,” | journaled.
“She’s lovely trusting eyes. | may be wrong, but |
think she likes me. I'd bet she’d go out with me if |
asked her, were | not a seminarian.”

That day, another attractive woman whom |
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knew invited me to join herself and a nun for a
weekend in Kenmare.

| decided to go, on the strength of her invitation,
to a place | loved, for three days. | felt | needed to
check that it was OK with the Superior but he was
away so | asked my spiritual director.

“Can you afford the time?” he asked, disapprov-
ingly. “Your exams are close.”

“l think the break would be good for me.”

“I think your fancy is dictating your decision,” he
said. “I'll leave you to decide but | expect you to
decide responsibly.”

“Go, for God’s sake, go!” said a confrére to me.
“He’s using the language of freedom but not really
leaving you free.”

| didn’t go. | caved in, afraid of making the wrong
decision; of risking my director’s, or an imagined
deity’s, disapproval; of stepping away from the
safety of obedience and, in my wildest dreams, los-
ing my virginity in a weekend of unbridled passion
- although I’'m certain that was far from the mind of

my friend!

| stayed and fumed, annoyed at my director and
at myself.

Later, he said: “I think | misjudged things about
the weekend away.”

It was good of him to admit it.

The greatest omission in life is to risk noth-
ing. The person who risks nothing gets nothing,
has nothing, is nothing. He may avoid suffering,
pain and sorrow, but he does not learn, grow,
live or love. He is only a slave - chained by
safety - locked away by fear. Only a person who
is willing to risk, not knowing the results, is
alive.'

Leo F Buscaglia

Abridged from ‘In My Gut, | Don't Believe’, Book |
of memoir series ‘Losing Religion, Finding Myself’,
by Joe Armstrong, writer, podcaster and Humanist
celebrant.

-0-

PROMETHEUS

When | was a child,

Not knowing my way

| turned my erring eyes
Sunward, as if above there were
An ear to hear my lamentation,
A heart like mine

To care for the distressed.

Who helped me

Against the Titans’ wanton insolence

Who rescued me from death, from slavery?
Have you not done all this yourself,

Holy glowing heart?

And young and good, you glowed
Betrayed, with thanks for rescue

To him who slept above?

I honour you? For what?
Have you ever eased the suffering
Of the oppressed?

Have you ever stilled the tears of the fright-
ened?

Was | not wielded to manhood
By almighty Time

And eternal fate,

My masters and yours?

Did you fancy perchance
That | should hate life.

And fly to the desert
Because not all

My blossom dreams ripened?

Here | sit, forming men
In my own image

A race to be like me

To suffer, to weep

To delight and to rejoice
And to defy you,

As | do.

The young Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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A REVIEW BY LOTHAR LUKEN

Nathan Thrall is a Jewish New York Times journal-
ist who lives in Jerusalem. In A Day in the Life of
Abed Salam he portraits a Palestinian father whose
five-year-old son Milad dies in the crash of a
clapped-out school bus when Israeli and Palestin-
ian rescue teams are delayed by security regula-
tions. Abed rushes to the chaotic scene only to find
that Milad has already been taken away. So he
goes on a harrowing journey to find him, navigating
a maze of physical, emotional and bureaucratic

——
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obstacles he must face as a Palestinian.

All this is interwoven with their family history and
its social and historical background. It paints a grim
picture of oppression and petty chicanery by the
Jewish state, land theft and discrimination. And it
also shows us their other sources of oppression:
Islamic mores with their strict family hierarchies,
separation of genders and repression of sexuality,
and the corrupt power of Fatah. Confused and
cowed by all that it's easy to see how some young
guys (not to mention gays...) will feel like exploding
under the pressure - and a desperate few literally
do so... UN Secretary Guterres said the October
7th massacre “didn’t happen in a vacuum”. Well,
Thrall gives us a disturbing look right into that very
vacuum.

Couldn’t name a book that has given me more
insights into a topic I've been concerned with for so
many years. Here’s a true eye-opener to the real
day-to-day life of Palestinians under Israeli occupa-
tion. | immediately recommended it to everyone, in-
cluding my daughter in Australia - who turned out
to be number 4 in the waiting list for it at Melbourne
library. This was months before it won Thrall this
year's Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction. It leaves you
stunned by, in the words of Arundhati Roy, “the bru-
tality, the pathos, the steely tenderness and the
sheer spectacle of the cunning and complex ways
in which a state can hammer down a people and
yet earn the applause and adulation of the civilized
world for its actions”.

Lothar Luken is ex-Director of Friends of the
Earth & Editor of’ Earthwatch’- Ireland.

“This brilliant and heartbreaking book is a mas-
terpiece. It reads like a novel, yet is all sadly true. |
finished it in tears.” James Rebanks

“In this luminous story of Palestinians striving to
live under lIsraeli rule, there is much cruelty. But
there is also great love - of parents for their chil-
dren, of lovers for their beloved, and of people for
their home. This book is transformative.”

Ead - ™. ’I
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MEANING
IN

LIFE

Daltin O Ceallaigh

Much time is taken up by the religious in dis-
cussing the existence of a god, creation of the
universe and of humanity, the basis for moral-
ity, and the prospects of an afterlife.

But even if there were a god who was responsi-
ble for creation, commands us to behave morally,
and promises immortality, what is the point of it all?
It's a valid question, given that the religious tell us
that, without a god, life is purposeless and mean-
ingless.

The answer that Christians proffer is that God
gave us the gift of life for which we should be for-
ever grateful and continually thank him. But, as hu-
manity fell into sin and we are all now born with a
predisposition to selfishness and wrongdoing, the
fundamental object of life must be to counter this
and ultimately render ourselves good enough to
posthumously abide with God in a state of eternal
bliss. Purpose therefore emanates from an exter-
nal, supernatural source and is to be consummated
in that source. Meaning in life chiefly lies through
striving to remain free from sin and so achieve ulti-
mate salvation.

So, should you believe in a creator-God, but do
not believe in original sin, a lifelong inclination to
sin, and the need for expiation, how do you find
meaning in life? This is where Deists and Human-
ists tend to converge in their positions leading to
the conclusion that we must create our own mean-
ing. The only difference is that Deists feel the need
for a first cause and thus posit a divine instigator of
the universe; but he/she/it does not then lay out a
plan, and creationary activity is not succeeded by
theistic intervention in the world. Humanists see no
need for divinity at all and many are doubtful of a
first cause in any form as distinct from natural infin-
ity. However, in day to day conduct and aim, Deists
and Humanists need not differ that much. Other-
wise, Deists generally do not think that there is a
continuance beyond death; yet some do, while not
subscribing to the alternatives of heaven and hell,

although occasionally suggesting some vague pos-
itive/negative postmortal experience for good/bad
behaviour in life. The latter type of Deist may be
encouraged to a degree scientifically by the first law
of thermodynamics which states that energy can
neither be created nor destroyed, only converted.

In essence, Humanists see Christians as esti-
mating life to be a prolonged apology for existence
sustained by the delusion of immortality, hopefully
in a heaven. The problem with their position is that
it not only consists of fatalism and wishful thinking,
it devalues and distracts from life. It also is inclined
to imbue it with a sense of unease and apprehen-
sion that tends to undermine the happiness that
might otherwise be found in a more enlightened
and realistic view of existence.

There is also the underlying Christian attitude
that there cannot possibly be purpose and meaning
unless they derive from an overarching and exoge-
nous schema. The idea that they can be potentially
inherent in highly developed and self-conscious hu-
mans seems inconceivable to Christians. In fact,
what is involved here is alienation - a projection of
what can be within humanity onto a celestial
sphere. It is a failure to grasp the potency of our-
selves. In other words, there is the futility of an in-
dividual seeking the meaning of life in metaphysical
terms rather than meaning in life as a concrete pur-
suit. In essence, there is no Meaning of Life only
meanings in life.

There is further an anthropistic presumption that
humanity couldn’t just happen and must therefore
be the unique creation of a god. To think alterna-
tively seems to be regarded as diminishing one’s
status and special character. The universe itself
must thus have a purpose and, of course, at the
end of the day, that purpose is us. But even if one
maintains that the universe is not godless and pur-
poseless, it is unclear as to why a god should de-
cide to create it and, finally, us. One supposes that
Christians conclude that we are lucky after all in
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that the divinity, for some unknowable reason,
acted in the way he/she/it did. However, Christians
think we should not thus get too cocky and have
concluded that there is a price to be paid for being
born and that is lifelong sinnerhood. God may be
creative but obviously doesn’t believe that we
should then be given an easy ride.

Humanists, in contrast, hold that, like it or like it
not, we have only one life that arises in the general
course of existence which prevails as a matter of
contingency. Nonetheless, having been born and
being alive, we should then wisely seek to make
the most of things, i.e. to achieve happiness and
fulfilment. We are social creatures of instinct, rea-
son and enhanced sensibility. That leads us to sur-
vival, solidarity and aesthetic appreciation.

Kevin Mitchell is a geneticist in Trinity College
whose special interest is in the wiring of the
brain. He is also a thinker about how and why
we are what we are and the nature of con-
sciousness. He has made presentations to the
Humanist Association of Ireland, including the
2020 Darwin Day Lecture.

LIVING THINGS AS PROCESSES IN TIME

Mitchell’s aim in Free Agents is to show by means
of an evolutionary approach that even the simplest
living organisms have a degree of agency and he
argues that, organisms with more complex nervous
systems, have free will. This discussion necessarily
involves some biological concepts which will be un-
familiar to those without a biological background.
But do not be deterred; Mitchell is a most consider-
ate writer and provides lucid summaries at the be-
ginning and end of almost every section to keep the
reader in the picture throughout.

Living things are processes through time and
embody their experience in different ways. Thus,
evolution has embodied the history of their

10

Purpose and meaning can deliberatively arise from
that context in various ways. We can construct an
environment to help assure material and personal
security. We can advance in knowledge and pro-
gress in healthiness in our societies. We can de-
velop and enjoy the arts and beauty. And so on. All
of this allows for autonomous personal and profes-
sional choices and commitments. And there is the
pervasive and enriching realisation of love and re-
spect, taking account of family, friends, communi-
ties, and cultures.

In summary, the notion of a significance beyond
humanity emanates from a feeling of insufficiency
whose resolution nonetheless lies within ourselves.

Rather the world we know than fly to another we
know not of.

ancestors in their genetic code. Similarly, the or-
ganism’s structure and responsiveness are influ-
enced by its environment and its internal state -
whether its basic needs, such as nutrition or the
drive to reproduction, are satiated. This means that
the response is individual and set in a particular
moment in time and not fixed like that of a pro-
grammed automaton. It also means that infor-
mation about the environment has meaning for the
individual organism. The inclusion of time as an el-
ement to influence organisms’ behaviour is central
to the development of Mitchell’s ideas and gives a
range of new perspectives.

As living things developed much more elaborate
nervous systems, so they acquired layers of pro-
cessing between perception and action. This brings
together memory and close monitoring of both the
environment and the organism’s internal state,
leading to sophisticated decision-making. An es-
sential part of this process is the weighting and in-
tegration of information and deciding between dif-
ferent courses of action. In the most complex or-
ganisms this elaborate processing generates mem-
ories and models of the world.

All this processing is relatively slow and ineffi-
cient, but the property of synaptic plasticity creates
more efficient pathways. In essence, synaptic plas-
ticity means that at the local level within the nerv-
ous system a pathway that is used becomes more
likely to be used again. It is not a big step from this
idea to the concept of habit formation or the prefer-
ential and more efficient selection of particular ac-
tions in a given situation. This in effect relegates
some common decisions to the lower levels of the
brain and efficiently bypasses much of the elabo-
rate processing.

The extremely complex brains of higher pri-
mates, including humans creates metacognition,
the ability to think about our own thoughts and to
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use them as part of our decision-making. In other
words, our thoughts themselves can be objects of
further thinking and can inform our actions, leading
to strategic thinking and goal-setting.

SOME COUNTER-ARGUMENTS

Free will is not just the province of biology - indeed
most biologists prefer to avoid the issue - and
Mitchell deals with the scientific, psychological and
philosophical approaches to the question. This sec-
tion shows the depth of his thinking as he deals with
the counter-arguments.

One major debate is between Determinism and
Free Will. ‘Hard’ determinists argue that events at
the quantum level of sub-
atomic particles deter-
mine actions at the more
complex levels of organ-
isms, from atoms, to mol-
ecules, from simple or-
ganisms to the most com-
plex brains. This leaves
no room for free will. But
these lower levels are
chaotic, and cannot pre-
dict the outcomes at
higher levels.

There has been much
debate over the nature of
the influences on our indi-
vidual traits - the ‘Nature
vs Nurture’ debate. Mitchell argued in detail in his
previous book, Innate, that our genes only account
for about half of the variation in our traits. The vari-
ations in the development processes and the envi-
ronment are at least as influential. Thus, the wiring
of the brain - the nervous connections between dif-
ferent regions - is subject to a great deal of variation

Brain Image

during development. The genetic instructions are
not detailed but general, leaving much to chance
events. The details of the connections between dif-
ferent regions, and in different groups of nerve cells
can have significant effects on many traits. As
Mitchell puts it, “... the framing of nature and nur-
ture as opposing forces is extremely misleading
and unhelpful. The truth is that our innate predispo-
sitions and our experiences interact in an ongoing
fashion over our lifetimes in ways that cannot be
untangled.”

Neuroscience experiments have thrown up
some results that appear to contradict notions of
free will. Once such often cited experiment is that
of Libet and his colleagues
who interpreted their results
as showing that the brain de-
cides on an action before a
conscious decision is made;
it is only later that it reports
to the level of conscious-
ness. Mitchell discusses crit-
icisms of the design and
analysis of the experiments
that argue that the apparent
subconscious signal before
an action is a product of the
retrospective analysis and
reflects normal variation in
the readiness to initiate an
action.

Free Agents is a truly re-
markable book. The evolutionary approach offers
many insights and fresh perspectives on the nature
of humans and their behaviour. For example, there
is a discussion of exploratory behaviour, or play, in
checking that our model of the world is still valid. It
is a well written and most rewarding book and de-
serves to become a classic.

11
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RATIONALIST
INTERNATIONAL

Rationalist International was started in 1995
in India as a forum for rationalist ideas and po-
sitions of world-wide concern. Now its head
guarters is in Helsinki, Finland. It aims at repre-
senting the rationalist view where public opin-
ion is formed, making the voice of reason heard
and considered when decisions, which will
shape our future, are taken. It organises confer-
ences, lectures, youth camps and workshops,
publishes books, e-books and other multi-me-
dia programmes. It aims at linking up rational-
ists, freethinkers, secular humanists, atheists,
sceptics, and secularists.

Sanai Edamaruku is the founder and Presi-
dent of Rationalist International.

Rationalist Affirmation

Rationalism is a world view based on scientific atti-
tude and a humane value system free from any re-
ligion, dogma and arbitrary assumption of authority.
Rationalists value human heritage and civilisation,
and consider art, literature and culture as carriers
of it. Rationalists strive to establish a society free
from religious, racial,
national, ethnic, caste
or gender prejudices.
Rationalists aim at a
free, democratic, tol-
erant society, re-
specting critical in-
quiry, the spirit of re-
form, dialogue, rights
of individuals, re-
sponsibility to fellow
beings, free speech
and human rights.
Rationalists care for the future of the planet earth,
our environment, and good use of science and
technology.

CurrentR | Hdh. Associate:
Prof Richard Dawkins

International Perspective

Rationalist International is based on individual
membership and Honorary Associates. The latter
are chosen from among those who are noted for
making a recorded intellectual contribution by way
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New R | Honorary Associates:
IFH Editor, Daltin O Ceallaigh &
Prof A C Grayling, Philosopher

of writings of
various kinds.

There is

also the body entitled Humanists International
which largely consists of organisations in nation
states. Rationalists International may therefore be
seen as complementary to the latter and R | mem-
bers and Honorary Associates are usually also in
membership of the groupings affiliated to Human-
ists International.

R I INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 2024

Rationalist international organised a conference or
Humanists from various countries in Helsinki and
Tallinn from 26" to 28" April 2024.

The Conference commenced with a talk by Dan
Barker from the United States who is well known
there as co-president of the Freedom From Reli-
gion Foundation. He has been a prodigious author
and his forthcoming book in September 2024 is im-
aginatively entitled Contraduction. He was followed
by Professor A C Grayling with over 30 books to his
name on various subjects of philosophy. David
Orenstein, also from
the USA, gave an ex-
position based upon
his work as an anthro-
pologist in his home
country. The British ac-
ademic, Stephen Law,
renowned for  his
ground-breaking work
on essentialism, further
gave a talk.

There were also
speakers of renown
from the host country, Finland, and from Poland,
and additionally from the U S.

Former R | Hon. Associate:
Christopher Hitchens (decd.)

New Honorary Associates

A number of persons were invited to become new
Honorary Associates, including the Editor from the
Irish Freethinkers and Humanists, Daltin O Ceal-
laigh. =
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Roger Casement was not always an
anti-imperialist. As a young man
Casement was

depredations in the Congo - was dependent on
seeing the local people not as fellow human beings,
but as lesser beings, as commodities, or ‘human

something of a
believer in the civ-
ilizing potential of
the European co-
lonial project. So,
Casement’s first
forays into Africa,
were more an ex-
pression of a de-

ROGER
CASEMENT:

VOICE OF CONSCIENCE,
VOICE OF PROTEST

animals’ required to
serve the mother country.

It was the misfortune
of the Congolese people
to have dwelt on one of
the most natural resource
rich places on earth, just
at a time when the Euro-
pean hunger for those re-
sources was reaching its
zenith. The invention in
Belfast of the pneumatic
tyre led to a surging de-

sire for adventure
than any particular humanitarian in-
tent.

In those early days much of Casement’s corre-
spondence was replete with the dehumanising lan-
guage typical of that colonialist European commen-
tary on Africa and Africans. This included knuckle-
headed allusions to the “cannibals” who dwelt in
there, in their own home place.

The great Polish writer Joseph Conrad, who met
Casement in Congo, wrote of how Casement
“knew the coast languages well. | went with him
several times on short expeditions to hold ‘pala-
vers’ with neighbouring villager-chiefs. The object
of them was procuring porters for [King Leopold’s]
Company’s caravans ... to Leopoldville...”

In other words, Conrad de-

mand for rubber and, with
that, increasingly ferocious methods of gathering
wild rubber from the Congolese forests.

William Sheppard, a black American missionary
in Congo, documented how a chief had shown him
81 severed hands which he was taking to a state
official to prove that they had punished villagers
who had not complied with demands that they col-
lect rubber.

That was by no means the worst of the depre-
dations brought by Leopold’s reign. But this illus-
trated a vital point which Casement helped to ham-
mer home with his Congo report: the real cannibals
of the Congo were not the local people but the Eu-
ropeans who plundered the place. When Conrad
wrote of the Heart of Darkness in Africa, it was the
greed and violence of colonial enterprise that he re-

scribes first meeting Casement
when they were both in service
of what became the very geno-
cidal enterprise that Casement
later did so much to help expose
and end. But Casement
changed. | suspect part of the
change was due to the fact that,
as Conard observed, he was
able to speak some of the local
languages. While his initial use
of that knowledge was in the ser-
vice of colonialism, he came to
recognise the common humanity
of the people with whom he had
these ‘palavers’.

Therein lay the traces of
Casement’s path to the dock.
Because the entire colonial en-
terprise, whether supposedly
benign, such as the British Em-
pire, or as savagely rapacious,

ferred to.

Later, at the behest of the
Anti-Slavery Society, Casement
undertook investigations in the
Putamayo region of the Ama-
zon. These also exposed slav-
ery in the rubber plantations of
the Peruvian Amazon Com-
pany, a British registered and fi-
nanced business. Summing up
to a parliamentary select com-
mittee the conditions of the local
workers he said: “These people
have absolutely no human
rights much less civil rights.
They are hunted and chased
like wild animals.”

Casement’s years investigat-
ing human rights abuses led
him to understand that the sort
of exploitation he exposed was
not an aberration to the colonial
project but inimical to it. Hence,

such as King Leopold’s
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he became a committed anti-imperialist, and fol-
lowing his retirement from the Foreign Service, he
became heavily involved in the growing efforts to-
wards independence of his native Ireland. This in-
cluded involvement with the Irish Volunteers.

At this point, Casement’s story becomes more
well known. With the coming of the First World War
much of the Volunteer movement was induced to
join the British Army with the promise of Home Rule
after the war. Casement was deeply sceptical of
such promises and, along with the clandestine Irish
Republican Brotherhood, began to contemplate
revolution as the only way to obtain Irish independ-
ence. As he said himself, while others of his con-
temporaries and political opponents took paths
“‘which they felt would lead to the Woolsack... |
went a road that | knew must lead to the dock.”

Following his conviction for treason Casement
made a celebrated speech in which he reflected,
“‘whe[n] men must beg with bated breath for leave

to subsist in their own land, to think their own
thoughts, to sing their own songs, to garner the fruit
of their own labours ... then surely it is a braver, a
saner, and a truer thing to be a rebel in act and
deed against such circumstances as this than
tamely to accept it as the natural lot of men.”

The genocide in Gaza, Russia’s land grab in
Ukraine, the continued exploitation of Africa’s min-
eral wealth by transnational businesses, and the
exploitation of workers in the global South to man-
ufacture cheap goods for Northern markets shows
that the impulses at the heart of the colonial project
are still very much alive in the 21st century. Hence
Casement’s human rights work resonates still.

As he said himself: “... we all on earth have
a commission and a right to defend the weak
against the strong, and to protest against bru-
tality in any shape or form”. When enough of
us do that, then perhaps we can change the
world.

The Trial of Roger Casement - Executed on 3™ August 1916

Aidan McQuade is a writer and independent human rights consultant. He was Director of
Anti-Slavery International from 2006 to 2017.

Scheduled Lecture on ‘Roger Casement. Human Rights Rebel’,11 August 2024, under the auspices of Irish
Freethinkers and Humanists, at Féile an Phobail in Belfast [3 p m St Mary’s College, Falls Rd]
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WHY THE
ENLIGHTENMENT
MATTERS

The shift in our thinking

that made the modern world

ADAM WAKELING

The Enlightenment and
the Making of

Modernity

Reviewed by Piers Benn

In Why the Enlightenment Matters, Adam Wakeling
sets himself the ambitious task of defining the shift
in thinking known as the Enlightenment that oc-
curred in northern and western Europe between
1600 and 1800, and explaining how it made much
of the modern world what it is.

Prosperous nations now enjoy benefits unimag-
inable throughout most of history, such as ad-
vanced health care, respect for human rights, free
speech, tolerance, democracy, material comfort,
scientific knowledge, education, and a reduction in
wars and barbaric punishments. The author’s cen-
tral thesis is that this is due to the Enlightenment.
Of course, things are far from perfect - famine, dis-
ease, poverty, and dictatorship are still widespread,
and the Enlightenment has an ambivalent record
when it comes to racism and slavery. But today’s
world would have been unrecognisable to the peo-
ple of sixteenth-century Europe, when the book’s
story starts.

Wakeling begins his narrative in 1553, with the
burning alive of the Spanish theologian Michael
Servetus in Calvinist Geneva. Servetus had denied
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the Trinity, proclaiming to the very end that Jesus
was “the Son of eternal God” and not the “eternal
Son of God”. John Calvin, who had once been Ser-
vetus’ friend, approved of the heretic’s execution.
This was the pre-Enlightenment world. In the four-
teen chapters that follow, the author takes us
through the unfolding story of the extraordinary
changes that took place in northern and western
Europe between 1600 and 1800, and gives us his
explanation of why and how they happened.

Today’s world would have been unrecognisable
to the people of sixteenth-century Europe.

His account is admirably comprehensive in
scope, rich in historical detail, and highly readable.
This reviewer is not an historian, and other curious
non-historians will learn much about the manifesta-
tions and effects of Enlightenment thinking. Their
common themes are principally the challenges to
spiritual and political authority, and the rise of sci-
ence and innovation. They include the effect of the
Protestant Reformation on the breakdown of cen-
tralised authority in northern and western Europe
and its role in promoting literacy. From these came
the growth of toleration in the Netherlands, despite
the efforts of the Dutch Reformed Church. In sev-
enteenth-century England there was the end of rule
by ‘divine right’ of English monarchs after the Civil
War, and the subsequent growth of alternative jus-
tifications for government found in the ideas of
Thomas Hobbes and especially John Locke. Scho-
lastic natural law theory was modified to include
rights to property and political rebellion. Develop-
ments in just war theory, especially by Hugo Gro-
tius, had already been made urgent by the ex-
cesses of religious wars. The eighteenth century
saw Adam Smith’s attempt to provide a ‘science of
man’ and his role in the decline of mercantilism and
the burgeoning of free trade.

Also discussed in learned detall is the history of
the Enlightenment in France, where it arrived later
than in the Netherlands, England and Scotland. We
read of the eventual success of the Encyclopédie
despite attempts to suppress or censor it, and the
influence of Enlightenment ideas about the Rights
of Man on the French Revolution. Of course, the
Revolution’s bloodthirsty descent into Terror,
largely engineered by the fanatical Maximilien
Robespierre, caused many to doubt the whole En-
lightenment project.

Running parallel to these rich narratives of polit-
ical changes and their attendant wars is an account
of how the scientific method became established.
Aristotle had already made patchy attempts at em-
pirical enquiry into nature but had been hamstrung
by his teleological theory. His ideas had become
embedded in the Catholic Church’s teaching as
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doctrines, despite their originally provisional na-
ture, and it was only when the Church’s authority
began to fracture that Aristotelian science could be
questioned. Francis Bacon exposed some “idols of
the mind”: errors or cognitive biases such as the
‘gambler’s fallacy’, excessive reliance on personal
experience, the miscommunication of correct ideas
and the spread of false ideas through existing sys-
tems of philosophy. Such issues still make it hard
to discern truth from prejudice in science. Yet it was
only after the patient observations and hypotheses
of Galileo, Kepler and Newton, in part while trying
to explain the anomalous behaviour of planets, that
the geocentric view of the universe was dislodged,
and otherwise inexplicable celestial movements
could eventually be explained in terms of a univer-
sal theory of gravitation.

Wakeling shows how religious authorities tried
to obstruct scientific thinking, not only in Europe but
further afield. In fifteenth century Samarkand, for
instance, the Islamic authorities destroyed an ob-
servatory, and in sixteenth century Constantinople,
a similarly impressive observatory was closed by
the Sultan amid concerns that its founder, Taqi ad-
Din, would be prosecuted for heresy. But for some
reason, the Enlightenment prevailed in northern
and western Europe, whereas the pockets of En-
lightenment thinking that had sprung up in other
places, such as the Ottoman Empire and India,
never took off. Moreover, in the eighteenth century,
the nations where the Enlightenment occurred be-
gan to overtake the rest of the world in technologi-
cal knowledge and economic power, and in the
nineteenth century brought massive improvements
to the living standards of ordinary people.

The final chapter of the book is especially inter-
esting and potentially controversial, as it explores
why the Enlightenment was successful in Europe
and north America but not elsewhere. It brings us
back to the author’s account, given near the start of
the book, of what the shift in thinking that defined
the Enlightenment really amounted to. In his view,
it consisted of five simple elements: recognition of
the limits of reason, empirical thinking, toleration of
dissent, universality, and progress. Of course, in a
broad sense the Enlightenment was a rational pro-
ject, in that its thinkers used reason to question au-
thority and dogma. But they rejected the notion that
pure reason could reach truths that, as it happened,
only empirical methods could reveal. Once dogmas
were questioned, dissent was inevitable, and the
issue of toleration became unavoidable. Wakeling
argues that it was precisely this shift in thinking that
explains the success of the countries where the En-
lightenment took root.

This is controversial, not only because fashion-
able post-colonial theory is suspicious of the En-
lightenment, but also because some writers think
the flourishing of Western civilisation is traceable to
Greco-Roman times and Christianity.

Wakeling’s rebuttal of the latter notion is, in es-
sence, that the Enlightenment’'s empirical style of
thinking and its toleration of dissent amounted to a
radical break with the past. There was much that
was bad about the Greco-Roman world, and much
of the history of Christianity is one of intolerance.

In reply, one might say that it was the best fea-
tures of the classical world, such as Greek democ-
racy and philosophy that inspired Western civilisa-
tion, and that it was not so much Christianity as its
connection to state power from the fourth century
onward that explains why the Enlightenment took
so long to occur. As Wakeling concedes, Jesus re-
portedly said that his Kingdom was not of this
world, and Christians were persecuted in the Ro-
man Empire until 313 A D. These questions are of
course complex, but whether or not Christianity ul-
timately contributed to the Enlightenment, Wakel-
ing is persuasive in arguing that the latter was al-
most certainly a major factor in Western success,
due to its distinctive style of thought.

I highly recommend this book both for scholars
and the general reader. It is a rare combination of
erudition and lucidity; it makes its thesis plain from
the outset and it sets out its evidence clearly and
thoroughly. Since it is primarily an historical analy-
sis, it does not respond to contemporary philosoph-
ical critiques of the Enlightenment, such as that of
Alasdair Maclntyre. Some thinkers might regard
the Enlightenment view of human nature as naive
and lacking in spiritual insights into our darkest
flaws: a world of rights and prosperity may be lack-
ing in love and humility. But for all that, the Enlight-
enment provided fertile soil for the better as well as
the worse aspects of humanity, and readers will
find this stimulating book an invaluable resource.

The Enlightenment consisted of five simple el-
ements: recognition of the limits of reason,
empirical thinking, toleration of dissent, uni-

versality, and progress.

Piers Benn is a Professor of Philosophy, lecturing at
Heythorp College (London) and Fordham University
(New York)

Reproduced from ‘The Freethinker’ [UK]

Adam Wakeling, ‘Why the Enlightenment Mat-
ters: The shift in our thinking that made the modern
world’, published by Australian Scholarly

Publishing, May 2023.
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Ten Common Myths About Atheists

Lee Myers

1) Atheists Believe Everything
Came From Nothing

Many theists believe there was once nothing,
and then there was something - the universe - cre-
ated by their god. And so they ask, “But if there is
no god then how can something come from noth-
ing?”

This question has been asked for thousands of
years, but now quantum physics has provided a ba-
sis for some atheists, such as Lawrence Krauss, to
indeed believe the universe comes from “nothing.”
But Krauss doesn’t speak for all atheists and he
speaks of a very different kind of “nothing,” the kind
where virtual particles are created from borrowed
energy inside a vacuum. This is not even remotely
close to what theists mean by the term “nothing.”

When asked about the universe, most atheists
simply stop somewhere along the lines of “the evi-
dence suggests the universe began expanding ap-
proximately 13.77 billion years ago.” Beyond that
I’'m fine with “I don’t know.” | don’t need to know. |
do not believe the universe came from “nothing” in
the way theists use the word or in the way Krauss
uses the word. | don't think there’s enough evi-
dence to reach a conclusion yet and I'm fine with
that. I've never met an atheist who believed every-
thing comes from “nothing“ in the way theists use
the word and, in my experience, only a minority
subscribe to the theory Krauss puts forward. The-
ists may believe the universe sprang from nothing,
but they then have the burden of proving there was
ever “nothing” and that “something” requires any
gods at all.

2) Atheists Have No Morals

Humans are social beings, and as such we have
morals. Some theists say atheists have no reason
to be moral since we don't believe in a god to in-
struct or punish us. This claim seems rather disin-
genuous when one considers that most theists who
say this wouldn’t become immoral deviants over-
night if they suddenly stopped believing in a god.

Studies have shown our morals are a product of
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multiple factors. The Milgram experiment shows
authority plays a major role. The Stanford prison
experiment showed the same, but also displayed
the role of social hierarchy. The “good or evil” pup-
pet test for babies suggests we are all born with a
basic sense of fairness, justice, and unfortunately,
bigotry. Human morality is too complex to be ex-
plained by religion or lack of it.

Millions of atheists across the globe live moral
lives every day. Some don’t. Neither do some be-
lievers. There are atheist charities and atheist crim-
inals. There are religious charities and religious
hate groups. Religious people and atheists can
both behave morally or immorally because of - or
wholly independent of - their religious beliefs. One
doesn’t necessarily lead to the other. Studies have
shown the basis of human morality is present even
before we're exposed to religion.

3) Atheists Have No Meaning of
Life

Even if humanity survives the next 5 billion years
on this planet, the sun will balloon into a red giant,
boil and possibly devour the earth before exploding
and blasting out through the cosmos. The universe
will continue to expand at an increasing rate, and
eventually the force of gravity will be too weak for
any new stars or planets to form. The universe will
whither and die.

Some theists consider this and think without be-
lief in an afterlife, nothing really matters in this life.
Believing in an afterlife can influence one’s mean-
ing of life, but a meaning of life doesn’t require be-
lief in an afterlife. Some theists refer to Nietzsche’s
nihilism as if Nietzsche were the be-all and end-all
of existentialist philosophy. But humans generally
define our meaning in the moments we enjoy and
the goals we set. This was probably best articulated
by Albert Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus.

| enjoy every moment | spend with my daughter,
and one of my goals is to be a good father. | enjoy
art, and one of my goals is to read, hear and see
more of it. | like a large, hot cup of coffee while
watching the dim glow of morning just before dawn.
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| love the serenity of canoeing on a sunny day and
the soft crunch of fresh snow beneath my feet. | en-
joy my friends and my family. Atheism does give life
meaning because as an atheist, | understand this
is the only life I've got.

4) There Are No Atheists in Fox-
holes

Yes there are. They even have a website. None-
theless there persists among some this belief that
atheism is generally disingenuous and that every-
one cries out to “God” in times of need. This claim
highlights a conflicting epistemology between the

messiah figure. It's simply the result of not being
convinced because the burden of proof has not
been met. | personally think Buddha and Lao Tzu
both had great things to say, but I'm not a Buddhist
or a Taoist.

6) Atheists Just Don’t Want to Sub-
mit to God

Well, one would first need to provide a reason
for believing there is anything to submit to. Lacking
belief in deities doesn’t mean one doesn’t want to
submit to what they don’t believe in. Like number 5,
the point can be made rather easily by simply re-

theist who is basing beliefs
in part on fear and need,
and the those of us who de-
termine beliefs based on
facts and evidence.

Their assumption also
implies that when a theist
cries out “Oh God,” they are
literally trying to talk to
“God.” | have several reli-
gious family and friends
who say “Oh God” in all
sorts of scenarios but are
rarely actually trying to
carry on a conversation with
the Almighty. Even a theist
saying “Oh God” in a fox-
hole is most likely not actu-
ally expecting divine inter-
vention. The phrase is gen-
erally used in the same way
as “Oh Shit,” which gener-
ally doesn'’t involve any ref-
erence to actual shit. Even
so, there are millions of

Denis Diderot, atheist and editor of Encyclopédie.

peating this back to the
theist. Does the Christian
lack belief in Allah just be-
cause she doesn’t want to
wear a hijab? Do non
Catholics lack belief in
Catholicism simply be-
cause they don’t want to
submit to the Pope? Do
Muslims lack the belief
that Jesus was the em-
bodiment of “God” simply
because they want to con-
tinue justifying child mar-
riages with the actions of
their so-called prophet?

7) Atheists Are
Angry

There once was a time
when challenging religion
was considered taboo.
Some would like to hold
on to that standard to
save their religion from

people who’ve encountered
life threatening situations and didn’t cry out about
god, shit or anything else.

5) Atheists Just Hate God

About as much as we hate unicorns. Theists
tend to make this claim when atheists assert moral
opinions about supposed deeds of their deity. “How
can you have opinions about something you don't
believe in?” The same way we form opinions about
Darth Vader, Willy Wonka or the Wicked Witch of
the West - according to their role within the story. It
doesn’t matter if the story involves a Sith killing all
the Jedi kids or a god killing a nation’s first born.

Just repeating the claim back usually gets the
point across. Do Christians “hate” Allah? Do Mus-
lims “hate” Jesus? Do Jews “hate” the FSM? Not
believing in a particular religion is not dependent on
a negative opinion of that religion’s deity or
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scrutiny. Those days are
over, but that doesn‘t mean being sceptical of reli-
gion means sceptics are angry.

Being confrontational does not equate to anger.
If someone told you Elvis was spotted buying T-
shirts at K-Mart, their claims would be analysed,
scrutinized, debunked and in most cases, outright
laughed at. | see no reason why it should be any
different for religious claims.

8) Atheists Are Responsible for the
Worst Atrocities in History

Stalin, Pol Pot and Mao were all atheists, so
atheism must be responsible for the mass execu-
tions during said reigns - or so the accusation goes.
This statement is usually a retort to blaming Chris-
tianity for the Crusades or Islam for terrorism. The
fact of the matter is there have been Christians,
atheists, Muslims and many others of different
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beliefs and non beliefs who have committed multi-
ple atrocities throughout history. But there have
also been some of the kindest deeds in history per-
formed by people of all kinds of belief and non be-
lief.

Stalin, Pol Pot and Mao did not execute people
in the name of atheism, but rather for simply not
submitting to them as if they were gods them-
selves. There is a long list of atheist politicians who
never committed atrocities. Claiming atheism
would lead to disastrous atrocities like those wit-
nessed in the early Soviet Union is a hasty gener-
alisation fallacy which ignores all the good deeds of
decent atheist politicians throughout time.

9) Atheists Are Guilty of “Scien-
tism”

It must be difficult holding beliefs which cannot
be justified with evidence. This leads some theists
to conclude atheists all subscribe to “scientism.”
This term is meant as an insult against sceptics for
daring to ask for evidence when confronted with ex-
traordinary claims.

Scientism is a philosophy which holds that sci-
ence is the ultimate truth, and that science is the
only way to truth. But preferring science to super-
stition doesn’t mean science is always correct. Sci-
entists are humans and can make mistakes like an-
yone else. However, the methodology of science
does work. That doesn’t mean science is the only
way to truth. It just means it's an effective method
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of attaining natural truths.

Many atheists are equally sceptical of science
and religion. My first assignment in my college sta-
tistics class was to find three examples of misused
data in the media. This same task had been given
to each class for over a decade and no two people
ever turned in the same three examples. | have
also studied philosophy, including philosophy of
science, and so | understand science can be
wrong. | have yet to meet an atheist who believes
scientists are infallible.

10) Atheists Are All Rational and
Logical

This is one | hear mostly from other atheists.
Some atheists like to consider themselves more ra-
tional than theists and ask why we should call our-

selves atheists at all, as opposed to calling our-
selves rationalists or some other such term.

But all atheists are not rational. Atheism is
simply the lack of belief in deities. There are athe-
ists who believe in homeopathy, ancient aliens, 911
conspiracy theories and a host of other completely
irrational ideas unsupported by any stretch of logic.
Just because someone arrived at the rational non
belief in deities does not mean they are rational
about everything else.

Lee Myers is a Humanist writer.
Reproduced from ‘Atheist Republic’ [USA]
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ENCOUNTERING NATURALISM: A
WORLDVIEW AND ITS USES

Introduction and Overview

Most of us have a worldview - a set of beliefs about
what exists, how reality is organized, and how we
fit into it. Whether explicit or not, a worldview helps
to shape our goals and actions; it's an overarching
cognitive framework that helps to make sense of
things, practically, ethically and existentially.

The aim of this short book is to introduce you to
the science-based worldview known as naturalism.
If you're interested in the big questions of human
nature, human purposes and how we might best
flourish here on Earth, naturalism is worth explor-
ing.

In a nutshell, the naturalism I'll present holds
that there is a single, natural world in which we are
completely included. There isn’'t a separate super-
natural realm and there’s nothing supernatural
about us. Acknowledging this gives us power and
self-acceptance, while keeping us compassionate,
unself-righteous and open to profound experiences
of meaning and connection.

Naturalism takes science, and more broadly a
rational, evidence-based empiricism, as the most
reliable means for discovering what exists. If we
stick with science, the world is united in our under-
standing, not divided into the natural versus the su-
pernatural. Science shows that each and every as-
pect of a human being comes from and is com-
pletely joined to the natural world, which encom-
passes culture as well as biology.

This naturalistic view of ourselves is of course
very different from traditional religious or supernat-
ural understandings. For example, we don’t have
non-physical souls that carry out our mental opera-
tions and that survive after death. Instead, the ma-
terial, mortal brain is what feels, thinks and
chooses. Further, scientific findings increasingly
suggest that we are fully determined by our envi-
ronment and genetic endowment to become who
we are, and act as we do. Although we are rational
agents that make real choices and have real free-
doms, we don’t have free will that's independent of
causality. Rather, our character, choices and be-
havior are traceable to factors that precede and
surround us in time and space. As individuals and
as social beings we are completely integrated into
the unfolding of the universe in all its amazing com-
plexity.

Because it challenges the traditional dualism of
body vs soul, and because it denies the existence
of any sort of supernatural being or realm (god,
devil, heaven, hell, or New Age Shangri-la), natu-
ralism upends much Western conventional wisdom
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about human nature and existence. It therefore has
profound implications for our personal lives, for so-
cial and planetary concerns, and for the existential
guestions ordinarily addressed by faith-based reli-
gions. Seeing that we're fully caused, natural be-
ings highlights our intimate connection with the
world: we are completely at home in the cosmos. It
also leads to a compassionate understanding of
human faults and virtues, and gives us more con-
trol over ourselves and our circumstances. The
watchwords of the naturalism described here are
thus connection, compassion, and control.

By understanding the causal factors that shape
us and our lives - factors such as genetic endow-
ment, upbringing and social environments - natu-
ralism draws attention to what works in getting what
we want. This increases individual self-efficacy and
supports effective social policies in areas such as
criminal and social justice, behavioral health, and
environmental sustainability. Further, since we un-
derstand we aren’t the ultimate originators of our-
selves or our behavior, we can’t take ultimate credit
or blame for who we are and what we do. This re-
duces unwarranted feelings of moral superiority,
pride, shame and guilt, while encouraging self-ac-
ceptance. And since we see others as fully caused,
for instance substance abusers, criminal offenders,
the destitute and homeless, we might become less
blaming, less punitive, and more empathetic and
understanding. People don’t create themselves, so
responsibility for their character and behavior isn’t
ultimately theirs, but is distributed over the many
factors that shaped them. Were we given their en-
vironmental and genetic lot in life, we would have
become who they are and acted as they did: There
but for circumstances go I. This challenges head-
on the radical individualism of Western culture that
imagines we are literally self-made in some ulti-
mate respect. It also grounds a naturalistic ethics
of compassion that guides personal behavior and
motivates progressive social policy. This is an una-
pologetically humanistic naturalism.

The naturalistic worldview has roots going back
to the Buddha and ancient Greeks, and a recent
history that includes some of our most celebrated
scientists and thinkers. It is the philosophical heart
of movements such as the Enlightenment, secular
humanism and freethought, and is the cognitive
framework taken for granted by many scientists
and philosophers. But for the most part naturalism
has not been explicitly named as the comprehen-
sive worldview that it is. Nor have its basic ele-
ments and implications been described in ordinary
language for a wider audience, some of whom
might find it a plausible and effective alternative to
faith-based worldviews. That said, | recommend
Richard Carrier's book, Sense and Goodness
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Without God, as a comprehensive defense of nat-
uralism for the philosophically inclined.

Thus far, public awareness of naturalism has
been driven mostly by debates about atheism and
atheists, the faults and virtues of faith-based reli-
gion, and whether we can have meaning and with-
out God (we can, | will argue). But the denial of God
is just one naturalistic conclusion we reach if we
take an evidence-based view of the world. A thor-
ough-going naturalism is much more than the neg-
ative thesis of atheism, so in what follows | won’t
spend much time debunking deities. Others such
as Julian Baggini, Daniel Dennett, Richard Daw-
kins, Sam Harris and Victor Stenger have explored
this territory to good effect. My goal here is to ex-
plain naturalism as a positive, comprehensive

THE BLASPHEMERS
OF JOHNSON'S COURT

CHARLES WATTS
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worldview in which God, among other supernatural
phenomena, plays no role.

This book, then, aims to advance in short com-
pass the public understanding and appreciation of
naturalism. I'll sketch the basis for naturalism, sum-
marize its conclusions about the world and our-
selves, and cover its psychological, practical, ethi-
cal, and existential consequences. The discussion
in many cases is cursory, but | hope suggestive of
the resources naturalism has to offer. if you want
further reassurances on common concerns about
naturalism, it also gives considerably more detall
on some issues.

| hope that this brief encounter with naturalism
will prove useful and inspiring to you. Nature, it
turns out, is enough.

‘NEW HUMANIST’ WAS LAUNCHED
UNDER THE TITLE
‘WATTS'S LITERARY GUIDE’

Jonathan Rée

Charles Watts, who founded the Literary Guide in
1885, had everything one could wish for in an editor
and publisher. He was patient but punctilious, tol-
erant but firm, and decisive but self-effacing. He en-
couraged controversy in his pages, though he
shrank from it himself. He took no payment for his
editorial services (he regarded himself as a humble
printer by trade), but he was conscientious about
paying his contributors promptly at the full commer-
cial rate. From an early age he had spent most of
his waking hours in his offices and printshops in
Johnson's Court, on the North Side of London's
Fleet Street, and he continued to shape the
monthly Guide until his death in 1946, without skip-
ping a single issue in more than 60 years.

But he was averse to the limelight, and never
willingly put his opinions or even his name before
the public. His name was however a source of con-
fusion. The founder of the Literary Guide was a
master of self-effacement, but he was understand-
ably proud of his father, who was one of the stars
of the freethought movement in Victorian Britain - a
popular lecturer and pamphleteer and founding
secretary of the National Secular Society - and
who, unfortunately, was also called Charles Watts.

In 1874, Charles Watts senior had taken charge
of a well-established secularist printing and pub-
lishing business in Johnson's Court to create the
firm of ‘Charles Watts’, but a few years later, when
he started spending much of his time in the United
States and Canada, he decided entrust it to his son
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and namesake, who was then in his early 20s.

When Charles Watts junior spread his wings
and started his own periodical, a casual punter
might have taken him for an egomaniacal show-off,
since its full title was Watts's Literary Guide, it was
published by a firm called Watts & Co, and it
brimmed with information about the activities of
Charles Watts on both sides of the Atlantic. Only an
initiate would have known that the Charles Watts
who strode through the pages of the Literary Guide
was a different person from the Charles Watts who
sat quietly in the editorial chair.

In the first issue, which sold for a penny and
comprised eight modest pages, Charles Watts jun-
ior set out his ambition of filling the Guide with all
the ‘literary gossip’ that might be of interest to free-
thinkers, together with “a complete record of the
best liberal publications in this country”. Before
long it settled into the pattern it would follow for six
decades: several brief signed articles in which the
Christian establishment was criticised on every im-
aginable front, from science and metaphysics to
history and poetry, interspersed with anonymous
paragraphs (mostly written by Watts) retailing mis-
cellaneous facts about worthy progressives from
Leslie Stephen to Annie Besant, or Walt Whitman
to HG Wells, not to mention the homonymous
Charles Watts.

Soon afterwards, Watts organized a support or-
ganization called the Propagandist Press Commit-
tee (later incorporated as the Rationalist Press As-
sociation), which provided him with a large group of
subscribers, and enabled him to expand the Guide
till it averaged 20 large pages an issue, with thou-
sands of grateful readers not only in Britain but all
around the world.

Thirty years later, during the Great War, the ed-
itorial effort began to wear Watts down. He was ex-
asperated by British correspondents urging him to
denounce the war on rationalist grounds, and ap-
palled by German secularists who were looking for-
ward, in a spirit of scientific reason, to the military
humiliation of Great Britain. In April 1918, he
stepped out of the editorial shadows for the first
time in his life and inserted a very small announce-
ment stating that “the editor of the Literary Guide is
suffering from a slight nervous breakdown”, and
asking for a kindly rationalist to offer him and his
family a temporary home at a safe distance from
“air-raid visitations”, but not too far from his head-
quarters in Johnson's Court.

Watts seems to have recovered quite quickly,
and in June, shortly after his 60th birthday, he wrote
his first signed contribution to the Guide, under the
heading ‘About personal matters'. He began by not-
ing that "few readers of the Literary Guide know (or
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care) who the editor is, and still fewer who is the
managing director of the Rationalist Press Associ-
ation", before admitting that he had the honour to
be both. He then gave the briefest possible account
of his own life, recalling that he had begun working
in the dilapidated old building in Johnson's Court as
a 12-year-old apprentice printer in 1870, well be-
fore his father took charge of operations there.
Since then, as far as he was concerned, nothing
had really changed: he had devoted himself, with
hardly a day's holiday, to promoting "heterodox lit-
erature” and “freethought propaganda”, and he had
had the satisfaction of seeing the Rationalist move-
ment prosper, in step with the fortunes of his thriv-
ing family firm.

Towards the end of the 19th century, Watts & Co
started to expand from producing the Guide and a
range of propagandistic pamphlets, to publishing
books, including a celebrated series of Cheap Re-
prints which made the works of sceptical Victorians
like Darwin, Huxley, Arnold and Mill available to
working people at only sixpence a volume. Watts
slowly realized that his operations could no longer
be accommodated in the old premises at 17 John-
son's Court, and in 1924 he moved them into more
modern and extensive buildings next door. (The
new premises, at 2-4 Johnson's Court, would be re-
tained until financial necessity forced their sale in
1954))

The move prompted Watts to offer his readers a
second exercise in modest reminiscence, under
the title “Twilight Thoughts’. He began by recalling
that 17 Johnson's Court had been the home of the
Guide and the Rationalist Press Association for
nearly four decades, and he acknowledged some
of the eminent supporters who had associated
themselves with the place - the philosopher Herbert
Spencer for example, Labour politicians like Keir
Hardie (who called it “the Blasphemy Depot”) and
Ramsay Macdonald, and the bombastically free-
thinking Marquis of Queensberry (better known
now as the regulator of boxing and persecutor of
Oscar Wilde).

As far as his own case was concerned, Watts
admitted that his literary output amounted to “prac-
tically nil”. On the other hand he had been able to
offer a rather more personal service to certain read-
ers of the Guide. “Dozens of clergymen”, he re-
called, “have gravitated to Johnson's Court for ad-
vice and assistance”; and he had always been
happy to help them out. He would encourage them
to read widely in the liberal, freethinking press, but
he always treated their faith with as much respect
as their doubt, and suggested that they should not
be in any hurry to leave the Church. His “heterodox
clergymen”, as he called them, could perform a
great service by projecting progressive notions
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from their pulpits, and anyway they should not
lightly give up comfortable livings unless they could
be sure of earning a decent salary outside.

It will be clear that Watts was far from being an
incendiary ideologue, or indeed a visionary of any
kind. But in 1924 he commissioned his friend F J
Gould to write an article on ‘Rationalism in 1950’,
which was in effect a Wattsian manifesto, re-affirm-
ing the rationalist belief in the historical tendency
for religious belief to decline, but in a spirit of humil-
ity and without a trace of triumphalism or recrimina-
tion. Looking forward a quarter of a century, Gould
prophesied that radio and cinema would come to
the aid of the printed word so as to accomplish the
“final deposition of the Gods”. The new techniques
of communication would prevail not only in the west
but throughout the rest of the world: “Do you think
they will fail to carry a message, more penetrating
than the call from the minaret, to the Islamic mil-
lions?” Gould asked. “Do you think they will fear to
set foot within the golden gates of Hinduism, or
hesitate to persuade Benares?”

Within 25 years, the credibility of theology would
have declined to the point where “the nobler ele-
ments in the old Churches will cheerfully form a co-
alition with science and a Rationalist social polity”,
and if the old religious institutions still existed it
would be from ancient inertia rather than fresh con-
viction. Meanwhile the passions of national alle-
giance would have been set aside, and young peo-
ple of all nations would be studying an international
curriculum covering the “history of humanity” as a
whole, and circling the globe to highlight the “best
contributions made to the service of the human
commonwealth”. Of course the speed of progress
could not be predicted precisely, but there was no
room for doubt about its direction: rationalists
should not be surprised by occasional obstacles on
the path to humanistic internationalism, and they
should not despair if “parts of the programme have
to be postponed to the kind consideration of 1975,
or even of 2000.”

Gould’s deadlines for humanist progress have of
course slipped by unnoticed, and the conciliatory
optimism which Watts brought to the Literary Re-
view has begun to look quaint and idiosyncratic. At
the beginning of the 21st century, the vision of a
future happily purged of religion and unreason is
certainly not as compelling as it used to be. But
Watts’s quiet confidence was not an eccentric folly:
it was part of a broad and powerful tradition in Brit-
ish cultural life, which may well have some life in it
still. And in Watts’s case, it was a family tradition
too.

Back in the 1870s, Charles Watts senior had
been swept up in a dispute that threatened to tear
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the secularist movement apart. The trouble was
started by Charles Bradlaugh, the most famous
and flamboyant of Victorian freethinkers, and pro-
prietor of the weekly National Reformer. Bradlaugh
made a practice of linking the cause of secularism
to every known variety of political radicalism, and in
1877, together with his colleague Annie Besant, he
decided to republish a notorious old piece of mate-
rialist propaganda, called The Fruits of Philosophy.
The author, an American doctor called Charles
Knowlton, started out from familiar materialist
premises, stipulating that “consciousness is a pe-
culiar action of the nervous system”, and that
“good” is simply a word we apply to anything that
“gives rise to agreeable consciousness.” But then
he made a notorious leap to various topics that lay
beyond the bounds of conventional philosophical
ontology, namely various methods of contracep-
tion, and the physiology of female sexual pleasure.

Bradlaugh and Besant had always known that
their edition of The Fruits of Philosophy was likely
to bring them into conflict with the Obscene Publi-
cations Act of 1857, and when proceedings against
them were opened they relished the prospect of fur-
ther free publicity. Unluckily they had not taken
Charles Watts senior into their confidence, and
since the book was issued under the imprint of his
firm at 17 Johnson's Court, he found himself ar-
raigned in the dock alongside them. He naturally
felt exploited and betrayed, but it was only when
passages from the pamphlet were read out in court
that he realized what Bradlaugh and Besant had
got him into. “The Population Question is most un-
fairly dealt with in the said pamphlet,” he wrote,
“and the indecent style of its writing is calculated to
degrade and bring discredit on the great principle
advocated so purely by the late John Stuart Mill and
others.”

A group of supporters now rallied together to
form a Charles Watts Defence Committee. They
denounced the despotic and counter-productive
extremism of Bradlaugh and Besant, describing it
as “a sad chapter in the struggles for personal free-
dom and the exercise of freethought”. They also
upbraided Bradlaugh for sacking Charles Watts
from a post on The National Reformer, pointing out
for extra effect that Watts had been given his ap-
pointment back in 1866 “at the dying request of his
brother John.”

John Watts was the elder brother of Charles
Watts senior, and he would surely have achieved
celebrity in the world of radical freethought if he had
not died in his early thirties. In the 1850s, having
completed his apprenticeship as a printer, he set
up his own publishing business, specialising in po-
lemics against the noisier Christians of his time, no-
tably the bearish and ebullient Rev Brewin Grant.
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He also published one of the great forgotten docu-
ments of Victorian secularism - a brief anonymous
autobiography called Theological Experience: a
Journey from Christianity to Freethought.

The author of Theological Experience (who has
never as far as | know been identified) tells us he
was born in 1824, and brought up as a strict Scot-
tish Presbyterian. When he was eleven he encoun-
tered a group of Christian Chartists, his theology
“‘crumbled away”, and he began to call himself a
Socialist, an Owenite, and an Infidel. Over the fol-
lowing twenty years his commitment to freethought
deepened, but his hostility to religion softened too
and he now found that he was “much less annoyed
by theological zeal, than by
freethinking indifference.” Mod-
ern freethinkers, he said, should
remember that the abandon-
ment of religious belief need not
entail discarding all forms of rit-
ual and indeed reverence, and
they ought to consider organis-
ing secular ceremonies of their
own - regular weekly meetings
where communities could con-
gregate to celebrate their births,
comings of age, marriages and
deaths, in the name not of God
and faith but of truth and hu-
manity.

If freethinking persisted on
its present trajectory, it was in
danger of becoming the pre-
serve of ignorant, complacent,
insincere and shallow men - the
sort, as he put it, who would be happy if their wives
took their children to church though they would re-
serve the right to despise them for doing so. Free-
thinkers, according to the anonymous author, were
better at uprooting the past than at sowing for the
future. They had no idea of the historic struggles
that had made their freedom possible; and “now
that they have liberty to speak, they have nothing
to say.”

John Watts’s author may have gone a bit far
when he suggested that conscientious atheists
would do well to describe themselves as secular
Christians, and Charles Watts senior certainly re-
fused to go along with the idea. As far as he was
concerned, all forms of “supernaturalism” were
equally unacceptable: “Christianity appears to me
objectionable”, he wrote, “under whatever name it
is presented.” But he was equally unwilling to follow
Bradlaugh and Besant into a radical ghetto where
self-criticism would be avoided and no one was ca-
pable of imagining any point of view other than their
own. That was the lesson that Charles Watts junior

DAVID HUME - a standard bearer of rationalism
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imbibed from this father and his uncle, and the les-
son he sought to pass on to the readers and sup-
porters of the Literary Guide when he founded it.

In due course the Guide would become The Hu-
manist and eventually New Humanist, and when |
survey the sagging shelves of back numbers | am
not sure how well the first editor’s lesson has been
heeded. On the whole, we unbelievers have be-
come more and more confident in our unbelief,
even strident about it, just as we have grown less
and less intelligent about the things we do not be-
lieve in. Instead of studying religious phenomena,
untangling their different strands and trying to work
out what people see in them, we now bundle them
all together as so much igno-
rant superstition and congrat-
ulate ourselves on not seeing
any point in them. Instead of
engaging in tolerant conversa-
tions with actual believers, or
reaching out to the modern
equivalents of Watts's “hetero-
dox clergymen”, and even im-
agining that they might have
something to teach us, we
prefer to disport ourselves
with imaginary foes like “irra-
tionalism” and the closely re-
lated bogey of “fashionable
continental thought”, which
provide easy targets because
no one, however passionate
about theology, would ever
sign up to defend them.

And instead of attending to
the problems that people are really worrying about
when they think about religion, we have toyed
around with exaggerated abstractions like ‘relativ-
ism’, ‘pluralism’ and ‘postmodernism’, defining
them all in such ludicrous terms that we have no
more difficulty subduing them than a cat has in de-
feating a ball of wool. “We are all humanists now™,
according to an announcement in the Guide in
1917, and the sentiment was as obscurely self-in-
dulgent then as it would be now. Unbelief is a strug-
gle or it is nothing. If we really want to be humanists
in the good old tradition of Johnson's Court we
need to engage with some actual opponents and
get ourselves a life.

Jonathan Rée - freelance philosopher and
historian

Reproduced from the web site of the
Rationalist Association [UK]
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GOD
THE OMNIWRITER

There’s a modern Christian custom to include a ref-
erence to a Bible verse in Twitter bios, Instagram
descriptions, and even Tinder profiles. Whenever |
encounter this, for whatever reason, | feel com-
pelled to check the actual passage. | open an
online Bible and enter the numerical code into the
search engine. | want to know: Which sentence
from God changed their life so monumentally that
they chose to highlight it on social media?

Every single time, without fail, I'm disappointed
by the verse I find.

Though the urge to share a favourite biblical
passage doesn’'t seem to be a coordinated effort,
some sort of herd instinct must be at play. Almost
all of them come down to just a few quotes re-
peated endlessly across platforms. These popular
verses are remarkably unimpressive. Even when
an uncommon passage is chosen, it tends to be un-
remarkable. This issue is not limited to social me-
dia; whenever | encounter Christians, | am baffled
by the portions of the Bible they consider worth
sharing with an unconvinced audience.

While the Bible is often revered, it is also, quite
frankly, boring. At least, the parts that believers are
comfortable sharing are. I've yet to encounter a
Christian proudly quoting verses that command, for
example: “One shall not suffer a witch to live,” or
describe God sending bears to Kill children who
mocked his prophet for being bald, or depict the
gruesome massacre of Egypt’s firstborn by the an-
gel of death.
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The Book of Boredom

The books of Proverbs, Psalms, and most of the
Epistles are utterly uninteresting in terms of moral-
istic conclusions for our lives. They are intriguing
when one delves into issues of their authenticity,
the early Christian infighting between Paul and Pe-
ter, or the evolution of theological views away from
Jesus’ teachings. However, in terms of inspirational
content, they fall short compared to other religious
texts and are inferior to many ancient or later phi-
losophers.

To play the devil's advocate, the impact of the
Bible on European and American culture may have
stripped it of its novelty and meaning, making its
ethics seem obvious to Western readers. However,
even with this consideration, the Bible still falls
short. | cannot imagine seeking advice on how to
live my life from the Bible, not because of my anti-
theist bias, but simply because the content is inad-
equate.

As a practicing teenage Catholic, | forced myself
to study the Bible through strict self-control. | knew
it was important to know the book sent by God, but
| was always unimpressed. The priest’s long-
winded instructions based on the passages never
resonated with me. Today, | barely remember any
of the teachings. | don’t think | was an anomaly
among churchgoers, but the norm. An honest intro-
spection by Christians would likely reveal that bib-
lical passages are neither momentous nor signifi-
cant to their ethical decisions.

The Omniwriter

This observation is devastating to supernatural
claims about the Bible. As a writer, albeit maybe a
mediocre one, | do not excuse bad writing, not even
for divine beings. Given enough time, | could signif-
icantly improve any piece of writing, choosing
words precisely to convey my intent perfectly. Im-
agine the intricate plot crafted with unlimited hours
of thought, telling the most engaging story ever.
This is what we should expect from God the Om-
niwriter.

If God embarked on the task of crafting a text to
communicate his will perfectly to humanity, it would
be the best book in history. Every page would be a
masterpiece, worth endless hours of study. The
perfection of the text itself would argue for a super-
natural creator capable of such literary supremacy.
This is the standard we should hold every Christian
apologist to when they claim the greatness of the
Bible. This is the book we should expect under the
Christian worldview, but it is certainly not the Bible.
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The Missing Awe

Think of the most intense feeling you've had
while reading a book - perhaps the sense of dread
for the fellowship of the ring in Tolkien’s novel or
the awe at a philosopher’s observation. Have you
ever felt such intense emotion reading the Bible?
Have you had sleepless nights because you
couldn’t put it down? I've had such experiences
with many books, but never with the Bible. | never
fell asleep with my head on the Bible, captivated by
its text.

My experience is clear, and | guess yours might
be similar. A major reason for this guess is the
widespread ignorance of the Bible among Chris-
tians. The fact that | can fluster them with well-cho-
sen passages that contradict their moral intuitions
or established Christian myths shows that the Bible
is not as great as claimed. Believers struggle to
stay captivated by the Bible, a struggle that should
not exist. Believers of a religion with a sacred script
from an omniwriter would be such vehement schol-
ars of this book that no atheist attack could suc-

ceed.

However, the Bible is so lacklustre that it can
even lead to deconversion. Penn Jillette, in the ep-
isode The Bible: Fact or Fiction? of ‘Penn & Teller:
Bullshit!’, said:

“Take some time and put the Bible on your sum-
mer reading list. Try and stick with it cover to cover.
Not because it teaches history; we’ve shown you it
doesn’t. Read it because you’ll see for yourself
what the Bible is all about. It sure isn’t great litera-
ture. If it were published as fiction, no reviewer
would give it a passing grade. There are some vivid
scenes and some quotable phrases, but there’s no
plot, no structure, there’s a tremendous amount of
filler, and the characters are painfully one-dimen-
sional. Whatever you do, don’t read the Bible for a
moral code: it advocates prejudice, cruelty, super-
stition, and murder. Read it because we need more
atheists - and nothing will get you there faster than
reading the damn Bible.”

While atheists probably shouldn’t start giving out
pocket Bibles to deconvert believers, the inadequa-
cies of the Bible are a strong argument against its
supernatural origin.

Jan Golan, ‘Atheists for Liberty’ web site [USA]



https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Penn_%26_Teller:_Bullshit!
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BIBLE QUOTES
SHOULD WE KILL?

EXODUS 20:13 “Thou shall not kill.”
LEVITICUS 24:17 “And he that killeth any man shall surely be put to death.”

EXODUS 32:27 “Thus sayeth the Lord God of Israel, Put every man his sword by
his side, ... and slay every man his brother, ... companion, ... neighbour.”

| SAMUEL 6:19 “... and the people lamented because the Lord had smitten many of
the people with a great slaughter.”

| SAMUEL 15:2, 3, 7, 8 “Thus saith the Lord ... Now go and smite Amalek, and ut-

terly destroy all that they have, and spare them not; but slay both man and woman,

infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass ... And Saul smote the Amalekites
.. and utterly destroyed all the people with the edge of the sword.”

NUMBERS 15:36 “And all the congregation brought him without the camp, and
stoned him with stones, and he died; as the Lord commanded Moses.”
(A Jew who laboured on the sabbath.)

HOSEA 13:16 “... they shall fall by the sword: their infants shall be dashed in
pieces, and their women with children shall be ripped up.”

PSALM 137:9 “Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy little ones upon the
stones.”

(Derived from Godless by Dan Barker)
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