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The War with Superstition

a report from the front line

Fachtna O Rua

A recent question from a colleague in
education, seeking to engage males in a
health related drop-in centre with
charitable purpose, kicked off a long and
somewhat wide ranging thread of thought.
Though kindly meant, the young
guestioner had thought that giving a safe
place for males with an illness to share
their feelings with sundry strangers might
be beneficial. | simplify and amplify
slightly, but that was the broad direction
of the plan.

Cross Gender Comprehension

| don’t fault the questioner for the thought
process. Like most males | inwardly
shuddered to think of sharing vulnerabilities
touchy-feelingly with strangers, but consid-
ered how it comes to be that an educated
professional could today misunderstand
about half the population. There is
the seemingly an age-old question
of how one gender cannot
understand the other. It is
problematic, even without touch-
ing upon more recent and
controversial opinions as to what
gender is in the first place; those |
hardly ease comprehension.

| propose that, because
comprehending members of the desired
gender is of so high value, failure to correctly
do so causes more concern and discussion. It
becomes a focus, and therefore seems a
more frequent occurrence. We then seem - if
we're not traditionally male - to discuss this
only with those of our same gender, and then,
before you know it, another 5,000 years have
passed and the question is entrenched in
society. That happens more than we know.

Whom Do You Understand?
But consider how many of your own gender
you fully understand, even with conversation.
How often do you - figuratively or otherwise -

look over your shoulder and wonder what one
of your own is thinking? It’s probably not the
same as for the other gender, but it’s certainly
not zero. How often do we simply not care
what those of another gender think? Also not
zero, if we truthfully count everyone we meet
during a day. The desire to understand others
is closely bound to our innate anxiety around
pair-bonding as much as anything else.

We fear and mistrust the things we do not
know or cannot see. Contact and
engagement are ideal to break down
imagined barriers, but must be discouraged if
disharmony is our true aim. Harnessing the
resolution of innate anxieties generates
usable angst, if we seek control.

Divide and Rule

The expression 'divide and rule' is well known
to almost all, and that is a tactic that has been
applied planet-wide and
throughout time. It is a familiar
tactic to us on this island. In
addition to divide and rule applied
to keep whole societies apart
based on majority religion, divide
and rule is also an ideal strategy
within societies of any religion if
control is the objective.

Formally dividing young
people from each other by gender doesn’t
just lead to entertaining misunderstandings,
but probably negatively affects many levels
and facets of society. Segregation by melanin
level in the skin isn't accepted but
segregation based on where hormones place
our sex organs continues to be.

If society is genuinely becoming more
secular, then ending educational segregation
based on religion is required. But we must
also move to end segregation based on
gender, as dictated by how religions operated
historically.

Other than for perpetuating myths of virgin
births and impossibly pure women, and
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blood-wine carpenters made of body-wafer,
religiously guided education is also subtly
responsible for other more mundane daily
problems. | argue that separating children
based on gender for much of their education
is harmful to their greater well-being, and a

breach of their rights.

In the South, that's another thing the
Romans did for us, that | really wish they
hadn’t.

-0-

Happiness returned in late February 1983
after my confreres and | did a weekend of
journaling at a retreat centre.

"This period of my life is like a chance for
me,” | journaled. | saw it as a time for
personal growth, leading towards autonomy
and authenticity. | was thankful for my
friendships. And | was encouraged by my
aggregate score in philosophy. After the
slough of despond since December, | grew
again in quiet confidence.

Confrere
The weekend was typified by my ‘unguarded
joviality’. | shared a room with my confrére
and enjoyed his company. | wasn’'t used to
sharing a bedroom with anyone. | liked our
mutual freedom to strip and get into our
separate beds and talk.

Celibates don’t normally have anyone to
chat with in bed. At some point, probably the
next morning, | saw him erect. He had pulled
his duvet back, maybe to get up or, |
wondered, perhaps to show me. Or just to be
himself in that moment without any need for
concealment. Celibates are rarely seen by
others with an erection.

| recorded in my journal: "I am ever
awakening to my sexuality and the varied and
various manifestations of it."

| returned, revived and cheerful from the
weekend, journaling: "I am learning the
poetry of each day." My improved mood
seemed also to banish my religious doubt,
since | wrote: "l believe in God and my heart
extols him." Borrowing the title of C S Lewis’s
book, | declared myself "surprised by joy".

In truth, what sparked my positive mood

AFTER
GOD o s
*ﬁ{ S

Joe Armstrong

was a belief that it might just be possible,
after all, to fulfil my affectivity needs within
religious life. | thought spiritual friendship
could do the trick.

Aelred of Rievaulx, a twelfth-century
Cistercian monk and abbot, had, in his
book Spiritual Friendship, praised the value of
friendship for a monk. He wrote that, without
friendship, we were no better than a beast,
and that spiritual friendship filled us with love.
Aelred held that we could entrust our hearts
and its secrets to our friend.

Trust & Friendship
‘Why not entrust myself into the arms and
heart of another?’ | wrote. "Why not let him
know | delight in him and discover myself in
him? Why not trust and be!"

My confrére shared with me an erotic
dream he had dreamt about me. He had
discussed it with the Superior. He asked me if
there was anything sexual in my relationship
with him and if | was seeking something
beyond what he conceived of our
relationship. | found the question ironic given
the dream he had just shared with me.

| said no. But, as most people are
somewhere on the spectrum between gay
and straight, | wondered if he had not yet
come to terms with what | presumed to be the
homosexual part of himself. | journaled: "If his
experience has been similar to mine, and at
times | feel it must be, then he’s probably this
moment regarding me with the same
wonderings as | presently regard him."

The ‘crucifixion of community’ of the
previous weeks gave way to feeling blessed
by my friendships and confreres,
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consolidating my belief that | could be fulfilled
as a priest. | found myself sought after. One
time | sensed my confrere was jealous when
he saw me talking to my best friend at the
Milltown Institute.

Reconciliation & Apprehension

For months, | had been grappling with the
problem posed by Ibsen’'s play A Doll’s
House, at the end of which the lead female
character, Nora, leaves her husband to make
her own way in the world. Grappling with the
vow of celibacy in light of my complicated
sexual awareness, | had journaled on 1
December 1982 that the play explored "the
problem of incomplete knowledge or maturity
at the time of a commitment and how people
change."

| had taken my vows before | was old
enough to appreciate the importance and
value of sex.

But by 8 March 1983, | saw myself as ‘a

FREDERICK DELIUS -

fuller person before my God and that |
was "walking steadily on sound and level
ground, the battle over for a while". | was
becoming more integrated, growing as a
person. Looking back over the rocky road |
had climbed, | felt it had been worthwhile. |
was at ease with myself and others.

| recalled the Gospel story in Luke 13:8
where the gardener advises the owner:
"Leave the fig tree another year and see if it
bears fruit."

"It has!".| journaled. Remaining in the
Marists was bearing fruit. | was beginning to
love myself in a healthy way.

But that night a dramatic dream awoke me
with a jolt at 4 a.m.: "l am being projected
forward towards a man standing still and
wearing black clothes."

| was being catapulted towards priesthood,
stagnation and death.

MUSIC AND ATHEISM

It's possible to enjoy a piece of music
without knowing the name of the
composer or performers, or the ideology
and beliefs of the composer. Maybe it’'s
not important to understand the
influences and lives of people like
Frederick Delius and Ralph Vaughan
Williams, for instance, but | recently
attended a wonderful concert in Worcester
Cathedral of Sea Drift by Delius,
and Vaughan Williams’ Sea
Symphony, and this reinforced
my fascination with the atheist
views of both composers.

The event was to mark the
150th anniversary of Vaughan
Williams' birth and was given by
the 150 strong Worcester Choral
Society and the Meridian
Sinfonia, conducted by Samuel
Hudson. | was delighted to have
the chance to attend as | am a huge fan of
the music of Delius, and his music is not
given in live performances that often
these days. | fell in love with the music of
Delius long before |discovered that he

was also an atheist with strong views
about religion.

What was intriguing about the concert in
Worcester Cathedral was the setting for
two secular pieces of music, both based on
the writing of the American poet Walt
Whitman.

Poetic Influence

Whitman's poetry had a
profound influence on both
composers and may well also
have influenced them through a
radical critigue of conventional
religion, and Christianity in
particular. 1 am not sure how
much attention had been paid to
the secular origins of the music,
as both pieces are very
inspiring, as well as a musical
challenge to an amateur choir.
Welcomed by the Dean of Worcester
Cathedral, with a short prayer(!), | was left
wondering whether they were aware of the
anti-Christian message of Whitman’s words
or whether it really mattered to the Cathedral
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or the audience.

The performance by the choir and
orchestra was outstanding and one cannot
avoid being moved by the powerful emotional
content of Delius’s music in Sea Dirift,
enhanced by the baritone soloist Andrew
Mayor, and the conductor Samuel Hudson
was also excellent. Delius, in particular, was
keen to provide secular music such as his
remarkable Mass of Life. This was recently
performed in Bergen in Norway with Mark
Elder conducting, but rarely gets an airing in
the UK.

Controversial Composer

Delius is a controversial composer with many
people claiming his work is lightweight, based
on having only heard the First Cuckoo in
Spring, as they are unfamiliar with his large
body of work of a much more substantial
character. However, Delius did not write
symphonies, though he did write
choral works and operas as well as a
significant body of songs and chamber
music. As a violinist in amateur
orchestras, | have come across
opposition to performing his work, due
to dislike of his atheist views from
Christian conductors and committees!

If you are not familiar with Delius
and his music, please try and listen to
some. Try starting with Brigg Fair
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2
_JUKXwHZz4) He is regarded by
many eminent musicologists, such as Mark
Elder, current conductor of the Halle
Orchestra, as the most significant 'English’
composer. His use of very complex and
innovative harmonies and orchestration puts
him in a different league and may make his
music less accessible to some. Born in 1862,
Delius died in 1931, thus spanning one of the
most exciting eras in classical music, when
there was experimentation and so-called
nationalism in music by some of the greatest
composers like Ravel, Debussy, Bartok,
Stravinsky, Schénberg and many more.
Some of the music of Delius reflected a
fascinating range of influences from English
folk music, spirituals of slaves in the
American south as well as his exploration of
the philosophy of Nietzsche and the cultural
hot bed of Paris in the 1930s.

Background & Early Enterprise
Born into a German family, with a successful

wool business in Bradford Yorkshire, Delius
grew up with a love of cricket and is still
regarded as an English composer even
though he spent much of his life studying in
Germany and then living in France. Delius did
not want to go into the wool business, he
escaped by moving to Florida, attempting to
establish an orange plantation on the banks
of the St John's River south of Jacksonville.

Delius was not a very successful orange
grower and preferred to sit on the terrace of
his little wooden house listening to the singing
of the slave workers on the nearby
plantations. He also met a remarkable music
teacher, Thomas Ward, and soon began to
develop as a musician and composer. His
fascination with black American music led to
the first 'black’ opera, written in 1896/7,
Koanga, long before the better-known Porgy
and Bess by Gershwin, first performed in
1935. Thomas Ward, an early teacher of
Delius in Florida, said that the
time Delius spent in Florida, and
his experience of what Ward
calls the vernacular music of the
slave workers on the plantations,
had a profound influence on the
later music of Delius. (Gillespie)
Delius was celebrated in Florida
for a time and his house was
moved to the campus of
Jacksonville University, but it
has been sadly neglected. | can
find no mention of the Delius
house on the Jacksonville University web site
and a friend, who visited there a few years
ago, said it was in very poor condition though
it is still marked on google maps.

Music & Atheist Views

Delius furthered his musical education in
Leipzig and spent time in Paris where he
became a close friend of Edvard Grieg and
was also influenced by Norwegian folk music.
He went on to lead a somewhat dissolute life
in the artistic world in Paris where he
contracted syphilis which led to severe
disability, deafness and blindness. Despite
this, he continued to compose with the help of
Eric Fenby who came from Yorkshire to write
down his music. Fenby, a devout Christian,
had remarkably to put up with Delius’s
acerbic atheist views at his beautiful riverside
home in Grez sur Loing near Paris. Delius is
said to have remarked to Fenby when he first
arrived: "God? | don't know him". He told
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Fenby:

“The sooner you get rid of all this Christian
humbug the better. The whole traditional
concept of life is false. Throw those great
Christian blinkers away and look around you
and stand on your own feet. ... Don't believe
all the tommyrot priests tell you; learn and
prove everything by your own experience."
(Fenby, 1936)

“l think the only improvement that Christ
and Christianity have brought with them is
Christmas. As people really then think a little
about others. Otherwise | feel that he had
better not have lived at all. The world has not
got any better, but worse and more
hypocritical, and | really believe that
Christianity has produced an overall sub
mediocrity and really only taught people the
meaning of fear.” (Carley)

Delius, Vaughan Williams & Whitman

Delius struggled to gain acceptance for his
music in England but was championed by
conductor Thomas Beecham. Beecham, a
rather pompous Edwardian figure,
who nevertheless gave many first
performances of compositions by
Delius, controversially had Delius’s
body moved to England after he
was buried in France, to St Peter's
Church in Limpsfield Church yard
in Surrey. A move | doubt Delius
would have approved of.

The concert in Worcester
Cathedral of two choral works, both
based on the secular works of Walt
Whitman, demonstrate how powerful and
emotional music can be without reference to
religion. According to Weltzien, both Delius
and Vaughan Williams felt a strong and
lifelong personal identification with Whitman
the poet. Vaughan Williams shared Delius’s
atheism, though perhaps had stronger
spiritual leanings than Delius throughout his
life and music. Whitman was a remarkable
figure and anyone familiar with his writing
would not be surprised how he became such
a strong influence on Delius. Both his
Humanist ideas, with a radical approach to
spirituality, and his inspiration from nature
can be seen in the music of Delius as well as
that of Vaughan Williams, and the sounds of
the sea and nature can be heard throughout
the work of both. Well done to Worcester
Cathedral for staging such radical and
secular pieces of music in Christian

surroundings.

The choir and orchestra gave a
tremendous performance, coping well with
the complex harmonics of Delius. | was
looking forward to one of the most thrilling
points in the music of Delius, when after the
gentle and quiet choral beginning, followed by
a baritone solo, introducing the birds who are
central part of Whitman’s’ poem, we are
blown out of our seats by “Shine, Shine,
Shine, pour down your warmth great sun.”

‘Leaves of Grass'

Having been so moved by the wonderful
interpretation of Whitman’s poetry by Delius, |
set about reminding myself about Leaves of
Grass. Why were Delius and Vaughan
Williams so influenced by a writer from an
earlier generation? | had not appreciated that
Leaves of Grass was written in 1855 and
Delius only came to this work much later.
Whitman died in 1892. Given how
progressive and radical Whitman’s thinking
was, in terms of politics, philosophy,
spirituality and even sexual ideas, |
had wrongly thought him to be 50
years later than he was. Vaughan
Williams is also said to have been
an atheist, though maybe not as
strongly opinionated as Delius.
Vaughan  Wililams  was a
conscientious objector, but served
as a medial orderly in the First
World War and was profoundly
affected by his experiences then.

Whitman wanted to create a
post-Christian cultural order,
though he still drew upon biblical symbols in
his writing. His work also laid the foundations
of naturalistic environmental principles that
are better known in the work of his friend
Ralph Waldo Emerson and then Henry David
Thoreau, a line of radical environmentalism
which led to Rachel's Carson’s work Silent
Spring. Rachel Carson is said to have kept
their books by her bedside. The music of
Delius wonderfully reflects the sounds of
nature.

Radical & Humanist Views
Understanding the radical and Humanist
views of Delius doesn't change our
experience or love of his music but it adds to
our appreciation. The Delius Society
produces a wonderful journal, one of the most
authoritative journals of its kind, now up to
Issue 168 (https://www.delius.org.uk/delius-
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society/publications/delius-society-journals/)
and back issues can be accessed online.
Despite the thorough and illuminating
discussion of his music in the journal, there is
little about the atheist views of Delius and so |
hope to work on a much longer and in-depth
exploration of this in the future

Concert Worcester Festival Choral Society,
performance in Worcester Cathedral November
26 2022. Chorus Conductor - Samuel Hudson
(Director of Music at Worcester Cathedral). The
Meridian Sinfonia: Leader - Cathy Scott-Burt;
Baritone - Andrew Mayor.
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Tom Woolley

Humanist Network
Ireland

Tom White

Strange how things start. You’ll probably
remember the era when twinning towns
was a popular pastime in the EU - a means
of breaking down international barriers?
I've long been a member of Westport
Humanist Group and had the idea one day
that surely there were other “Westports”
in other countries. So, wouldn’t it be fun

ajoint press release.

Westport: Ireland-USA
That read, in part: “April 9th 2017 represented
an important day in the development of
Humanist groups in Westport, County Mayo
in Ireland and also Fairfield County, including
Westport, Connecticut in the USA." The local
groups linked up via a video conference call.
"The national representatives of Humanism
meet regularly at international gatherings, but
what was new here was that a group of
'grassroots’ people were meeting their
counterparts from another nation.”, said
Séamus O’Connell, Convenor of the
Humanist Group in Westport Ireland.” We had
learnt the lesson that the new

to contact Humanists in
other “Westports” and
compare notes. A Google
search led me to Westport,
Connecticut, and the small
print said that Westport
Connecticut was one of the
most prosperous commun-
ities in the USA.

a
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technology was reliable, and that
comparing notes with other local
groups was instructive and
empowering. We continued to join
in on occasional events with our
cousins in Fairfield, such as guest
lectures and members' round-
table discussions. However, time
differences often made it a late

| reported this venally
joyous news to Séamus O’Connell, our
Group Convenor, and we agreed that
further investigations be made to
ascertain if we could contact our allegedly
fabulously rich US counterparts. It took a
year or so, but through the combined
efforts of Cary Shaw (HFFC, Connecticut),
Sheila Garrity (our local Skype wizard),
Séamus and myself, we were able to issue

night event for those of us living in Greenwich
Mean Time.

HNI Founded

Fast forward to the covid disaster, which by
early 2020 made face-to-face meetings
downright dangerous. Skype (and now Zoom)
were obvious solutions, but some of our local
groups here in Ireland hadn’t the
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technological knowhow to present meetings
through this new medium. Groups quickly
learnt that they had problems in common.
One problem was that Convenors found it
more and more difficult to find new guest
experts to speak to local groups. It became
logical for groups to band together to share
guest speakers. A more positive effect of the
new technology was that Humanists who
were isolated from local groups, because of
ill-health or geographic location, were able for
the first time to attend via Zoom. New
friendships were being forged beyond local
boundaries. All of these factors became a
heady mix to make the foundation of
Humanist Network Ireland almost inevitable.

The overriding idea was that HNI would
provide monthly content which local branches
could use as backup for local activities if need
be - joining in as it suited their members and
their interests. Reaching out across local
groups in the ‘South’ led to the natural
reaching out to local groups across the full
island. Reflecting on what this would mean,
the early organisers felt it was important to
provide a North-South forum where people
could meet and develop ideas. A permanent
agreed peace on our troubled little island
must surely be a Humanist priority.

Meeting Success

We certainly hit the ground running - one of
our earliest meetings had an attendance of
more than 40 people. But that was in the
context of problems elsewhere - rumour had
it that HNI was setting itself up in competition
with another Humanist body, and many
people tuned in to watch the revolution take
place. Yes, we had an interesting evening -
but no revolution! Life’s too short. Another
interesting experience was having our
airspace invaded by an enterprising group of
teenage hackers. Things can and do go
wrong.

Janie Lazar (Dublin), Edith Geraghty

(Westport) and myself were the three founder
members; Edith is a classic case of someone
who found herself an isolated Humanist - ill-
health made face-to-face meetings
impossible for her. Both Janie and Edith have
much greater IT skills than me - we would
never have got off the ground without them.
Edith also brought us into contact with a
group of online Lancashire-based Humanists,
which has helped bolster our numbers. As the
year progressed, we had cause to invite
others to help with organising our meetings-
so, many thanks to Teresa Graham, Alan
Tuffery and Sheila Garrity. None of our guest
speakers have demanded payment for their
time and effort so far - which is very useful as
we have no money to pay them with! But
then again, it costs nothing to join us either.

Over the year we’ve been in existence, we
have tweaked the format of our meetings.
Our normal format these days is that our
guest speaker has fifteen or twenty minutes
uninterrupted talk-time, followed by an hour of
guestions and answers. Regular attendees
get to know one another. Inevitably, some
people are almost phobic about 'video
conferencing', whilst some are heavily reliant
on it. But the medium itself is here to stay and
is likely to become ever more sophisticated
as technology progresses.

Contact

You can contact the Humanist Network
Ireland (HNI) by simply asking to join our
mailing list through an email to Tom White
(tomwhitehni@gmail.com]. We  welcome
suggestions for speakers/topics as well.
Should you no longer wish to receive our
emails, please drop us a line to let us know.
The email list is used only for HNI matters,
such as circulating meeting links or sharing
news of matters related to Humanism. While
names are never shared, be advised that
kindness is always shared. (5]

MYTHAND REALITY - choosing ourstory.

Alan Tuffery

In this article | want to bring two ideas into
focus and to see what light they shed on
humans and human societies. The two
ideas are, first, the nature of myth and
story and, second, the development of

more abstract ways of thinking. | argue
that the two together allow us to choose
the stories we share and that that will
have beneficial consequences. Stories are
part of being human. The stories we share



mailto:tomwhitehni@gmail.com

Irish Freethinker No. 197 Spring 2023

are important and help to define us and
our societies. (I use ‘society’ to mean any
kind of human grouping from the smallest
family or interest group up to nations,
and, and international confederations.)

Stories are Both Cohesive and Divisive
Shared stories identify and bind the members
of a society. Stories range from foundation
myths to beliefs about democracy, economic
structures and the nature of the world. For
example, foundation myths are fables that
purport to explain the origin of a people. By
using terms such as ‘'myth’ and ‘fable’ | mean
that they are not true in the sense that they
do not refer to the real world.

"Beliefs are what divide people; doubt

unites them" - Peter Ustinov
As Ustinov points out, the stories that bind a
society also create differences between
societies. All too often we have seen that
societies are prepared to commit atrocities on
the basis of their different stories. These
atrocities have included the attempted and
successful obliteration of societies and their
cultures, such as those of indigenous peoples
by  imperialist, colonising
forces. Such atrocities become

more likely when the myth
takes on the force of
unquestionable belief or

dogma and is reinforced by a
‘sacred’ text, a priestly caste
and officially sanctioned
violence.

Thus

the point of the
Ustinov quotation: extreme

or magical thinking to what may broadly be
called ‘scientific’ thinking: reliance on the
empirical - experiment and observation - and
explanations based on natural processes.
Those of us brought up in post-Enlightenment
Western, educated, industrial, rich,
democratic (WEIRD) countries start by
looking for a natural explanation, rather than
one based on myth. As Steven Pinker puts it
in Better Angels of Our Nature, more
phenomena were shifted from the "zone of
the invisible’ to the ‘zone of reality".

Richard Dawkins’ 2011 The Magic of
Reality is, in part, a series of examples of this
movement between zones. For example, he
cites the Epic of Gilgamesh from about 1500
BC which contains a mythical explanation of
the rainbow, involving an angry god, a flood,
a boat containing all living creatures and the
gift of the rainbow as a sign that the god
would not flood the world again. Dawkins
goes on to give the scientific, natural
explanation - the reality - of the phenomenon
of the rainbow. Unlike the myth, this real
explanation teaches us when to expect a
rainbow and where to look for one; it has both
explanatory and predictive
value. (The 'magic’ in Dawk-
ins’ book is the wonder and
awe at the complexity and
beauty of nature, not the
supernatural ‘magic’ of the
zone of the invisible.)

It seems that we humans
so desired explanations for
what we observed that we
preferred any explanation,

certainty about beliefs -

whether firmly founded or not - is what leads
human societies to attempt to obliterate those
who do not share them. It is those who are
less certain - those doubting realists, the
scientists, for whom fallibility, corroboration
and correction are fundamental - who do not
attempt to impose their world view by force.
Rather, they argue on the basis of evidence
found by repeated investigation and
confirmation - experiment. | shall return to this
point later, but first | want to review some
aspects of the nature of thinking and its
changes.

Patterns of Thinking
In those countries - essentially Western
Europe - that experienced the Enlightenment,
there was a shift in thinking from superstitious
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even a mythical one, to
uncertainty. It has been argued that this was
evolutionarily advantageous: the human who
stood and pondered the explanation of a
rustle in a bush might not survive the predator
within. It may be retorted that there is much
less evolutionary advantage in today’s
complex world and we have much catching
up to do. Julian Huxley observed 60 years
ago in The Humanist Frame that it is a mark
of human maturity to be able to live with
uncertainty. Uncertainty is preferable to
acceptance of false stories; knowing that we
are uncertain may make us less likely to act
violently.

Pinker, like most Humanists, takes a
reasonably optimistic view of humankind and
argues that when such ‘scientific’ thinking,
based on cause and effect, is widely
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accepted, human agreement - within and
between societies - becomes much more
likely. This is because the ideas are based on
reality, and are therefore independent of
individuals’ prejudices and preferences. In
other words, it is very hard for us to have
significantly different perceptions about real
objects and how they behave.

Coupled with this ‘scientific’ thinking
comes the development of what Pinker calls
"Abstract Thinking". This is the ability to be
able to see patterns of difference and
similarity and to conceive things that don’t
exist: the future, unicorns, and to predict that
some things must exist such as black holes
and the Higgs boson. This allows humans to
speculate: ‘what if ... ' and ‘if ... , then'.
Abstract Thinking also means that we are
able to distance ourselves

more effectively: agreement about cause and
effect and the ability to see beyond our
immediate individual concerns will lead to the
increased co-operation between human
societies which is essential if we are solve the
existential crises that face us.

Preferred Stories

To return our main theme of the distinction
between stories and myths, | argue that our
shared stories should not be myths - which
have neither explanatory nor predictive value.
We should replace them with stories, based
on reality and evidence: our best
understanding of ourselves and the universe
around us. They may even lead to that
greater understanding and co-operation so
vital for humankind. Without this change,

from immediate concerns.
We can think about the
wider implications of our
actions. We can use what
Pinker calls an "Olympian,
superrational vantage point
... and consider one’s own

mutually

interests and  another
person’s as equivalent."
We can use Abstract
Thinking to reframe a | Nature)

"A Humanistic value system, which
privileges human flourishing as the
ultimate good, is a product of reason
because it can be justified: it can be
agreed
community of thinkers who value
their own interests and are engaged
in reasoned negotiation,
communal and authoritarian values
are parochial to a tribe or hierarchy."
(Steven Pinker, Better Angels of Our

upon

myths will continue to
mislead and divide us.

There will be some who
will exclaim that this is dull
because it is cold, rational
and leaves no place for the
emotions; they may go on
to ask where is awe. Awe,
transcendence and wonder
are part of nature - not
beyond nature, not
supernatural. Science is not

by any

whereas

guestion in a wider context
of values, such as the development of
individuals, the good of society and
humankind, other living things and the whole
environment.

The development of abstract thinking
depends upon experience (in the widest
sense), including the introduction of more
formal education and a more diverse
experience. The fact that abstract reasoning
is a skill that can be taught is crucially
important to human development. We can
choose to learn to use our wonderful brains

In July last year, Dr Fergus O'Ferrall wrote an

just cold, narrow rationality.
It is about the natural world which includes us
and all our productions and wonder and
emotions are part of that. Stories of the
natural world surely contain enough wonder
for anyone and we would know that our
stories capture our best understanding of the
world. They may even lead to that greater
understanding and co-operation so vital for
humankind. Without this change, myths will
continue to mislead and divide us.

VOWW

article for The Irish Times entitled "Religions’

flaws make it easy to ignore their wisdom", in which he sought to argue the limits of
secularism. Overleaf, we reproduce a response from David McConnell (Irish Times 31/8/22.).

11
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Secularism & the llls of the World

David McConnell

Secularism “fails on the score of Morality and Meaning
expectation: it offers no guidance on Many millions of people who are not religious
human values save personal have admirable human values.
aggrandisement”. (O'Ferrall) Yet many We are told that “secularism has no
millions of people who are not religious anchor for ethics, because you cannot
have admirable human values and are not develop a meaningful morality out of a
overwhelmed by desires for meaningless universe”. This implies that his
aggrandisement. secular friends have no meaningful morality.
Our morality, which is not much different in
What Religions Offer? practice from his, is not in the slightest
Dr Fergus O'Ferrall, my old friend and valued impaired by the fact that most secularists
colleague, passionately believes that the believe there is no meaning in the material
great religions of the world have much to offer objective universe.
as we wrestle with the challenges of the
modern world and, with many qualifications, | Desire For Aggrandisement
agree. Secularism “fails on the score of expectation:
He writes that “The common spiritual it offers no guidance on human values save
wisdom shared by our religions concerns personal aggrandisement”. Yet many millions
values and meaning, human dignity, of people who are not religious have

admlrable human values and are not
z overwhelmed by desires for
aggrandisement.

Could it be that these people
learned how to lead good and
fulfilling lives from their families and
friends, their schools, choirs,
dramatic societies and sports clubs,
from all the social gatherings that
they were drawn into while still
young?

relationships, solidarity, reconciliation, hope
peace, justice, equality, the [FEBF =
common good. These ingredients [&&
of human flourishing are needed
more than ever at this critical and
dark time and ought to be brought
into regular, open, transparent
and respectful dialogue with those
who espouse secular viewpoints
as we all seek to rectify our
current distresses.”

Objectives and Motive Morality Without Religion
All right-thinking people will share these Humanists believe that morality is an intrinsic
objectives, if not the ultimate motive. part of human nature based on understanding
| was, however, saddened to find that a and a concern for others, needing no external
large part of his article focused on blaming sanction.
the so-called public creed of secularism for Could it be that as they grew older, they
the ills of this world including “the rising levels saw their values, acquired in a loving healthy
of mental distress, loneliness, social childhood, reflected in the secular laws of
exclusion, racism, the assault on truth, the their country and in the many national and
decline of trust in democracy, an erosion of international secular declarations of human
decency - the widespread malaise and fear of rights?
the future stemming from existential threats They became moral without religion,
such as the climate crisis”. increasingly the norm for contemporaries in
Apparently “xenophobia, racism and gross societies renowned for their high human
inequalities combined with a disregard for values, and often lacking in societies still
dignity and human rights” have thrived in the dominated by religions.
‘vacuum left by secularism”. On reflection, | It is time for us to encourage everyone
was surprised that we secularists are not from childhood to think out their morality for
being blamed for the disappearance of the themselves as members of a caring society.

corncrake.
12
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What to Live For?
He worries that secularism “fails to answer
one question: what are we to live for?” and
that it “fails to provide . . . a ‘big story’ that
gives meaning to existence”.
As a secular Humanist, my big story is
humanity. My ethics are summarised in the

Amsterdam Declaration (2002) of the
International Humanist and Ethical Union
(Humanists International) which in part

affirms the worth, dignity and autonomy of the
individual and the right of every human being
to the greatest possible freedom compatible
with the rights of others.

Humanists have a duty of care to all of
humanity including future generations.
Humanists believe that morality is an intrinsic
part of human nature based on understanding
and a concern for others, needing no external
sanction. Humanists believe that the solutions
to the world’s problems lie in human thought
and action rather than divine intervention.

Afterlife and Fear
O’Ferrall tells us that “globally we live
increasingly in a truthless . . . age”. | agree
and | know there is a lot of wisdom and truth
among religious people, but we are told they
come ultimately from a belief in the
supernatural.

This is literally an incredible idea. | am
sorry that it is maybe hurtful for people to
hear that this belief in the supernatural is one
of the most misleading untruths in western
society, nurtured without question in almost
all Irish schools by servants of the State.

It seems the decline in religion is partly

due to increasing recognition that we do not
need religion to be moral or content.

The alternative to secularism/humanism is
theocracy, in which the church and State are
more or less united, with morality instilled by
hope in an afterlife and not a little fear.

Thinking For Ourselves
Since the modern Irish State is a product of
religion, it is plain that our many problems
cannot be ascribed to secularism or
Humanism that are only now beginning to
have roles in influencing our society.

It seems the decline in religion is partly
due to increasing recognition that we do not
need religion to be moral or content, but our
society has some way to go - we still have to
pass the litmus test of removing religious
formation from our nationally funded schools.

It is time for us to encourage everyone
from childhood to think out their morality for
themselves as members of a caring society,
without any obligation for supernatural
guidance which can remain an option for
many people.

Mutual Respect

The way to dialogue is through mutual
respect and understanding. A religion will not
retain or regain respect in society by blaming
all the ills of the world on secularism and
Humanism (or on other religions) or by
claiming that religions have a special right to
be heard.

The problems of society are much more
complex than these attitudes suggest.

<>

The main origins of religion are both
intellectual and emotional, and in a
somewhat interactive way.

to create a sense of the |, i.e. the self. Other
mammals have various levels of awareness,
but not that of the self. They are born, live

ORIGINS OF RELIGION
Daltin O Ceallaigh

The intellectual primarily derives from the felt
needs to explain a genesis of the universe
and to underpin the observance of morality.
The emotional derives from anxiety at the
prospect of nihility as the consequence of
death.

The human is a unique type of mammal in
the manner in which its brain developed so as
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and die, but are not conceptually aware of
these processes. While we are aware of
being aware, they unselfconsciously exist. As
a consequence, while they learn what to do
and what not to, they have no real sense of
time. They live in a perpetual present.

Along with self-consciousness, the human
has certain innate abilities for dealing with the
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world, its cerebral limbs, so to speak. One of
these is to think abstractly in terms of cause
and effect. Other mammals have an
instinctual sense of cause and effect to an
extent. They apprehend that specific actions
or situations will produce particular outcomes.
Thus they try to survive. But their cerebral
makeup does not include the notions of ‘why
and how'.

Distinctiveness of Humans
The human of course puts its cerebral
equipment to the same basic uses as other
mammals in order to secure its own survival,
but it can do so through much
more sophisticated ways and
means. Furthermore, it extends
the use of this power in all sorts of
directions up to the point of
building civilizations. We can
contemplate what was and
imagine what can be. It is this
multifaceted cerebral capacity and
its full potency, along with
resulting advanced achievements,
which have led humans to be a
hegemonic species on the planet.

What is especially of note about the
human is not only its powerful techniques of
self-preservation and aggrandisement, but
the pervasiveness of its curiosity about cause
and effect regarding every aspect of life -
present, past and future. Questions are asked
and have to be answered. Initially these
included mysteries such as ‘why storms
occur’ or, more urgently, for example, ‘why
earthquakes take place’. And it was not just
puzzlement which intensified concern here
but fear and some hope of its alleviation.

Today, there is the science to adequately
explain these events and sometimes contain
them. But, early on, in the absence of such

knowledge, the gap was filled with
assumptions of a supernatural and an
anthropomorphic  character along  with

propitiation. If a human was seen to produce
certain outcomes in ordinary affairs, then it
was assumed that superhumans were
responsible for producing extraordinary or
strange happenings.

The Supernatural
There could also be an instinctual impulse
towards assuming invisible supernatural
forces, this extending from an original, natural
wariness in everyday life about hidden
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agency. For example, a rustling in the
undergrowth might be exaggerated as due
not just to the wind, but perhaps a preying
sabre-tooth tiger. So there was a
predisposition, deriving from defensive
caution, towards imaginative interpretation.
And one then has to allow for this taking on
transmogrified forms in society.

Thus, all in all, belief developed in various
spirits and gods. Today that is generally no
longer the situation for the kind of elemental
occurrences referred to, although some
humans still believe in occasional miracles.

This idea of the superhuman which led to
appeasement and invocation of
the gods and demigods, entailed
belief resting on faith rather than
reason. Today, there are still
offerings of a symbolic kind and
prayers for relief of suffering or

attainment of objectives. But
there are generally no longer
sanguinary sacrifices; and
theurgic  manifestations  are

usually not alleged. However,
there remain belief systems
covering supreme divinities, cosmic creation
and an assuaging immortality.

Causation and Existence

Religion may therefore be perceived as
principally originating and enduring from the
search for initial causation and the need to
allay existential insecurity, the latter also
expressed as transcendental hopefulness.
Humans mostly either cannot conceive of
existence ceasing or are loathe to accept it.
There is a deep-seated yearning for
permanence, a sense of time inclining
towards a passion for timelessness. Once
there is personal Being, how can one have
instead non-Being? Consciousness protests
against its total negation and a return to the
nonexistence which preceded birth. To a
certain extent, this resistance is also a
residual manifestation of the survival instinct;
one looks to survive death. But this is not just
a self-centred phenomenon; the living also
cannot easily reconcile to the idea that a
loved one is no more, as is evidenced by the
intensity of grief.

Yet it is not alone the certainty of death
that discommodes us, but also the
contingency of life. Accident, disease or
violence can cut short existence in a very
premature and unpredictable way and these
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phenomena thus particularly disturb us and
seem to call for at least posthumous
compensation. Likewise with social
deprivation in the case of the poor.

Apart from all this, there is further the hope
on occasion that religious practices might
change the conditions of existence to an
extent, whether by way of a rain dance or
going to Lourdes for a cure.

Of the causational and existential roots of
religion, the latter is much more powerful than
the first, because whatever about the
speculated primordial source of Being, the
prospect of its ultimate evaporation is by far
the most impactful. It can cause dread. As for
the predilection for causation, ironically it
results on occasion in acceptance of what is
called the ‘causeless cause’ (god); in other
words rationality ironically leads some
eventually and distortionally to an irrational
conclusion.

Religion is of course also put forward as
necessary for morality insofar as it lays down
what ought to be done or not done by divine
command and stipulates the rewards or
penalties for obeying or transgressing.

God of the Gaps

Secular humanism affrms  scientific
knowledge and discerns no requirement for
religious explanations beyond that. The
conception of supreme deities it views as
grandiose projectionism, while inserting a
supernatural first cause before the ‘big bang’
is assessed as a god of the gaps theory,
expounded in the current absence of
scientific certainty as to what preceded that
episode, while scientific hypotheses are not
lacking; although these require further
research (e.g. cyclical and multiverse
theories). What also arises in connection with
them is the vista of a temporal and spatial
infinitude of nature, which is easy to state, but
difficult for the human to get its head around.
The causational predisposition of the human
intellect tends to tilt towards a metaphysical
dualism (the spiritual along with the material)
rather than a  naturalistic  monism
(multilayered materialism).

As for morality, natural instincts of social
solidarity and collaborative effort as well as
the rationality of the ‘golden rule’ (do unto
others as you would they should do unto you)
are the bases for proper human behaviour.
The fact is that there can be no civilization
without morality and reason points to this
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without need for commandments from a
divine. To be fully realised, morality requires
an ethical system, which entails addressing
the fact of desire, but a balanced system
defines control, not demands repression, as
latterly is so much the case with religion.

Meaning and Purpose

Religious people further say that meaning in
life requires a purposeful, god-led universe.
However, the search for meaning or purpose,
as distinct from just endeavouring to survive,
also derives from the particularly human
tendency to ask ‘why and how' about
existence and is another offshoot of an
advanced cerebral endowment. (Meaning or
purpose is not a problem for other mammals.)
But it is not to be found ‘out there’; it is
generated by humans and can only be
satisfied by them. In other words, we create
our own meaning in whatever we decide to
do in life. It is not given to us but chosen by
us, individually or collectively. The cosmos
and our universe within it are processes
which, in some instances, giive rise to
intelligent, self-conscious creatures; that does
not render such processes as themselves
having purpose or meaning.

Undervaluing Existence

The disadvantage in refusing to accept
ultimate nonexistence is that this leads to the
undervaluing of the only existence there is
and as prevails in the instance of all
mammals. In other words, the fixation with an
afterlife means that some humans obsess
about the nothing instead of realising the
something. They vyearn for redemption
instead of seeking fulfilment. Their life is an
apology for existence which is characterised
by repentance rather than joy. One has a
feeling of sin in place of a sense of
happiness.

Yet, it is not irrational to want to live longer
and in sound mind than normally obtains.
This is especially so as life expectancy
usually now falls far short of intellectual
potentiality. ‘Life is too brief, it is often
understandably said. However, science is
constantly expanding life-expectancy. It is
known that humans can now live up to about
120 years, but this is far from typical.
Nonetheless, it is not scientifically
inconceivable that eventually this could be
made typical, and more. That would go a long
way towards reconciling humans to mortality.
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Indeed, the ‘gilgamesh scenario' holds that
physical immortality is ultimately possible
scientifically! This considers what might
happen in medical advances and cyborg
perspectives, among other things. Although,
there would still always be the contingency of
death by accident, disease or violence. But a
gilgamesh prospect is hardly imminent.
Besides, does anybody really wish to be
immortal as distinct from being offered
greater longevity? What in fact a Gilgamesh
situation would be more likely to bring about
is sovereignty over death whereby one would
only go when one wants to and not before.

Delusion and Reality

However mortality is confronted, there is no
point in dealing with it through the delusion of
religion. The promise of what is infeasible is
simply not rational. At the end of the day, the
human is one of many mammals - a very
special one, given its brain power, but a
mammal nonetheless, and cannot thus
expect to be different in having a span of vital
experience beyond the physical. The aim
should thus be not to mope about dying but to
exult in living.

That of course is easy to say, but the high
level of human knowledge, while hugely
advantageous in life, nonetheless has its
price. Sometimes one feels that it would be
better to be unknowing about the finality of
death rather than fully conscious of it. Can
bliss only be attained in ignorance? However,
we are where we are and the only intelligent
response to that, which leaves us to fully
appreciate  existence, is to proceed
philosophically towards acceptance of the
inevitable return to prenatal nonexistence.
The Taoist says “disperse emotion with
reason.” In place of persistent anxiety about
the end, one should seek serenity in the now.

That is the path to harmony in the light of
fate.
Truth and Immortality

Or, put another way, the essential point is to
conclude what one thinks to be the truth.
When truth is not what we would like it to be,
there is the temptation to avoid it through
fantasy. Fantasy is a standard human device
to cope with frustration or dissatisfaction.
However, one is either committed to truth
above all or one is not. That is the basic
choice that has to be made. And when one
has resolved what truth is, one has to
reconcile to it. Religion, however, does not
really strive towards truth in that it opts for
imagination rather than investigation.

As for immortality, we can trust that,
whether in the remembrance of just loved
ones or occasionally of nations and, in some
cases, of humanity, there is a kind of
endurance after death. To be not forgotten is
the true immortality. And it is obvious that
humans fix upon that as much as anything
else. No-one is oblivious to their legacy and
their memory. Much achievement and
creation, such as in the arts and literature,
derives from that.

Finally, Humanists are often accused of
diminishing the significance of humanity, but
their critics might be said to be inflating it. The
Humanist sees the situation as coming to
terms with the reality of our humble
occurrence in the cosmos. The religious
prefers the sublime notion of a cosmic
uniqueness and the dream of eternity.

Post Script This article does not imply any
reference to classical Daoism or the original
Confucianism, nor to Theravada Buddhism,
because none of these is considered to be a
religion as such, for reasons which are for
consideration another day.

Andy Barr

OF ANGELS AND
DEMONS

If conundrums conspire to confuse us, to
pose questions without answers, what
follows, given a focus on such
phenomena, is perhaps fit for purpose?
The narrative has its genesis in the
briefest of first encounters in a hostelry in
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Carryduff, Co Down in June 2022. “And this is
Andy Barr”, said Roger Kelly. “Oh! . . . .. Hi
Andy”, | offered in knee-jerk response; the
hesitancy indicative of a sense of something
marginally beyond a run-of-the-mill social
encounter. Andy Barr? ... .. familiar? The
occasion was the afters of the funeral service
of Brian McClinton - working-class East-
Belfast Protestant, Humanist, atheist,
freethinker, republican, United Irishman.
Andy, I'd learn, and his father before him, of
same name, share many of the self-same
noble traits.

Andy Barr Snr (1913-2003), had served,
among other things, as President of the
Communist Party of Ireland from 1970 until
1983. An April ’03 Irish Times Obituary
headlined: “Rugged voice of the Belfast
Shipyards” - starting out: “Andy Barr, the
veteran Belfast trade unionist who has died in
his 90th year, at several points was a one-
man bridge across the divide between
nationalism and unionism that has always
weakened  Northern Ireland  unions.”
Speaking at his funeral, the Chairman of the
NI Labour party, Brian Garrett would observe:
“l suppose looking back Andy Barr was on
the side of the angels” - a pointed and
poignant tribute that gives our story its cue.

Left, Right?
Left, right? Left, right? A reader will be
forgiven for concluding that the narrator
demonstrates a certain greyness, a lack of
conviction, a fickleness in pinning down his
allegiances. What | can offer unequivocally is
that | have always been likeminded to the
observer who suggested that the term “Young
Conservatives” presents as an oxymoron. It's
in the dna of youth, surely, to question and to
challenge the status quo; how else might the
human species advance? It's not so much an

antipathy to the “young conservative”
proposition (akin perhaps to another
contemporary  0xymoron ‘the  United
Kingdom”), rather a finger-pointing,

accusatorial resentment of sorts that here we
have a demographic on the cusp of
achievement in one field or another, where
from the outset, self-aggrandisement, and
personal advancement is the magnet. If |
should play my cards, and my contacts
opportunely, from such privileged position, a
promising future is in prospect. And in the
process, just maybe I'll bring something to the
communal table - all things being equal; you
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know, ethnicity and all of that. A citizen
prioritising advancement of the human
condition per se, will likely pursue something
less self-serving by way of an alternative
launchpad.

One’s shortcomings in terms of a firm
footing, politically speaking, are carried
lightly; if | could write the script, the integrity
of the 18th. Century Enlightenment
intellectuals would have evolved without
interference and obstruction on the part of
reactionary right-wing Establishment - to
deliver a sanguine, Humanist legacy. For
example, women in France might have
earned the right to vote close on 150 years
earlier than its delayed mid 20th Century
deliverance. And a humane resistance to
slavery - always muted in Christian circles -
would have ended the ungodly barbaric
practice a lot sooner.

Updating, I'll go to my grave eulogising the
uniquely benign happenchance lifespan that
nature bestowed on my generation - coming
of age in the early 1960s. Never mind the
'‘Cold War' between East and West spanning
the second half of the 20th century that cast
its shadow over world peace. Unusually,
perhaps, from a Western perspective, the
'‘Communist threat' - the 'red scare' impacted
little on one’s world view, and on reflection |
attribute this to a number of influences.

My Background

In  worldly terms, family circumstances,
alcohol induced, had reduced one’s parents’
financial wellbeing from ‘comfortable' to
penury, and in short order. One was born into
the after-effects. Doubtless this laid
foundations (and conflicts?). A sought-out
education on the part of my mother (another
unsung hero) in Dublin’s O’Connell Schools,
delivered your narrator, agreeably, under the
spiritual direction of one Brother Ernest K
Fitzgerald, a self-professed communist - by
dint of his vows and lifestyle strictures, an
agnostic - by dint of scepticism vis-a-vis
religiosity, and a Humanist - by dint of a
‘practical religion' canon where God was
airbrushed

“Forget about your fish on a Friday and
your Mass on a Sunday; pay your way and be
charitable” he’d caution religiously - in 1960(!
)when a Papal absolution itself wouldn’t spare
you from hellfire for missing Mass. And then
as class ended, he’d engage with us, as
equals, cigarettes in hand, in the schoolyard
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for idle chitchat (football maybe; hadn’t he
only co-founded St Vincent's GAA club). Fitzy
was a Humanist, surely, and a freethinker.
Later in life I'd embrace the self-same
persuasion.

If Communism was anathema to societal
mores of the times, one, nonetheless, sensed
an innate awareness/respect/sympathy that
Larkin held the high moral ground in the 1913
lockout; that Connolly, of all the 1916 front-
runners, was closer to the truth of the matter,
that the struggle facing the Irish nationals in
the early parts of the 20th Century had less to
do with English/lrish adversity per se, and
more to do with the divide between 'haves'
and 'have nots' - a class struggle; the wealth-
classes hell-bent on protecting their privilege.
The self-serving Famine neglect in another
guise?

Conundrums

This is a story of conundrums. The first of
which isn’t what it might seem on the face of
it - as in godless socialists putting so-called
Christians, fundamentalists in particular, to
shame, in the shade, in the 'love thy
neighbour' stakes. The conundrum is the
angels and demons juxtaposition against this
backdrop; how come the Christians are
portrayed as the goodies, with the left flank,
along with devil, taking the hindmost? Can it
be that God holds the answer in commanding
priority in the loyalty stakes; human misery

often presenting as collateral damage.
Witness the crusades. And weren’t the
apostles commanded to abandon their

families! Might the Gods, all of them, in truth,
present as merely jealous, demanding human
creations?

Just who are the angels and who are the
demons as and when you’d run checks and
balances over man’s inhumanity to man? It's
clear, for example, who were the baddies and
who were the goodies in the Magdelene
Laundry syndrome, even if Church authorities
would have presented the phenomenon in a
different light. Fallen women and Sisters of
Mercy, is it? And whose motives, today, are
perceived as nobler among the volunteer Irish
factions vis-a-vis Franco’s fascist coup that
overthrew the Spanish republican
government and spawned the Civil War
(1936-1939) - the anti-fascist Communist
republican  sympathisers, or O’Duffy’s
Catholic nationalist Blue Shirts who fought for
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a Church and its God rather than for a put-
upon Spanish people?

Now despite left-of-centre leanings as
portrayed, that I'd harbour something of a
jaundiced view of Communism, | plead, is
hardly surprising when I'd learn that Britain’s
Labour Party, in late 20th Century, debarred
members of the Communist Party from
Annual Conference voting-rights’ attendance.
Doubtless satanic Stalinist excesses queered
the pitch - beyond repair, conceivably. There
remains, however, a firmly held point of view
in academia and beyond, that Marx will be
revisited in efforts to redress the world’s
glaring imbalances. A curtailment of the
excess of capitalism, and of influence of
religious zealots on worldwide social order,
would serve as benign consequences in this
eventuality.

Andy Barr Snr

This is all by way of backdrop to our story
having a predominantly left-wing flavour - and
it's centred in four individuals, the main
character being Andy Barr Snr where our
Angels and Demons melodrama witnesses
an under-the-radar Belfast shop-steward in a
head-to-head  challenge  vis-a-vis an
ascendant, bellicose Rev lan Paisley.

The storyline is a humanitarian one and for
the most part Ulster-centred - which presents
as something in the style of another
conundrum - that this 20th and 21st Century
bastion of a warped fundamentalist religiosity
boasts a  history harking back to
aforementioned 18th Century Enlightenment
republican idealism - viz intellectual, tolerant,
radical, egalitarian, challenge to the
established order (monarchy, church,
aristocracy).

Four Personalities

As stated, we profile four personalities, each
of whom espoused a worldly focus,
prioritising human rights above personal
comfort and luxury, and having no room for
establishment religiosity.

If the first presents as something of an
enigma, there is no questioning his bona
fides as a Communist agent. The 'traitor' Kim
Philby would proclaim that “to betray you
must belong” - and from an early age he had
rejected a privileged English birthright.
Witnessing fascist brutality and inhumanity in
Vienna in the 1930s would draw him to
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another “better world” view, in pursuit of
which he would sacrifice everything else.

Something struck me in reading Charlotte
Philby’s Edith and Kim (essentially about
Viennese Jew Edith Tudor-Hart who
introduced an impressionable Philby to his
Russian co-conspirators) as and when I'd
seek to pigeonhole him in the context of a
principled man who did his country some dis-
service. It was to ponder his legacy compared
to, say, our own Charlie Haughey who
clearly, and in contrast, “had done the State
some service.” “History will be kind to us”
wrote the 'traitor' to Edith - and perhaps it will.
And will it be kind to Charlie? Perhaps less-so
inasmuch as he will likely be deemed to have
done himself some service as a prerequisite
or as a priority.

Henry Joy
On the home front we find an exemplar 18th
Century Belfast Presbyterian merchant prince
Henry Joy McCracken. A republican, a United
Irishman, along with his sister, in 1792 he
founded a Sunday School for the city’s
poorest children. It had no room
for sectarianism, for social divide,
or for religious instruction. In yet
another angels and demons
juxtaposition, we find that, at the
behest of the Anglican Bishop
William Bristow, a mob would put

the model McCracken citizens,
and their modest inclusive
academy to flightt He was

executed as a Wolfe Tone
compatriot in 1798, aged 30.

Jane Morrice

That little had changed in nigh-on a quarter of
a millennium of 'progress™ played out in an
impassioned letter to the Irish Times (Nov
14th. 2022). In giving an account of the lead-
in to the Good Friday Agreement, Bangor’s
Jane Morrice, who had an inside track it
seems, tells of her contemporary colleagues’
surprise in reading an advance draft
displaying “not one single reference to the
possibility of Catholic and Protestant children
being taught in schools together.” Equally
disturbing, and equally unimaginable, almost,
is Ms Morrice’s account along the lines that
“few, with the exception of the Women’s
Coalition and the Alliance Party, were
negotiating for reconciliation between the two
communities and the common good.”
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Said Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition
(which, with others, she founded) and the
cause of integrated education served as the
inspiration of May Blood’s (MBE) (1938 -
2022) life mission.

May Blood

Born and bred in the shadows of Belfast’s
Shankill precinct, of “classic city charm”, May
was a dedicated trade wunionist and
community activist, serving a period as
President of the Labour Party of Northern
Ireland. “Education is your passport to life”
she’d proclaim, (echoing Brian McClinton’s
Mum .) She died in Oct. '22. At one point, the
Irish Times Obituary tells us, her family were
burned out of their home by fellow-Protestant
for defending their Catholic neighbours.

Copper-fastened in the “goodies” corner in
our story, although a Christian, she “slammed
the Churches over their continued reluctance
to embrace integrated education in schools”.

The Andy Barrs

Much of which draws parallels
with our main man in the story,
Belfast's Andy Barr - another
trade-union  official from a
Protestant tradition who would
also use his organisation skills
and his conviction as a
~ springboard to take advancement
' of the human condition from the
factory floor to a broader
communal base. Andy was a
shop steward in Shorts in East Belfast,
advancing, as we earlier flagged, to the
position of Chairman of the Communist Party
of Ireland. His son, also Andy and also a
Belfast native, kindly afforded me sight of
some of his Dad's papers from which
collection summary insider notes are
gleaned. There is a biography in the making,
beyond the remit of this portrayal.

Akin to already-mentioned Edith Tudor-
Hart whose communism was nurtured in her
father’s Viennese socialist-inspired bookshop,
Andy’s political outlook would find early
direction from his own Dad’s Left Book Club
publications.

He was a principled, empathetic man,
which, perhaps more than any other
characteristics, sum him up. He saw a 32-
County island-of-lreland as the only
practicable framework for worker solidarity,
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as much as he envisaged sectarianism as
divisive - playing into the hands of employer
interests. Socialism, in preference to religion,
he posited, can better resolve society’s ills.
His leadership qualities saw him stave-off
resistance to the employment of Catholics in
Shorts. He resigned a position on the
Northern Ireland Economic Council in protest
at the introduction of internment.

It's impossible, to this observer at any rate,
to reflect on these principled values and on
their 'true republican' inspiration and not
shudder at the contrasting forlorn legacy of
religious influence in our divided nation. The
ultimate angels and demons’ conundrum, |
propose. | dare say Andy Barr would have
been a Humanist had the other side, the
'haves', come close to halfway. The other
interests, however, always had God on their
side - and such conviction affords little
wriggle room.

Workers' Council Strike

Anyway, Andy’s special moment in the
spotlight came as and when a namesake (no
relation) Glen Barr, with lan Paisley in tow,
set about successfully bringing down Brian
Faulkner's Unionist Party-led Stormont
Government in protest at the 1973
Sunningdale Agreement.

A 15-day Workers’ Council strike drew
marches of upwards on 10,000 in humber in
a lock-down. Of the marchers who weren’t on

It is generally accepted that the Jesus of the
bible was a historical character, even by
atheists. But some modern
scholarship queries his historicity
and proposes that he is mythical.
I am of course referring to Jesus
the man, and not Jesus as God or
divine, as that idea has long been
debunked and shown as myth.

Professor Elizabeth Vandiver, in |
her lecture series 'Classical
Mythology', defines “myth” as
“traditional stories a society tells
itself that encode or represent the
world-view, beliefs, principles, and often fears
of that society”.

the streets in high dudgeon, were those
marching by dint of intimidation. May 17th
1974 (day 3 of the strike) witnessed the
highest single-day death toll of the Troubles'
30 yr period, ironically with 33 of the 39
fatalities playing out in the South - in the
Dublin/Monaghan loyalist bombings.

Andy Barr wasn’'t intimidated. He
passionately challenged that a sectarian-
inspired momentum should deny his fellow
workers their civil right to present in the
workplace, and he organised a counter-
demonstration; about 200 sympathisers, up
against the 'wrath of God' in the demonic
persona of Paisley, leading a mob fifty times
the size of Barr’s almost silent protest.

Although resenting, or at least not
agreeing to the preference of Belfast workers
to align with the Irish Congress of Trade
Unions rather than its British counterpart, to
Andy’s pleasant surprise, high-profile TUC
General Secretary Len Murray travelled to
Belfast to join Andy’s right-to-work march.

There’s no exaggeration in proposing that
this brave band of men put their very lives at
risk to make a point; a human-rights point.

Legacy
Such is Andy’s proud legacy. And will history
be kind to this selfless Communist maverick?
Never you doubt it. “Ar dheis Dé go raibh a
anam dilis” - mar adeir.

Owen Morton

Most academic work done over the
centuries relating to Jesus was, and is,
conducted by religious theol-
ogians, scripture scholars and
philosophers who were already
believers in Jesus through their
faith, and their raison d’étre and
academic career was to justify
and explain the huge number of
anomalies, guestions and
. problems relating to the biblical

Jesus. Biblical scholarship was
seen as a theological pursuit and
the work was mainly apologetic.
Religious scholars deal with
Jesus from the top down, that is they work on
the basis of faith; they accept the actual



Irish Freethinker No. 197 Spring 2023

existence of Jesus and their job is to confirm
their belief and bias and thereby justify that
faith. These religious academics are not in a
position to be impartial or objective by virtue
of their educational formation and they
require permission to lecture or publish. If
they publish or lecture anything contrary to
accepted dogma, they are silenced. Dogma
rather than truth prevails in religious
academia.

Secular scholars on the other hand deal
with this issue from the ground up. They treat
the Bible and Jesus as they would any
ancient literature or person, and examine it
using the tools of historical analysis, and not
as revelation. As such the discussion as to
whether Jesus was or was not historical is
generally carried out by objective, impartial,
secular academics.

Three Quests for Jesus
Historically there have been three quests for
the historical Jesus. These quests were to try
and find the real historical Jesus as distinct
from the miraculous Jesus portrayed in the
Bible. The first quest began in the 18th
century and finished in 1906 with the
publication of Albert Schweitzer's Quest of
the Historical Jesus.

The second quest began in the 1950s with
people such as Rudolf Bultmann and James
Robinson. It finished around 1970. This quest
was able to include some research on the
then recently discovered documents at Nag
Hammadi and the Dead Sea Scrolls found at
Qumran. Bultmann concluded that the
historical Jesus was irrelevant for Christian
life and faith, as his studies had failed to find
him.

The third quest began in the 1980s and
included such scholars as E P Saunders,
Barbara Thiering, Robert Eisenman, and
many others. This third quest also included
the famous or infamous Jesus Seminar in
which over one hundred scholars attempted
collectively to decide which of the deeds and
sayings of Jesus were historical. This event
took place during the 1980s, 1990s and into
the 21st century. No definitive conclusion was
reached by the Jesus Seminar and many
members of the seminar went on to write their
own reports and books on their individual
conclusions.

It was as new and better methods,
research disciplines and techniques evolved
over time that the different historical Jesus
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guests began. Only in the recent third quest
has the issue of Jesus as myth seriously
arisen.

Methods of Research

Historians first look for direct material
evidence. They then look for secondary
sources such as eyewitness accounts,
secondary literature etc. Contemporary
sources are preferable or as close in time as
possible to the actual events and these
sources should be as unbiased as possible.
Among the methods used by contemporary
objective historians are historical criticism,
literary criticism, source analysis, form
criticism, archaeology, linguistics and various
other disciplines.

There are absolutely no primary sources
about Jesus, only traditions. The place or
date of his birth is unknown. We know
nothing of his early life. He left no writings,
nor did his apostles. We have no artifacts
relating to him. We know nothing of his
family. There are no eyewitness accounts of
him.

The principal sources available to
research the historicity of Jesus are the four
gospels, and these were written by
anonymous authors in Greek, none of whom
lived contemporaneously with Jesus, or were
eyewitnesses to any of the events spoken of
in the gospels. The approximate datings for
the gospels are from 66 CE to 110 CE. The
gospel writers do not claim to be using
primary sources and are often contradictory,
as for instance in the two genealogies of
Jesus in Matthew and Luke. To date,
approximately two hundred contradictions are
known about in the New Testament and that
is apart from the many historical inaccuracies.
It is not even possible at this point to know
what genre of writing the gospels fall into.

St Paul
The earliest documents relating to Jesus are
Paul's epistles which were written between
48 CE and 62 CE, less than 20 years after
Jesus’s supposed crucifixion in 30 CE. Paul
never met or knew Jesus. The Jesus he
writes about comes from visions he
supposedly had. In 1 Galatians 11/12, Paul
states: “The fact is, brothers, and | want you
to realise this, the good news | preached is
not a human message | was given by men, it
is something | learnt only through a revelation
of Jesus Christ.” The state of Paul's mind is
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another story completely and the subject of
much academic speculation. Paul’s epistles
were also written in Greek, and not the
Galilean Aramaic that Jesus spoke. Paul
himself was a pharisaic Jew. It is important to
note that Paul’s epistles were written before
any of the gospels, and the gospels may
actually be based on Paul's imaginary Jesus.
The text, Acts of the Apostles, was probably
written around 62 CE by the same author
who wrote the gospel attributed to Luke. Of
the thirteen epistles attributed to Paul in the
New Testament, only seven are considered
authentic by scholars.

The Gospels

There are no original copies of any of the
gospels or epistles. What we have are copies
of copies of copies, all of which were
handwritten by scribes and which contain
innumerable errors, variants, changes,
additions, alterations, interpolations, and
forgeries. There are thousands of fragments
and pieces of the gospels which have been
found over the centuries. The earliest
complete gospels are from the mid fourth
century. They are included in a Greek bible
referred to as the Codex Sinaiticus. Also,
from the fourth century there is a similar part
bible called Codex Vaticanus. There are
many dissimilarities between these two
documents. The earliest known fragment of a
gospel is a piece about the size of a credit
card dated to around the first half of the
second century. What all the various ancient
scraps and fragments of the New Testament
show is the remarkable differences in wording
between so many of them.

Other Authors & Writings

There were many writers and historians
contemporaneous to Jesus yet none of them
mentioned Jesus or his alleged wonderful
deeds. Among them are Epictetus, Martial,
Juvenal, Seneca the Younger, Seneca the
Elder, Pliny the Elder, Gallio, Plutarch and
many others.

Apologists mention various references to
Jesus or Christ outside of the New
Testament. These references do not in any
way help the case for historicity as none of
the authors lived contemporaneously to the
alleged period of Jesus’ life. The two principal
guotations used are from Flavius Josephus
and Tacitus. Flavius Josephus was a Jewish
historian who lived from 37 CE to circa 100
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CE. He wrote his Antiquities of the Jews
around 94 CE. In it are two quotations
regarding Jesus. Neither of the quotations is
accepted as genuine by most historians and
scholars for two reasons. Firstly, they only
appear in copies of the Antiquities from the
fourth century onwards and secondly, they
are completely out of context and obvious
interpolations.

Cornelius Tacitus was Rome’s greatest
historian. In chapter 44 of his Annals 15, he
has a paragraph mentioning how Nero
blamed the Christians for the fire that
destroyed Rome and, in that quotation, he
states: “Christianity was called after Christus
who was put to death by the procurator
Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius”. But
what Tacitus is doing here is giving an
explanation of what the Christians believed
and it is not evidence for the existence of
Jesus. This is the Christianity that Paul was
preaching to the Romans - the celestial Christ
of his vision and not the Jesus of Galilee as
depicted in the four gospels.

Irish Scholarship

Let us finish up a little closer to home. The
eminent Irish Biblical Scholar and academic
Dominican priest Thomas L Brodie from Co
Clare who was the Director of the Dominican
Biblical Centre in Limerick, wrote a book
Beyond the Quest for the Historical Jesus -
Memoir of a Discovery in 2012, in which he
outlined how, through his own biblical studies,
he had concluded back in the 1970s that “the
bible accounts of Jesus are stories rather
than history”. Although he had arrived at his
conclusions as a young religious biblical
scholar in the early 1970s, he decided to be
more open regarding his true beliefs when he
reached three score and ten years.

His conclusions were that the primary
literary model behind the gospels is the
biblical account of Elijah and Elisha. In other
words, that the New Testament account of
Jesus is essentially a rewriting of the
Septuagint version of the Hebrew Bible.

Following publication, he was, of course,
forced to quit his teaching post and banned
from lecturing. This is the point | made at the
beginning of this article, whereby religious
academics are expected to be apologists and
not allowed to be impartial and objective
scholars, or truth seekers. Christianity is not
about a search for truth, but an effort to hide
truth.
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Verification Lacking
At this point in time there is still, after two
thousand years, no way to prove the
historicity of Jesus. As not a single detail of
Jesus's life story can be verified, there are
clearly good reasons to doubt Jesus’s
historical existence — if not to think it outright
improbable, and this is the reason the

mythical Jesus is coming to the fore in
objective biblical studies. At page 56 of his
book Mere Christianity, C S Lewis says: “we
are left with three possible conclusions in
relation to Jesus - he is either a liar, a lunatic,
or lord”. Lewis however forgot the fourth
option that Jesus may be a myth.

Noel Byrne

A HUMANIST HERALD

Roger Cole

One of the standard remarks made in my
time at university way back in the Sixties,
when | declared myself a Humanist, was
“yes, but are you a Catholic Humanist or a
Protestant Humanist?”

Since Frank, my father, was a Humanist
and had been one most of his life, | was able
to answer that | was a 100% Humanist. My
Portuguese mother, who was from Madeira,
grew up in a country in which the State was
dominated by a government totally separate
from the Churches. When the
Catholic Church refused to allow
my father and mother to marry,
they married in the only
Protestant Church in Madeira
and, because my grandfather
could not make the wedding, the
Governor of Madeira made a
point of giving the bride away.
So, it would be fair to say that
my mother, while not a formal
Humanist, was not religious in
any way.

Early Days

My father was born in Kilkenny in 1903 and
got his first job as a shop assistant in Dublin
when he was 16 or so. Like so many people
in Ireland from a Home Rule family
background in that era, he became a
supporter of Sinn Féin and the national
struggle for Independence. That war,
however, was just part of a massive change
in political values throughout Europe.
Humanists and freethinkers, which originated
in the mid-nineteenth century, expanded,
drawing in people such as my father.

But, the 1920s and 30s led to counter
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revolution throughout much of Europe, and
partition ensured that Ireland was no
exception, with the power of the Roman
Catholic Church in the 26 counties growing to
dominate the Free State, and the creation of
a Protestant State for a Protestant people in
the 6 counties of the UK where the Head of
State had to be the Head of the Protestant
Church of England, a reality that remains
unchanged.

Secular Society
In such circumstances, being a
Humanist was not popular.
However, in 1934 my father
joined the Secular Society of
Ireland. Their membership form
stated: “Convinced that clerical
domination of the community is

harmful to advance, the
Secular Society of Ireland
seeks to establish in this

country complete freedom of
thought, speech and
publication, liberty for the mind, in the widest
toleration compatible with orderly progress
and rational conduct”.

The founder of the Secular Society of
Ireland was John Swift, a trade union leader
of the Bakers' Union, who had been a
member of the Irish Volunteers. The Society
held their meetings at the Contemporary Club
in Lincoln Place up until 1936. It sought
facilities for divorce and birth control for those
that wanted them and for the provision of sex
education in schools. Other members
included Capt Jack White who trained the
Irish Citizen Army led by James Connolly and
Owen Sheehy Skeffington.
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Harassment

The police harassed the society members
including my father. Interrogated by the
Guards, he always enjoyed telling me about
one quote from the Dublin Superintendent:
“Frank [Dublin was a small city in those days],
we Catholics believe in God, the Communists
believe in the Soviet Union; the trouble with
you Humanists, is you believe in nothing”.

The tradition developed by the Irish
Secular Society of Humanists of holding
meetings in private houses continued through
the 1940s. My father kept the minutes of
these meetings and, after he died, |
presented them to the Irish Humanist
Association.

Home and Humanism

Growing up in such a household, it might be
assumed he tried to influence me, but the
reality was totally different. He never
mentioned it; in fact he never mentioned any
Church or any other religions, let alone
denigrate them. When | later asked him why
he didn’t do so, he replied that as far as he
was concerned, the basis of most religions
was to love God and thy neighbour as thyself,
and Humanism was the same without the
God part.

He was a subscriber to the British
Humanist magazine. There were many books

on Humanism in our house, which | read in
my late teenage years. In this way | became
a Humanist, not from any lecturing from my
father.

Involvements

My father acted as the accountant for the
local Church of Ireland. When | asked him as
a Humanist why he did so, his response was
that the members of the Church of Ireland
were a minority in the Irish Republic as well,
although not so tiny as the number of
Humanists. The continuation of other minority
Churches helped the smaller philosophical
groups such as the Humanists and
freethinkers.

He also attended, over the years many
Humanist and freethinker Conferences in
other European countries as an lIrish
Humanist, but always under a false name.

Not Forgotten

Finally, in the Ireland of today where more
people (if my information is correct) have a
Humanist wedding than a Church wedding,
where divorce and other such values are now
the norm, we should not forget those who
were ahead of their time like Swift and my
father. Neither should we forget the respect
my father had for people who believed in
God.
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