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generates outrage among Muslims
Outspoken atheist Professor Richard Dawkins last m onth 

found him self in the m idst o f a furious row  after describ­
ing the burqa as a "full b in-liner th ing". The 69-year-old 

author and scientist to ld  o f his "visceral revulsion" when he sees 
wom en enveloped in such repellent garb.

But he stopped short o f calling fo r the UK to  fo llo w  the French 
in banning them, insisting such legislation w ou ld  not be in Brit­
ain's liberal tradition.

Predictably, his comments ignted fu ry  among M uslim  groups 
w ho accused him o f being "ignorant" and "Islamophobic".

Professor Dawkins made the comments in an in terv iew  w ith  
the Radio Times w h ile  discuss­
ing  his fo rthcom ing  docum en­
tary about the dangers o f faith 
schools.

Dawkins stood by his remarks 
and to ld  the Daily Mail: "I do 
feel visceral revulsion at the 
burqa because fo r me it is a 
symbol o f the oppression o f 
w om en." But he adm itted he 
was reluctant to advocate ban­
ning any item o f clothing.

He said: "As a liberal I wou ld  
hesitate to  propose a blan­
ket ban on any style o f dress 
because o f the implications fo r 
individual liberty and freedom  
o f choice."

In July the French governm ent 
voted to  ban the burqa and the 
face-covering niqab from  public places. A t the same tim e Bel­
g ium  and Spain faced similar bids to  lim it the num ber o f MBOs 
(m oving black objects) in the ir midst.

But Im m igration M in is te r Damian Green effectively ruled 
out the UK fo llow ing  suit, arguing a ban w ou ld  be "rather un- 
British" and run contrary to the conventions o f a “to lerant and 
m utually respectful society".

However, some 67 per cent o f UK voters want fu ll-face veils to 
be outlawed.

Seyyed Ferjani, o f the M uslim  Association o f Britain, said o f 
Professor Dawkins' comments: "I th ink  it is ignorant and Islama- 
phobic. This kind o f th in g  has been on the rise fo r some tim e. 
Britain is a diverse and free society. It is a wom an's choice if she 
wishes to  wear a burqa, a niqab or not. W h y  does it matter to 
this man w hat a woman is wearing? W e should be encouraging 
respect and understanding fo r each other."

In his M ore4  docum entary last m onth -  Faith Schools 
M enace?- the O xford University evolutionary b iologist says 
religious schools encourage social segregation and asked w hy 
public money should be spent labelling children on the basis

o f "som ething as arbitrary as 
religion".

His investigations fo r the 
docum entary left him shocked. 
In one M uslim  school in Leices­
te r none o f the pupils believed 
in evolution.

He said: "Their first recourse 
was not 'what's the  evidence?' 
but 'what does the Koran 
say?'."

It is not the first tim e Profes­
sor Dawkins, w ho  is the  author 
o f books inc lud ing  The Selfish 
Gene and The God Delusion, 
has attracted criticism  fo r his 
views on Islam.

In 2008, he said: "It's almost 
impossible to  say anything 
against Islam in this country, 

because you are accused o f being racist or Islamophobic."
Earlier th is year, atheist Ian McEwan, the Booker Prize winner, 

said those w ho claimed jud g in g  M uslim s was de facto racism 
were presenting a "poisonous argum ent".

McEwan, 61, the best-selling author o f novels inc lud ing  
Amsterdam, Atonement and Saturday, though t many in the left 
w rong ly  took th is position because they had an anti-Am erican­
ism shared w ith  Islamists.

C o n t in u e d  o n  p 4 )

A n  e x e rc is e  in  a b s u rd it y :  a  w o m a n  in  a  b u rq a  is  p h o to g r a p h e d  in  
a  v o te r  r e g is t r a t io n  c e n tre  in  A fg h a n is ta n
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BARRY DUKE IS APPALLED BY THE DISHONEST CLAIMS OF 'G O O D ’ CHRISTIANS

Sa d d e n e d  th o u g h  I w a s  t o  h e a r  th a t  

C h r is to p h e r  H itc h e n s  Is l ik e ly  to  d ie  
w i t h in  t h e  n e x t  f e w  y e a rs  o f  c a n c e r , I 

w a s  h e a r te n e d  t o  le a rn  th a t  h e  h a s  d e c la re d  
th a t  -  s h o r t  o f  b e c o m in g  u t te r ly  g a -g a  -  h e  
h a s  n o  In te n t io n  o f  c o n v e r t in g  t o  C h r is t ia n it y  
( o r  t o  a n y  o th e r  r e l ig io n )  o n  h is  d e a th b e d .

In  w h a t  a p p e a re d  to  b e  a n  e f fo r t  t o  q u a s h  
a n y  c o n v e rs io n  r u m o u r  b e fo r e  s o m e  d e ra n g e d  

re l ig io u s  n u t jo b  d e c id e d  t o  s ta r t  o n e , H itc h ,  
s t r ic k e n  b u t  s t i ll e n te r ta in in g ,  s t i ll c u t t in g  a n d  

c h a r is m a tic ,  la s t m o n th  s a id  in  a  v id e o e d  In ­
te r v ie w  w it h  J e f f re y  G o ld b e r g  o f  The A tlan tic , 
" H o w  a m  I? I 'm  d y in g .  E v e ry b o d y  Is, b u t ... th e  

p ro c e s s  h a s  a c c e le ra te d  o n  m e . S o  I 'm  lo o k in g  
f o r  w a y s  to  t r y  t o  d ie  m o re  lik e  y o u . "

T h e  w r i t e r  a n d  c o m m e n ta ta to r ,  w h o  Is u n ­
d e r g o in g  t r e a tm e n t  f o r  o e s o p h a g e a l c a n c e r , 
a d d e d :  " T h e re  a re  b a d  d a y s  a n d  th e n  th e re  

a re  w o rs e  d a y s , a n d  I 'm  n e v e r  q u ite  s u re  
w h e th e r  th e  e x h a u s t io n  c o m e s  f r o m  th e  t r e a t ­
m e n t  o r  f r o m  th e  tu m o u r  I ts e lf .  I 'm  a  re a lis t,

I 'm  o b je c t iv e .  I t 's  n o t  a  g o o d  c a n c e r  t o  g e t .

T h e  s ta t is t ic s  a re  v e r y  d e p re s s in g .  M in e  Is n 't  
ju s t  In  m y  o e s o p h a g u s ,  e ith e r .  I t 's  g o n e  t o  m y
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ly m p h  n o d e s .  I w o u ld  b e  a  v e r y  lu c k y  p e rs o n  

to  liv e  a n o th e r  f iv e  y e a rs ."
H itc h e n s  a d d e d  t h a t  h e  w o u ld  n e v e r  b e ­

c o m e  re l ig io u s  d e s p ite  h is  lo o m in g  m o r ta l ity .
I f  a n y  s u c h  c o n v e r s io n  w a s  e v e r  a t t r ib u te d  to  
h im , h e  s a id , i t  w o u ld  b e  e ith e r  a lie  p r o p a ­
g a te d  b y  re l ig io u s  z e a lo ts  o r  an  e f fe c t  o f  th e  
c a n c e r  a n d  t r e a tm e n t  t h a t  m a d e  h im  n o  
lo n g e r  h im s e lf .

"T h e  e n t i t y  m a k in g  s u c h  a re m a rk  m ig h t  
b e  a ra v in g ,  te r r i f ie d  p e rs o n  w h o s e  c a n c e r  

h a s  s p re a d  t o  t h e  b ra in .  I c a n 't  g u a ra n te e  
th a t  s u c h  a n  e n t i t y  w o u ld n ' t  m a k e  s u c h  a 
r id ic u lo u s  re m a rk ,  b u t  n o  o n e  re c o g n is a b le  as 
m y s e l f  w o u ld  e v e r  m a k e  s u c h  a  r e m a r k . ”

A c c o u n ts  o f  d e a th b e d  c o n v e r s io n s  s p a n  
c e n tu r ie s ,  a n d  th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  h a v e , o f  
c o u rs e ,  b e e n  e x p o s e d  as fa ls e . P e rh a p s  th e  
m o s t  fa m o u s  e x a m p le  Is t h a t  o f  C h a r le s  D a r ­
w in ,  w h o ,  a c c o r d in g  t o  a  m e n d a c io u s  B r it is h  

e v a n g e lis t  c a l le d  E liz a b e th  R e id , h a d  re c a n te d  
h is  t h e o r y  o f  e v o lu t io n  w i t h  h is  la s t b re a th  a n d  

a c c e p te d  Je su s  C h r is t  as h is  s a v io u r.

T o g e th e r  w i t h  h e r  fa th e r ,  R e id , w h o  w e n t  b y  
th e  t i t le  L a d y  H o p e ,  w a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  e v a n g e lis t  
te m p e ra n c e  m o v e m e n t ,  l iv in g  In  B e c k e n h a m , 
K e n t,  a b o u t  s ix  m ile s  f r o m  D o w n e ,  w h e re  
C h a r le s  D a rw in  d ie d  o n  A p r i l  1 9 ,1 8 8 2 .

R e id  t r a v e l le d  t o  t h e  U n ite d  S ta te s  In  1 9 1 3 .

It w a s  th e r e  In  1 9 1 5 ,3 3  y e a rs  a f te r  D a rw in 's  

d e a th ,  th a t  th e  L a d y 's  a c c o u n t  f i r s t  a p ­
p e a re d  In  a n  A m e r ic a n  B a p t is t  n e w s p a p e r ,  

t h e  W atchm an Examiner, o n  A u g u s t  1 5 ,
1 9 1 5 .  S h e  w r o t e  th a t  D a rw in  h a d  t o ld  h e r :  

“ H o w  I w is h  I h a d  n o t  e x p re s s e d  m y  t h e o r y  o f  

e v o lu t io n  as I h a v e  d o n e . ” H e  w e n t  o n  t o  s a y  

t h a t  h e  w o u ld  lik e  h e r  to  g a th e r  a c o n g re g a ­
t io n  s in c e  h e  " w o u ld  lik e  t o  s p e a k  t o  th e m  o f  
C h r is t  Je su s  a n d  H is  s a lv a t io n ,  b e in g  In  a  s ta te  
w h e r e  h e  w a s  e a g e r ly  s a v o r in g  t h e  h e a v e n ly  
a n t ic ip a t io n  o f  b lis s " .

T h e  s to r y  s p re a d ,  a n d  th e  c la im s  w e re  
re p u b l is h e d  as la te  as O c to b e r  1 9 5 5  In  th e  
R e fo rm a tion  R e v ie w a n d  In  th e  M o n th ly  
R e co rd  o f  t h e  F re e  C h u rc h  o f  S c o t la n d  In  
F e b ru a ry  1 9 5 7 .

D a r w in 's  s o n  d is m is s e d  t h e  a c c o u n t :  " L a d y  
H o p e 's  a c c o u n t  o f  m y  fa th e r 's  v ie w s  o n  
r e l ig io n  Is q u i t e  u n t ru e .  I h a v e  p u b l ic ly  a c ­
c u s e d  h e r  o f  fa ls e h o o d ,  b u t  h a v e  n o t  s e e n  a n y  

re p ly . "  A n d  h is  d a u g h te r  s a id : "I w a s  p re s e n t  
a t h is  d e a th b e d .  L a d y  H o p e  w a s  n o t  p re s e n t  

d u r in g  h is  la s t il ln e s s , o r  a n y  I lln e s s . I b e lie v e  
h e  n e v e r  e v e n  s a w  h e r, b u t  In  a n y  c a s e  s h e  

h a d  n o  In f lu e n c e  o v e r  h im  in  a n y  d e p a r tm e n t  
o f  t h o u g h t  o r  b e lie f .  H e  n e v e r  r e c a n te d  a n y  
o f  h is  s c ie n t i f ic  v ie w s ,  e it h e r  t h e n  o r  e a r lie r .
W e  t h in k  th e  s to r y  o f  h is  c o n v e r s io n  w a s

fa b r ic a te d  In  t h e  U S A . T h e  w h o le  s to r y  ha s  n o  
fo u n d a t io n  w h a te v e r . "

T h a t  s u c h  lie s  a re  b o u n d  t o  b e  e x p o s e d  
s o o n e r  o r  la te r  d o e s  n o t  d e te r  t h e  C h r is t ia n  
v u l tu re s  f r o m  c i r c l in g  v u ln e r a b le ,  a il in g  
p e o p le  lik e  H itc h e n s  s o  th e y  c a n  s e iz e  o n  an  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s p re a d  lie s .

Ju s t as d e te s ta b le  Is t h e  s o r t  o f  r u m o u r  th e y  
s ta r t  a f te r  s o m e o n e  c o m e s  t o  a s u d d e n ,  s t ic k y  
e n d ,  w h ic h  Is w h a t  h a p p e n e d  In  t h e  c a s e  o f  
S te v e  I rw in ,  4 4 , th e  q u ir k y  A u s t ra lia n  t e le v i­
s io n  p e rs o n a lity ,  w i ld l i f e  e x p e r t ,  a n d  c o n s e r ­
v a t io n is t  k n o w n  as "T h e  C r o c o d i le  H u n te r " .

W i t h in  d a y s  o f  h is  d e a th  c a u s e d  b y  a  
s t in g ra y  b a rb  e n te r in g  h is  c h e s t,  t h e  f o l lo w in g  
e m a il,  w r i t t e n  b y  " p a s to r  R R " b e g a n  c ir c u la t ­
in g  t h e  In te rn e t ,  c la im in g  th a t  I rw in  h a d  m a d e  
a t im e ly  c o n v e r s io n  t o  C h r is t ia n ity .

Yes, w e n o w  have c o n firm a tio n  o f  S teve  
I rw in ‘s dec is ion  fo r  Christ. I  w an t to  in fo rm  
C reation  M in is tr ie s  In te rn a tio n a l th a t S teve  
Irw in  becam e a bo rn -aga in  C hris tian  tw o  a n d  
a h a lf  weeks ago a t K ing 's  C hurch  A O C  in  
B uderim , Q ueens land  A ustra lia, g o in g  fo r ­
w a rd  p u b lic ly  b e fo re  the  cong rega tion  to  ask 
C hris t to  becom e h is L o rd  a n d  Saviour. M a n y  
o f  us w ill n o w  s p e n d  e te rn ity  w ith  h im . la m  
sure  Terri [h is  w ife ] is c o m fo rte d  as a C hris ­
tian in  th e  fac t th a t she  w ill be  w ith  Jesus a n d  
also S teve again fo r  etern ity. S teve d e c la re d  
the  day  b e fo re  he  d ie d  th a t he  was th e  h ap ­
p ie s t he  h a d  eve r been  in  h is w ho le  life.

W r i t in g  o n  h e r  B @ d  L a n g u a g e  b lo g ,  K a re n  
S to l lz n o w  p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  " I r w in  n e v e r  

p u b l ic ly  c la im e d  t o  b e  a  C h r is t ia n ,  a n  a th e ­

is t, a g n o s t ic  o r  e v o lu t io n is t .  H o w e v e r ,  as a 
c o n s e r v a t io n is t  w i t h  a n  a p p lie d  a p p ro a c h  to  

z o o lo g y ,  It Is d o u b t fu l  th a t  h e  w a s  re l ig io u s ."
T h e  e m a il w a s  a  c o m p le te  fa b r ic a t io n  -  

a n d  a  s o u rc e  o f  s o m e  e m b a r ra s s m e n t  t o  th e  
c h u rc h  re fe r re d  to .  In  a n  o f f ic ia l re s p o n s e ,  th e  
p a s to r  o f  K in g 's  C h u rc h ,  S te v e  P e n n y , p o s te d  

t h e  f o l lo w in g  m e s s a g e  o n  h is  w e b s ite :
S teve  P enny w ishes to  adv ise  th a t th e  

s to ry  o f  S teve  Irw in 's  conve rs ion  to  
C h ris tia n ity  in  K ings C hris tian  C h u rch  is 
u n fo u n d e d . F u rth e r in ve s tig a tion  has fa ile d  
to  substan tia te  ru m o u rs  o f  h is  conve rs ion  
in  a n y  c h u rc h  on  th e  S unsh ine  Coast, o r  
th ro u g h  a zoo  o r  s c h o o l chapla in.

W h i le  w e  a ll k n o w  t h a t  C h r is t ia n it y  re s ts  
o n  a b e d r o c k  o f  lie s , i t  s t i l l c o m e s  as a  s h o c k  
th a t ,  In  th is  d a y  a n d  a g e , so  m a n y  a d h e re n ts  
b e lie v e  th e y  c a n  u s e  s u c h  c r u d e  ta c t ic s  In  an  
a t te m p t  to  e n s n a re  o th e r s  In  t h e i r  d e lu s io n a l 
w e b s  o f  d e c e it .

BARRY DUKE
FREETHINKER
EDITOR
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international news

Complaint lodged over use of chaplains 
to treat soldiers’ mental health problems
THE Military Religious Freedom Founda­
tion has written a letter to the US Secretary 
of Defence Robert Gates about a troubling 
new fact of life in some parts of the military 
— the use of chaplains to treat mental health 
issues frequently encountered by soldiers 
during war, including post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD).
The letter, sent last month, is co-signed 

by Paul Sullivan, the Executive Director of 
Veterans for Common Sense, whose organ­
isation has received many complaints from 
veterans that when they sought treatment 
for PTSD and other mental health issues 
while in Iraq and Afghanistan, they were 
sent to chaplains who proselytised them, 
rather than to psychologists.
The letter said: “Perhaps the most alarm­

ingly repugnant stories are those coming in 
from our recent war veterans regarding the 
widespread practice o f‘battlefield Christian 
proselytising’.

“When, on active duty, our service mem­
bers sought urgently needed mental health 
counseling while on the battlefield and with 
the gun smoke practically still in their faces, 
they were instead sent to evangelizing chap­
lains, who are apparently being used with in­
creasing frequency to provide mental health 
care due to the acute shortage of mental 
health professionals. Chaplains are not certi­
fied, professional mental health experts. 
“According to the reports o f these vet­

erans, the chaplains they were sent to for 
evaluation and treatment had the unmiti­
gated temerity to urge, as a medicinal cure, 
a conversion to evangelical Christianity, and 
sometimes even went so far as disgustingly 
lacing their ‘counseling’ with the soldiers’ 
need to stay on the battlefield to ‘kill Mus­
lims for Christ’. Even in the best cases, while 
the chaplains’ words of proselytizing may 
have provided a temporary placebo, allow­
ing these soldiers to return temporarily to 
combat for the remainder of their deploy­
ment, within months of returning home 
from war, their ‘temporary religious faith’ 
wore off as their profound mental health 
symptoms, quite predictably, returned in all 
their fury. And, again, the shortage of availa­
ble mental healthcare professionals and lack 
of treatment exacerbated the service mem­
bers’ psychological trauma.”
The letter also complained that among 

the many types of shocking incidents and 
illicit and dehumanising practices reported 
to MRFF have been the military’s teaching 
of creationism as an actual bona fide means

F

Paul S u llivan

of suicide prevention.
The letter added: “For many of our vet­

erans, the severe adverse consequences of 
being subjected to battlefield Christian 
proselytizing rather than receiving genuine 
mental health care have been, to just name 
a few, broken families, crime, drug and al­
cohol abuse, homelessness, and particularly, 
even suicide.

AMID chanting of hymns and sutras, a 
five-year-old Tibetan boy chosen to head a 
Buddhist sect in Tibet was “enthroned” as 
the sixth “Living Buddh” last month with 
the approval of the Chinese government.
The boy was enthroned as sixth Living 

Buddha Dezhub according to Tibetan 
Buddhist rituals at Zagor Monastery in 
Tibet’s Shannan Prefecture, about a month 
after he was selected, through a draw of 
lot, to be the reincarnation of the fifth 
Living Buddha Dezhub who died in 
March 2000.
At the inaugural ceremony, Losang Jigme, 

Tibet’s top official in charge of religious 
affairs, read out the regional government’s 
approval of the enthronement, official 
Xinhua news agency reported today.
As hundreds of monks chanted sutras to 

pray for peace and happiness, the crimson- 
robed Living Buddha paid his respects to 
statues of Lord Buddha at the monastery 
before he was seated on the throne.
The solemn-looking five-year-old sat 

straight when he was adorned with a yel­
low cassock and yellow hat, the symbols 
of the Gelugpa school, also known as the 
Yellow Sect, one of the four streams of 
Tibetan Buddhism.

“While religious counseling may be help­
ful to some service members, and should 
certainly be available to those who specially 
seek religious counseling, the widespread 
use of evangelizing by Christian chaplains 
as a substitute for qualified mental health 
professionals is preventing many service 
members from getting the serious medical 
treatment that they desperately need and 
deserve, and is most likely exacerbating the 
unprecedented, unbridled suicide epidemic.
“It’s just as specious and heinous as having 

these proselytizing military chaplains substi­
tute for military combat trauma surgeons.
“Another alarming matter is that, due 

to the heavy promotion by the military 
of sectarian Christian religious ‘solutions’ 
to mental health problems, non-religious, 
even moderately religious, service members 
struggling with mental health issues or con­
templating suicide may not seek the help 
they need because they think they will just 
get evangelical, fundamentalist Christianity 
rammed down their throats if they do.”

name is Losang Doje, was born in Shan­
nan in 2005. He was chosen as a candidate 
after years of searching by senior monks 
in tune with religious practice and tradi­
tions.
He was selected as the reincarnation and 

was tonsured by Bainqen Erdini Qoigyi- 
jabu, the Chinese government appointed 
11th Panchen Lama, in Lhasa on July 4. 
The Panchen Lama also gave him the reli­
gious name Dezhub Jamyang Sherab Palde.
Tibetan Buddhism has three most im­

portant monks, the Dalai Lama (politi­
cal and spiritual head), Panchen Lama 
(regarded as second in command) and 
Karmapa Lama (head of the largest Bud­
dhist sub-sect Karma Kagyu).
Besides these three, the Himalayan re­

gion has hundreds of Living Buddhas re­
garded as eminent monks, some of whom 
are heads of various sects of the Tibetan 
Buddhist schools of thoughts.

living Buddha' enthroned in Tibet
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'C ritic ism  o f  Islam is n o t racist'
In an interview with the Telegraph Maga­

zine, McEwan said: “Chunks of left-of- 
centre opinion have tried to close down the 
debate by saying that if you were to criticise 
Islam as a thought system you are a de facto 
racist. That is a poisonous argument.

“They do it on the basis that they see an 
ally in their particular forms of anti-Amer­
icanism,” he said.

“So these radical Muslims are the shock- 
troops for the armchair Left who don’t 
want to examine too closely the rest of the 
package -  the homophobia, the misogyny 
and so on.”

McEwan first entered the fray in 2007 
to defend his friend Martin Amis against 
charges of racism.

Amis had been accused of Islamopho- 
bia after writing an essay criticising the 
“extreme incuriosity of Islamic culture”; 
arguing that Islam had “proved responsive” 
to the influence of Hitler and Stalin; and 
labelling Islamism a “cult of death”.

The essay itself attracted little attention, 
but in a subsequent interview Amis made 
the incendiary comment: “The Muslim 
community will have to suffer until it gets 
its house in order.” Muslims would have to

C o n t in u e d  f r o m  p a g e  1

undergo “discriminatory stuff” like stop­
ping them from travelling, he said.

ProfTerry Eagleton, the Marxist liter­
ary critic, subsequently compared him

B u rq a s  a re  a  r ic h  s o u rc e  o f  in s p ir a t io n  to  
c a r to o n is ts  a r o u n d  th e  w o r ld

to a British National Party “thug”. Amis 
maintained throughout that he was not 
Islamophobic, but detested Islamism, the 
religion’s fundamentalist branch.

He later said that he had only been 
“conversationally describing an urge” in his 
comments about discriminatory measures 
for Muslims, “an urge that soon wore off”.

“I hereby declare that ‘harassing the 
Muslim community in Britain’ would be 
neither moral nor efficacious,” he added.

However, Ronan Bennett, who wrote 
the screenplay to the film The Hamburg 
Cell, later deplored Amis for making “as 
odious an outburst of racist sentiment as 
any public figure has made in this country 
for a very long time”.

At that point McEwan got involved, 
writing a letter in defence of Amis. He was 
himself then decried as a member of the 
“clash-of-civilisations literary brigade”. 
McEwan said he consequently became 
the victim of hate messages on jihadist 
websites.

In his interview with the Telegraph Maga­
zine, McEwan stressed that his political 
views were “incredibly unexciting”, being 
“just left of centre”.

The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Pullman
A JESUIT priest and bible scholar has writ­
ten a fierce response to Philip Pullman’s 
retelling of the life of Jesus, claiming that 
the author distorted history to reinforce his 
own unfavourable views about institutional 
Christianity.
Father Gerald O ’Collins, author of over 

50 books and professor of theology at the 
Gregorian University in Rome for over 
30 years, has published a book challenging 
Pullman’s assertion, in his novel The Good 
Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ, that “this 
is a story”.
And he asked whether Pullman’s bestsell­

ing book, published in March, should be re­
named The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel 
Pullman.
O ’Collins said Pullman’s book gives Jesus 

a manipulative twin brother, Christ, who 
eventually betrays him. The miracles of the 
gospels are given plausible explanations, and 
Jesus eventually condemns the concept of a 
church, something he believes would make 
the devil “rub his hands with glee”.
“Jesus is not in a position to correct misrep­

resentations, especially serious ones that the 
public, often pretty gullible in these matters,

is inclined to accept at face value,” O ’Collins 
told the Guardian. He believes that Pullman’s 
aim in the novel was to cast doubt on “belief 
in the divine identity of Jesus” and suggest- 
ded the author used “or rather misused the 
story ofjesus to wage war on Christianity”.
“His distaste for institutional religion is 

well documented in His Dark Materials,” 
O ’Collins writes. “What better way to de­
molish Christianity than by suggesting that 
it was founded on deliberate fraud: not on a 
true resurrection ofjesus, but on the theft of 
his body, and encounters with his twin mas­
querading as Jesus risen from the dead?”
He takes issue with Pullman’s claim to 

throw“fresh light on whojesus was”.“What 
I think he’s doing is to distort the history 
of Jesus, in the interests of what he sees as 
higher truths.”
In his book, O ’Collins criticises Pullman 

for “picking, choosing and changing” what 
he wants from the gospels, altering the story 
“over and over again in the interests of his 
own ‘truth’ or ideology”, making historical 
errors and conducting poor historical re­
search.
He takes particular issue with Pullman’s

retelling of the parable of the prodigal son. 
In Pullman’s version, Joseph welcomes Je­
sus home to a feast after his 40 days in the 
wilderness, during which time Christ plays 
the role of the tempter. When Jesus tells the 
story himself, in terms similar to the version 
in Luke’s gospel, Christ is listening and feels 
mortified by his brother.
O ’Collins calls this one o f“the most egre­

gious examples of Pullman’s tampering with 
the text” as it removes from the parable its 
central message: the unconditional mercy 
of God embodied in the person of Jesus. 
“It might prompt some readers into asking 
themselves: should this book be renamed 
The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Pull­
man'?” he writes.
Contrary to O ’Collins’s misgivings, Pull­

man’s book was largely positively reviewed. 
In the Observer, Richard Holloway said 
“there is no doubt in my mind that Pull­
man has a complete grasp of the intricacies 
of the quest for the historical Jesus”, while 
in the Guardian, Rowan Williams, although 
not uncritical, said it was “mostly Pull­
man at his very impressive best, limpid and 
economical”.
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Humanists
slamming

T
he British Humanist Associa­
tion has strongly condemned 
the decision of the Coun­
cil for Learning Outside 
the Classroom to award the 
creationist Noah’s Ark Zoo in Wraxall, near 

Bristol, a “Quality Badge” in recognition of 
its educational programme.

The Council for Learning Outside the 
Classroom was established by the previous 
government to promote educational visits 
for schoolchildren. Its Quality Badge is in­
tended to assist schools in identifying exter­
nal organisations, such as museums, which 
are “committed to providing high quality 
teaching and learning experiences”.

The Quality Badge was awarded to Noah’s 
Ark Zoo following a visit by assessors in' 
June.

The BHA has written to the Council urg­
ing them to retract the award.

BHA education campaigns officer James 
Gray said: “This is an appalling decision. It 
is entirely inappropriate that the Council 
should support an establishment that ad­
vances creationism and seeks to discredit a 
wide variety of established scientific facts 
that challenge their religious views, such as 
radio carbon dating, the fossil record and the 
speed of light.”

He added: “Teachers and parents look to 
the Council for assurance that children will 
experience high quality educational visits 
that meet the relevant government guide­
lines. Awarding this particular zoo a Quality 
Badge risks exposing hundreds of children 
to anti-scientific dogma.

“This is not a freedom of speech or free­
dom of religion issue. The question is 
whether the information displayed by this 
zoo meets the tests of accuracy and truth 
that parents, teachers and other educational 
professionals expect.”

The BHA action infuriated Anne Widde- 
combe, who accused the BHA o f“bigotry”.

In her Daily Express column (August 11) 
Widdecombe rushed to the defence of the 
zoo. “Those who run the zoo have estab­
lished workshops which cover the national 
science curriculum but do not include dis­
cussion of religion and do not promote the 
extreme creationist view that the world was 
created 6,000 years ago. In other words it is 
a moderate, education-focused organisation 
that challenges children’s minds and produc­
es evidence from fossils.

accused o f 'bigotry' fo r  
creationist zoo award

__________________________________________ international news

“The British Humanist Association says 
the award is inappropriate merely because 
the zoo concentrates on creation. In short 
the British Humanist Association does not 
believe that children should be allowed 
even to discuss creation or to be exposed to 
any evidence that might support it.”

She then hops onto the subject of faith­
healing. “Also, academics carry out a study 
of the effects of prayer on the blind and deaf 
and finds evidence people’s sight and hear­
ing have improved as a result of faith healing. 
Immediately the National Secular Society

brands the findings ‘religious propaganda’.
“Its president Terry Sanderson says faith 

healing groups ‘exploit the desperation of 
people living in extreme poverty who are 
unable to access proper medical care’. Re­
ally, Mr Sanderson? My mother lived com­
fortably and had available to her all the 
medical care the NHS could provide and 
her private insurance could buy and she still 
experienced miraculous healing.

Vampire novelist 
Anne R ice ditches 

Christianity
ANNE Rice, the author best known 
for her vampire novels, created a sen­
sation last month when she declared 
on her Facebook page that she had 
“quit being a Christian” .
Twelve years after her return to 

Catholicism, Rice said she still be­
lieved in God, but that:“ In the name 
o f Christ, I refuse to be anti-gay. 1 
refuse to be anti-feminist. I refuse to 
be anti-artificial birth control. I refuse 
to be anti-Democrat. I refuse to be 
anti-secular humanism. I refuse to be 
anti-science. I refuse to be anti-life.”

“Forbidding children to examine both 
sides of an argument is to substitute propa­
ganda for education and dismissing as prop­
aganda properly conducted surveys is a mark 
of intolerance. We can expect the British 
Humanists and the National Secular Asso­
ciation [sic] to be pretty vocal during the Pa­
pal visit. It is as well therefore to understand 
their bigoted approach from the outset.”

Noah’s Ark Zoo Farm then found itself 
mired in another controversy when leading 
animal charities condemned its plans to dis­
play elephants for the first time.

The Captive Animals’ Protection Society 
(CAPS) submitted a detailed objection to a 
planning application by the zoo for an el­
ephant enclosure but it was passed by North 
Somerset Council, even though part of it 
would use green belt land.

The RSPCA, Born Free Foundation and 
Animal Defenders International have all 
now joined with CAPS to urge the zoo not 
to have elephants because of the inherent 
welfare problems of keeping them confined 
in zoos.

A recent government-funded study found 
“there was a welfare concern for every el­
ephant” in UK zoos. Amongst those prob­
lems, only 16 percent could walk normally, 
the remainder having various degrees of 
lameness. It also discovered that 54 percent 
of the animals showed stereotypies (behav­
ioural problems) during the daytime.

Said CAPS: “Noah’s Ark Zoo’s plans goes 
in the opposite direction to many zoos in 
tlie UK and USA who have phased out their 
keeping of elephants because ofinsurmount- 
able welfare problems caused by captivity.”

A growing body of scientific evidence 
reveals the cruelty of confining elephants 
in zoos. The animals live up to three times 
longer in the wild than in zoos.

Zoo enclosures, 60 to 100 times smaller 
than the smallest home ranges in the wild, 
restrict movement, and hard flooring leads 
to foot problems. Limited exercise makes 
many captive elephants obese, itself a con­
tributor to early deaths.

Last year, Noah’s Ark Zoo was dismissed 
from the trade body BIAZA after an under­
cover CAPS investigation revealed its tigers 
and camels had come from the owner of 
Great British Circus, one of the few remain­
ing animal circuses. The zoo has since re­
turned a breeding female tiger to the circus 
owner.
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Plan unveiled fo r gay bar next to  giant

G
reg Gutfeld,46, is said to 
be the funniest man on 
American TV, but the host 
of the Fox News late-night 
programme, Red Eye, insists 
he wasn’t joking when he announced on 

his blog last month that he planned to open 
a gay bar adjacent to a giant mosque in 
New York.

Wrote Gutfield: “So, the Muslim investors 
championing the construction of the new 
mosque near Ground Zero claim it’s ah 
about strengthening the relationship be-

G re g  G u t fe ld

tween the Muslim and non-Muslim world.
“As an American, I believe they have 

every right to build the mosque — after all, 
if they buy the land and they follow the 
law — who can stop them? Which is, why, 
in the spirit of outreach, I’ve decided to do 
the same thing.

“I’m announcing tonight, that I am plan­
ning to build and open the first gay bar that 
caters not only to the West, but also Islamic 
gay men. To best express my sincere desire 
for dialogue, the bar will be situated next 
to the mosque Park51, in an available com­
mercial space.

“This is not a joke. I’ve already spoken to 
a number of investors, who have pledged 
their support in this bipartisan bid for un­
derstanding and tolerance.

“As you know, the Muslim faith doesn’t 
look kindly upon homosexuality, which 
is why I’m building this bar. It is an effort 
to break down barriers and reduce deadly 
homophobia in the Islamic world. The goal, 
however, is not simply to open a typical 
gay bar, but one friendly to men of Islamic 
faith. An entire floor, for example, will 
feature non-alcoholic drinks, since booze 
is forbidden by the faith. The bar will be 
open all day and night, to accommodate 
men who would rather keep their sexuality 
under wraps — but still want to dance.

“Bottom line: I hope that the mosque 
owners will be as open to the bar, as I am 
to the new mosque. After all, the belief

driving them to open up their center near 
Ground Zero, is no different than mine.

“My place, however, will have better 
music.”

A day later, Gutfield revealed that his plan 
had annoyed Cordoba House, the organi­
sation behind the planned mosque-cum- 
cultural centre. He received a terse message 
saying “You’re free to open whatever you 
like. If you won’t consider the sensibili­
ties of Muslims, you’re not going to build 
dialog.”

Wrote Gutfeld: “Right now the working 
name of the bar is Heaven and Halal. It will 
be two floors — one serving halal food, and 
the other serving cocktails.There will be 72 
of them. And they will be virgin.

“By the way, I’m not building dialog, I’m 
building a bar. And as for the sensibilities 
of Muslims -  which involves homophobia 
— that’s not for me. And that’s my point -  
it’s weird being educated in tolerance by 
an incredibly intolerant ideology. As long as 
gays and women are treated so poorly 
how can they teach us compassion and 
generosity?”

On a more serious note, the Washington 
Post last month carried an article written by 
a Muslim woman opposing the construc­
tion of the mosque.

Neda Bolourchi, who lives in Los Ange­
les, lost her mother who was on board one 
of the planes that slammed into the World 
Trade Center on 9/11. She wrote:

Mecca’s Islamic clock aims to trump Greenwich
FOR more than a century, a point on the 
top of a hill in south-east London has been 
recognised as the centre of world time and 
the official starting point of each new day.

But now the supremacy of Greenwich 
Mean Time is being challenged by a gar­
gantuan new clock being built in Mecca, 
by which the world’s 1.5 billion Muslims 
could soon be setting their watches.

The clock began ticking on Thursday, 
August 11, at the start of Ramadan. It is 
at the heart of a vast complex funded by 
the Saudi government that will also house 
hotels, shopping malls and conference halls.

Bearing a striking resemblance to both 
St Stephen’s Tower, which houses the bell 
of Big Ben, and the Empire State Building, 
the Saudi upstart, according to the Daily 
Telegraph, “aims to outdo its revered British 
rival in every way”.

The clock’s four faces are 151ft in di­
ameter and are illuminated by two million

LED lights along with huge Arabic script 
reading: “In the name of Allah”. The clock 
will run on Arabia Standard Time which is 
three hours ahead of GMT.

When a glittering spire is added, topped 
with a crescent to symbolise Islam, the 
edifice will stand at nearly 2,000 ft, making 
it the world s second tallest building.

The clock of Big Ben, by comparison, is 
just 23ft in diameter, while its tower stands 
at a mere 316ft.

Residents of Mecca will also be reminded 
that it is time to pray when 21,000 green 
and white lights, visible at a distance of 18 
miles, flash five times a day.

But Islamic scholars hope the clock’s 
influence will stretch far further than the 
sands of Saudi Arabia, as part of a plan for 
Mecca to eclipse the Greenwich Observa­
tory as the “true centre of the earth”.

For the past 125 years, the international 
community has accepted that the start of

each day should be measured from the 
prime meridian, representing 0 degrees 
longitude, which passes through the Green­
wich Observatory.

A standard time by which other clocks 
were set was needed to organise global 
travel and communications, but in the 
Islamic world the idea that it should be 
centred on a part of London is seen as a 
colonial anachronism.

As Mohammed al-Arkubi, manager of 
one of the hotels in the complex, put it: 
“Putting Mecca time in the face of Green­
wich Mean Time. This is the goal.”

According to Yusuf al-Qaradawi, an 
Egyptian cleric known around the Muslim 
world for his popular television show 
“Sharia and Life”, Mecca has a greater 
claim to being the prime meridian because 
it is “in perfect alignment with the mag­
netic north.” Al-Qaradawi has been barred 
from the UK for preaching hate,
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ant Ground Zero mosque in N ew  York
“Though I have nothing but contempt 

for the fanaticism that propelled the ter­
rorists to carry out their murderous attacks 
on Sept. 11,1 still have great respect for the 
faith.Yet, I worry that the construction of 
the Cordoba House Islamic cultural center 
near the World Trade Center site would not 
promote tolerance or understanding; I fear 
it would become a symbol of victory for 
militant Muslims around the world.

“I try to take solace in the notion that 
her death has forced a much-needed con­
versation and re-evaluation of the role of 
religion in the Muslim community, of the 
duties and obligations that the faith imposes 
and of its impact on the non-Muslim 
world.

“But a mosque near Ground Zero will 
not move this conversation forward. There 
were many mosques in the United States 
before Sept. 11; their mere existence did not 
bring cross-cultural understanding.The pro­
posed center in New York may be heralded 
as a peace offering -  may genuinely seek to 
focus on ‘promoting integration, tolerance 
of difference and community cohesion 
through arts and culture’, as its website 
declares — but I fear that over time, it will 
cultivate a fundamentalist version of the 
Muslim faith, embracing those who share 
such beliefs and hating those who do not.’’

And she pointed out:
“The Iranian revolution compelled my

family to flee to America when I was 12 
years old. Yet, just over two decades later, 
the militant version of our faith caught 
up with us on a September morning. I 
still identify as a Muslim. When you are 
born into a Muslim family, there is no way 
around it, no choices available:You are 
Muslim. I am not ashamed of my faith, but 
I am ashamed of what is done in its name.

“I do not like harboring resentment or 
anger, but I do not want the death of my 
mother — my best friend, my hero, my 
strength, my love — to become even more 
politicized than it already is. To the sup­

porters of this new Islamic cultural center,
1 must ask: Build your ideological monu­
ment somewhere else, far from my mother’s 
grave, and let her rest.”

Meanwhile, it was reported last month 
that Muslims trying to build a mosque in 
Murfreesboro, a suburb in Nashville,Ten­
nessee, have run into strong opposition.

Opponents of a new Islamic centre say 
they believe the mosque will be more 
than a place of prayer. They are afraid the 
15-acre site that was once farmland will be 
turned into a terrorist training ground for 
Muslim militants bent on overthrowing the 
US government.

“They are not a religion.They are a po­
litical, militaristic group,” said Bob Shelton, 
a 76-year-old retiree who lives in the area. 
Shelton was among several hundred dem­
onstrators recently who wore “Vote for Je- 
sus”T-shirts and carried signs that said:“No 
sharia law for USA”. Others took their 
opposition further, spray-painting the sign 
announcing the “Future site o f the Islamic 
Center of Murfreesboro” and tearing it up.

In Temecula, California, opponents 
brought dogs to protest a proposed 
25,000-square-foot mosque that would sit 
on four acres next to a Baptist church. Op­
ponents worry it will turn the town into 
a haven for Islamic extremists, but mosque 
leaders say they are peaceful and just need 
more room to serve members.

Shut German mosque was a magnet to radicals
A SMALL Hamburg mosque once fre­
quented by the 9/11 attackers was shut 
down and searched last month because Ger­
man authorities believed the prayer house 
was again being used as a meeting point for 
Islamic radicals.

The Taiba mosque was closed and the cul­
tural association that runs it was banned, of­
ficials in the northern German city of Ham­
burg say.

“We have closed the mosque because it 
was a recruiting and meeting point for Is­
lamic radicals who wanted to participate in 
so-called jihad or holy war,” said Frank Re- 
schreiter, a spokesman for the Hamburg state 
interior ministry.

He said 20 police officers had searched 
the building and had confiscated material, 
including several computers. He said he had 
no information about any arrests.

The homes of leading members of the cul­
tural association were also searched and the 
group’s assets were confiscated, Hamburg’s

state government said in a statement.
The prayer house, until two years ago 

known as the al-Quds mosque, was a meet­
ing and recruiting point years ago for some 
of the September 11 attackers before they 
moved to the United States, authorities say. 
The attackers’ ringleader, Mohamed Atta, as 
well as Marwan al-Shehhi and Ziad Jarrah, 
had studied in Hamburg and frequented the 
al-Quds mosque.

Reschreiter said the mosque had been un­
der observation by local intelligence officers 
for “quite a long time” and this was the first 
time it had been closed. The local interior 
ministry said about 45 supporters o f jihad 
live in the Hamburg area and around 200 
people regularly attend Friday prayers at the 
Taiba mosque.

The ministry also said that over the years 
the mosque also became a magnet for so- 
called jihad tourists — Muslims from out 
of town who bragged about having wor­
shipped at the same mosque where once the

September 11 terrorists gathered for prayer.
A 2009 report by the Hamburg branch 

of Germany’s domestic intelligence agen­
cy said the mosque had again become the 
“centre of attraction for the jihad scene” in 
the northern port city.

The current imam is Mamoun Darka- 
zanli, who was questioned following the 
2001 attacks after it emerged that he moved 
in some of the same circles as the hijackers. 
Darkazanli, a dual citizen of Germany and 
Syria, denied any links to Osama bin Laden 
or the attacks.

In October 2004, he was arrested in Ham­
burg on a Spanish warrant accusing him of 
involvement with al-Qaida and alleging that 
he was a bin Laden financier.

His extradition was blocked by Germany’s 
high court and he was eventually released. In 
2006, German prosecutors closed their own 
investigation of him, saying there was insuf­
ficient evidence to show that Darkazanli 
supported al-Qaida.
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PAPAL VISIT

Even the Pope can’t prove he 
is in contact with God

Pope Ratzinger is in Britain this month, and GEOFFREY H L BERG would like
some answers from His Holiness

he Pope is visiting Britain 
this month. There has been 
a lot of controversy about 
the cost, the propriety of 
making it a state visit, and 

about his handling of child abuse among 
the clergy. However, what seems to have 
escaped notice are the extraordunary 
claims made by and about the Pope.

I have written a book, The Six Ways 
O f Atheism, setting out logical arguments 
why God cannot exist.Yet the Roman 
Catholic Church does not merely claim 
that God exists but that its leader, the 
Pope, is the present incarnation of God’s 
word on Earth and is a mini version of 
Jesus Christ living in our time!

He alone, supposedly guided by God’s 
Holy Spirit, can amend ancient Church 
doctrines — and over a billion Catholics 
worldwide are expected to follow his 
dictats. Indeed, since the 19th century, he 
can even ordain his pronouncements as 
infallible!

This is a cult and religious authority of 
a size beyond the wildest dreams of any 
Indian God-Man, any fanatic Ayatollah or 
even the Dalai Lama. Even other smaller 
Christian denominations do not accord 
any leader that sort of authority.

The Eastern Orthodox Christians don’t 
believe any person can unilaterally amend 
the traditions and scriptures of their 
Church, which they take to be sources 
of authority far greater than that ever 
accorded to any human being, however 
mighty a priest he may be.

Protestants don’t believe in an inter­
mediary like the Pope between God and 
Man but leave it to their individual adher­
ents to communicate with God through 
their own individual and less authoritative 
minds.

I expect the Pope will not deign to ex­
plain to other mortals how he gets to gain 
special access to God beginning somehow 
with his election to the Papacy and has

become the supreme living articulation of 
God’s will on Earth. So, as I don’t expect 
him to be very helpful in this respect 
during his visit to Britain, nor indeed at 
any time, let me show — as a commemo­
ration of his visit to Britain, my country 
— how logically fallacious his doctrine and 
indeed those of lesser religious gurus, and 
actually all religions, are.

In The Six Ways O f Atheism one of the 
arguments I use why people should not 
believe in God is my “Man And God 
Comprehension Gulf Argument” describ­
ing the unbridgeable gulf in comprehen­
sion (and identification) for a mortal with 
any supposedly immortal entity.Yet reli­
gions add an extra unbridgeable compre­
hension gulf to that argument because of 
the necessity for religions (in contrast to 
mere deists) to have some point of contact 
between their God and people so that 
people can discover that their particular 
religion is indeed correct.

In the case of Roman Catholics, the 
main point of contact is apparently the 
divinely inspired Pope who leads their 
Church. It is a strange doctrine. Un­
like the generality of prophets, the Pope 
becomes the ultimate divinely inspired 
prophet, not at his birth nor upon some 
particular revelation but upon the death 
of the previous Pope and his election by 
other people to the papacy.

Until then he, like every other faithful 
Catholic,just follows a previous Pope’s 
policies. The doctrine is strange but it is, 
in accordance with Catholic tradition, 
intended to magnify the Church as an in­
stitution. For many centuries the Catholic 
Church presented itself not merely as a 
necessary intermediary between Man 
and God but even as an intermediary 
between ordinary people and the sup­
posedly holy scriptures of their religion. 
These scriptures were kept exclusively in 
a foreign language (Latin) which very few 
people outside the Church understood, so

that Catholic priests were necessary even 
to explain the scriptures, let alone God’s 
current will to Roman Catholics.

However, the insuperable problem with 
the Pope (or indeed anything else) as a 
point of contact between God and people 
is that nobody, no mortal human, can be 
sure that the contact with a supposedly 
unique and certainly supposedly immortal 
God is genuine.

No human, be it Moses, Mohammed, 
Guru Nanak, Christ or the current Pope, 
can properly as a mortal person of limited 
intellect be sure his supposed commu­
nication is with an immortal, unlimited 
entity that is genuinely the God of the 
whole Universe. Nobody can rationally 
be sure that his supposed messages from 
God are not coming from aberrations 
within his own mind, or mental delusions. 
This is even before one considers whether 
the supernatural entity he is supposedly in 
communication with is genuinely immor­
tal and genuinely God rather than some 
daemonic pretender to be God. This is an 
identification which would necessarily be 
far beyond the scope and abilities of any 
mortal human to make.

So I think we should be closely ques­
tioning the Pope (or Mr Joseph Alois 
Ratzinger to be more precise) as to how 
he copes with the problems of identify­
ing and verifying the supposed God 
whose will he and his followers claim he 
expresses.

The fact is that there is no rational 
method by which any point of divine 
contact, the Pope’s included, can rationally 
or logically be confirmed. In essence it is 
all irrational and therefore a confidence 
trick or delusion, maybe usually a self- 
delusion.

Let me, for the benefit of the Pope and 
others, translate what I have written above 
into logical terms and a logical argument.
I set it out in a similar manner to my 
arguments against the existence of God
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(or sometimes just belief in God) that I 
have set out logically in The Six Ways O f 
Atheism.

So expressed it is:
Proof O f The Fallacy O f Human 

Belief In Theistic Religions
1. All theistic religions (and there are 

many differing theistic religions) neces­
sarily depend upon God making itself 
known to mankind and humans being 
able to identify God.

2. God making itself known to humans 
must necessarily be done through points 
of contact between any supposed God 
and humanity at large, or at least the 
religion’s adherents (this may be via scrip­
tures, prophets, individual revelation etc).

3. However, it is impossible for any 
mortal and limited person to be sure of 
identifying any immortal or unlimited 
entity (people do not live long enough to 
have any means of being justifiably sure of 
any other entity’s future immortality).

4. Therefore no person can be justifiably 
sure that any alleged point of contact be­
tween God and humanity is actually from 
God rather than produced subconsciously 
by his own mind or by an impostor (such 
as the kind of powerful daemon Rene 
Descartes envisaged in his Meditations) 
who just happens to be more powerful 
than humans.

5. Therefore no mortal human has any 
reliable means of identifying God (even 
if God were to exist). So nobody can be 
sure that any alleged point of contact be­
tween any hypothesised God and humans 
is actually with a genuine, immortal God.

6. Therefore humans cannot rationally 
believe in any particular God or in any 
religion.

So how has this fallacy of the Pope 
entering into a unique relationship with 
an identifiable God upon becoming Pope 
gained credibility and widespread respect?

Well, religions seem to operate like 
debt.There is a similar quirky effect about 
them both.There is an old and true saying 
that if you owe a bank a thousand pounds

you have a problem (as the debt threat­
ens your financial viability). But if you 
owe a bank a million pounds the bank 
has a problem (as the debt threatens the 
bank’s financial viability). Likewise with 
religions — if a religion only has relatively 
few believers, its believers have a problem 
(and it is nowadays pejoratively called “a 
cult”). However, if a religion has many 
millions of believers (such as Islam or 
Christianity) it is somehow considered 
very respectable, and its non-believers, the 
rest of the world, have a problem. Yet the 
intrinsic merits, or rather demerits, with 
both debt and religion, whether it be a 
relatively small amount or a very substan­
tial amount, are just the same!

‘Don’t embarrass the Pope’, warns Lord Patten
GROUPS threatening to protest during 
the Pope’s official visit to Scotland and 
England have been warned they risk spark­
ing outrage among the wider public.

Lord Patten, the Conservative peer help­
ing to organise the four-day state visit, said 
protesters would be condemned if they 
sought to embarrass the pontiff or prevent 
worshippers attending events planned for 
the historic visit.

Lord Patten told the Scottish Herald that 
he was confident protests against the Pope’s 
visit would not overshadow the event.

He also defended the non-policing costs 
of the visit, previously estimated at £ 8  mil­
lion but now put at between ^jlO-m and 
¿12-m .

The National Secular Society, which 
plans to demonstrate against the visit, de­
nounced the increase as disgraceful, while 
the Taxpayers’ Alliance said: “No visitor 
should cost UK taxpayers such a huge sum 
of money.”

The 66-year-old Patten said he agreed to 
take on his new role because it was impor­
tant for Britain that the visit went well and 
“because all the faith communities have

Ian Paisley, le f t,  is a g a in s t th e  Pope’s v is it, 
b u t L o rd  P atten  has th e  jo b  o f  de fe n d in g  i t

to assert with confidence they deserve to 
be listened to in a world that is sometimes 
intolerantly secular.” He added: “The rep­
utation issue for the UK is considerable. 
This will be watched by the 30 percent of 
Americans who are Catholic, the 40 per­
cent in Canada who are Catholic, the 25 
percent in Australia who are Catholic, as 
well as every European country.”

Patten added: “This a free society. If peo­
ple want to protest they will, but there will 
be many more who will want to welcome 
the Pope. The overwhelming majority of 
the population, while it would support

people’s right to protest, would be outraged 
if anything was done specifically aimed at 
embarrassment or preventing those people 
who belong to faith groups from attending 
and taking part in the sort of things which 
the Pope will be doing.”

Some groups want to arrest the Pope 
because of the sex abuse scandal involving 
the Catholic Church.

But Patten said: “That is absurd and 
could only be argued by people who suf­
fered from the most profound ignorance 
about the position of someone who has 
sovereign immunity as head of state.”

He insisted that the climate of economic 
restraint does not mean “we throw out of 
the window all the normal courtesies of a 
nation state ... our pride or aspirations”.

Earlier, Protestant preacher Ian Pais­
ley said it was a mistake to have invited 
Pope Benedict to Britain and criticised the 
Catholic Church’s response to the child 
sex abuse scandal, accusing it of having 
failed to “take a strong stand.”

“I think it is a mistake,”Paisley said, when 
asked what he thought of the visit. “I think 
he should not be invited to the country.”
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Will genuine7 Christians please stand up
Prior to his death last year, NEIL BLEW ITT had been trying -  with scant success -  

to distinguish ‘pukka Christianity from counterfeit or aberrant brands

A long with many freethink­
ers, I am quite unable to 
distinguish genuine Chris­
tianity from extremes, su­
perstitions and cults. But 
my failure in this respect is not for want of 

application to the problem, however una­
vailing ultimately.

I have listened to people seemingly well- 
qualified to speak on the subject at R o­
man Catholic and Evangelical churches, 
Noncomformist chapels, Quaker meeting­
houses, Kingdom Halls, Salvation Army 
citadels, spiritualist demonstrations, revivalist 
rallies and many other religious assemblies. 
My difficulty has been that I couldn’t find 
a common, definitive view of what is genu­
ine Christianity. Not all of the groups were 
prepared to swear that their variety was more 
genuine than everybody else’s, although 
many did, but none admitted that theirs was 
less so.

Now, if Christians themselves can’t decide 
which of their denominations may be re-

Jesus & Mo

garded as representing genuine Christianity 
and which are extremes, superstitions and 
cults, what chance does an atheist have? But 
the dilemma gave me an idea on how the 
matter may be resolved once and for all.

I have heard Christians ask what secular 
humanists would do if they were to “gain 
power”. Well, I can’t speak for all of them, 
but there are certain things I would do and 
certain things I would not do in such a situa­
tion. First, I don’t think I would torture, burn 
at the stake, garrotte, behead, drown, crush to 
death or exile those who disagreed with me; 
nor would I have the desire to enact laws 
which prescribed that those Christians who 
denied the existence of certain ancient hu­
manists, or who simply wanted to ridicule 
them, should be incarcerated or worse.

1 wouldn’t even stop local papers from 
publishing little Scriptural texts each day 
although, personally, I have no taste for the 
Bible’s brutalities, crudities and obscurant­
ism, nor do I care to see the attention of 
unsuspecting people -  particularly children 
— directed to it; but, to be fair, the texts are 
usually so brief, bland, and vague as to have

I'M  SURE ISLAM CAN EXIST IN 
HARMONY WITH THE POST­
MODERN WORLD IF ONLY 

MUSUMS LET SO OF SOME OF 
ITS MORE IMPLAUSIBLE AND 
UNREASONABLE TENETS

"THERE IS NO SOD BUT 
ALLAH, AND MOHAMMED 

IS HIS PROPHET'?’

®  Jesusandmo net

all the significance and intellectual stimulus 
of the horoscopes published in many organs 
of the press.

What I would do, first of all, would be 
to encourage church newspapers to give 
the occasional column to an atheist in the 
interests of fair play (“A Freethinker Takes 
A Squint at The Church”, perhaps). Sec­
ond, I would gather together representatives 
of varying shades of Christian opinion in 
an attempt to discover what was genuine 
Christianity and what could be dismissed as 
mere extremes, superstitions and cults; and 
I would suggest, if power were obtained 
tomorrow, a panel comprising Ian Paisley, 
John Selwyn Gummer, Vincent Nichols 
(Archbishop of Westminster), John Sentamu 
(Archbishop of York), a senior Baptist, the 
Chaplain-General to the Armed Forces, Pat 
Robertson, an anchorite, a Salvationist, a 
Unitarian, a Swedenborgian -  and, to make 
up a round dozen, one of the army of old 
ladies who are always knocking at my door 
to dispense copies of Awake!

(I would have included the clergyman 
who told me when I was in hospital with 
tuberculosis that my suffering had been sent 
to refine my personality and thus fit me for 
heaven, but he died suddenly, leaving, alas, 
his own personality in its raw state).

The members of the panel would be seat­
ed in a redundant church, but not within 
throttling distance of each other, and their 
remit would be quite simply that they, or 
their descendants or nominees, depending 
on the time taken, decide what is genuine 
Christianity and what are extremes, super­
stitions and cults.

I would install a top-class spiritualist as 
chairman so that a good line of commu­
nication could be maintained throughout 
the discussion. Once a conclusion had been 
reached, I would require it to be published, 
using intelligible language and concepts, in 
not more than one issue of the Freethinker. 
Then 1 and other readers who, at present, 
lack the power to discriminate would, in 
future, recognise genuine Christianity when 
we came across it without any difficulty and 
we could refer to it, confident that we would 
not excite any comment from any quarter.

But I should have to stipulate that the 
panel reach a conclusion before the Last 
Trump, although -  reasonable man that I 
am — I could make no concession to any 
member of the panel who refused to 
believe such a thing would ever be sounded.
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Why multiculturalism is bad for 
Britain and its ethnic communities

Ex-Muslim Dr Rumy Hasan passionately believes that ethnic ghettos lead to a ‘psychic 
detachment’ from British society among large numbers in ethnic and religious communities.

He explains his thinking to PETER BRIETBART.

R umy Hasan was born |  
into an Islamic fam­
ily, and grew up in 
Scotland and the 
north of England. Exposed to Brit­

ish cultural influences from an early 
age, Hasan quickly renounced Is­
lam and realised his atheism. Now 
a senior lecturer at Sussex Univer­
sity, Hasan has recently published 
Multicultural ism: Some Inconvenient 
Truths, a devastating leftist critique 
of multiculturalism. (A report of 
his book launch in Brighton ap­
peared in the August issue of the 
Freethinker.)

Hasan argues that multicultural 
policies unintentionally promote 
cultural segregation, resulting in 
mono-faith, mono-cultural ghet­
tos that leaves little chance for 
escape.

Peter Brietbart caught up with Hasan to 
ask about the problems multicultural think­
ing produces, and how we might resolve 
them.
PB: What sorts of problems arise in the so- 
called “ghettoised” areas of the UK?
RH: First, it’s not good that we have people 
from ethnic minorities completely detached 
from wider society. It starts in schooling 
with people of their own type, often speak­
ing a different language. History shows that 
these ghettos are never a good idea. We can 
understand how they form, but they tend to 
be problematic.

What I argue is that progressive ideas are 
completely shut out. Any ideas that chal­
lenge the thinking of a religious minority 
or faith community are shot down. They’re 
self-proclaimed Sikhs or Muslims, and that’s 
the end of it, and critical thinking is invari­
ably stifled. The power of the elders in these 
communities, usually men, is intensified 
through religious authority. So they have 
the power to shut down dissent and debate, 
and a sort of tribalism arises.

The people who suffer the most are the 
women and children. Women become de 
facto second-class citizens, and they tend to

internalise their oppression, which I discuss 
in the book, especially in regard to the veil.

In sum, they become proud of an oppres­
sive practice. This has been the reality, and 
it has affected the political terrain. When an 
Ml’ or city or town council member needs 
to relate to these groups, they have to do 
so via male elders, often very powerful re­
ligious figures. From my perspective, mod­
ern, secular ideas are squeezed out, resulting 
in what I call a mono-faith, mono-cultural 
ghetto. Children grow up in these, with very 
closed mindsets, and high levels of what I 
call ‘psychic detachment’. By this I mean the 
segregation of the mind, cut off from the 
outside world. It’s as if they are growing up 
in a little patch of Pakistan, say, on English 
soil. It’s a disservice to the people growing 
up in these segregated neighborhoods. We’re 
doing them harm, and in this way so many 
oppressive practices are hidden.

There’s a wall of silence, and the police 
don’t like going into these areas. That’s why, 
with, for example, honour killings, police 
don’t like to poke their noses in too much. 
There’s a very high incidence of suicides 
amongst teenage Asian girls, as well as self 
harm — almost three times the average. This, 
too, is kept quiet. All kinds of problems are

kept hidden, and more power is giv­
en to reactionaries.
PB: It seems to be increasingly 
common that the left will oppose 
criticism of Islam even against other 
liberals. Where do you think this 
defensiveness comes from?
RH: This is one of the obstacles in 
the path of desegregation and social 
cohesion. 1 refer to it as the phe­
nomenon of white, liberal, post-co­
lonial guilt. I’ve had to try to work 
out why it is that people who or­
dinarily would campaign for equal­
ity, who are against racism, who are 
against oppression, and who have 
proud records, keep quiet when it 
comes to oppressive practices with­
in ethnic minority communities, or 
resort to apologetics.

I try to go through the history, 
and discover its roots in what could 

be called “post-colonial thinking”. Empire 
building and colonisation were wrong, of­
ten rooted in racism and deep hostility to 
the people who were colonised. Those who 
were cr are opposed to empire building feel 
they have to be very, very careful when dis­
cussing peoples from the former colonies, 
who happened to be, in the main, non­
white. In essence, they are saying “We feel 
guilty about the crimes of our ancestors.”

1 think that’s where the impulse comes 
from. So when people come to settle in this 
country and experience racism or discrimi­
nation, there’s a strong urge to fight on their 
behalf, against the racist oppression that 
they’re suffering. In the early days, this was 
to be expected, but there was never much 
discussion over immigrants’ cultural prac­
tices because they were already suffering so 
badly.

There’s evidence to suggest that racism 
and discrimination have declined in Britain 
and Europe to an enormous degree. That’s 
a good achievement. We’ve just seen the 
World Cup go by, and we see how many 
ethnic minorities there are in the national 
teams. A lot o f the England players are black, 

(C o n t in u e d  o n  p l2 )
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and it’s a visible advance.

Ethnic minorities are now in all sections 
of society. The chairperson of the Conserva­
tives is an Asian woman from an Islamic 
background, Baroness Warsi. These sorts of 
things were unthinkable 40 years ago.

Although a lot of people on the left won’t 
like it, I mention that in the post-9/11 era 
there’s been an alliance of sorts amongst 
leftists and Muslims against the wars in Af­
ghanistan and Iraq. So we have the phenom­
ena of “my enemy’s enemy is my friend”. 
The leftists and liberals thought that, since 
Muslims opposed the wars just as they did, 
they must be viewed as friends. But I would 
say “Hold on now, what about seeing what 
they get up to, and casting a critical eye over 
all their oppressive practices?” But no, they 
keep silent about that.
PB: “Islamophobia” has become a very 
powerful term, capable of shutting down all 
rational debate. What is it, and why do you 
reject it?
RH: This has been troubling me for a long 
time, in fact even before 9/11. This is the 
idea that criticism of Islam, and by exten­
sion, Muslims, is a kind of phobia. That 
means an “irrational fear of Islam”. In the 
book I write that its origins are found in the 
Rushdie affair, because this was the first time 
Muslims became politically assertive during 
1989/90, after the fatwa against Rushdie was 
issued. The argument went that the refusal 
to ban Rushdie’s Satanic Verses was because 
of Islamophobia in society. That’s where I 
found, at least in this country, the origins 
of the term.

Then ten years later there was the 
Runymede Report on “Islamophobia”, 
which gave the term a semi-official stamp. It 
became a conflation between an attack on a 
belief, and an attack on an ethnic minority. 
What liberal-minded people and feminists 
used to think was that this minority was also 
one of the most oppressed in society be­
cause their socio-economic indicators were 
on the whole below average, and so we have 
to be very careful with them.

The idea was that we mustn’t criticise 
them, and to do so is to generate unwar­
ranted hostility to a people who were al­
ready suffering.

I argue that Islamists find this very useful.
If you criticise their religion, there are two 
responses. First they say: “You don’t know. 
You’re not from the religion. You haven’t 
been brought up in it.You don’t understand 
it.” It’s a guilt-tripping tactic. Second they 
say that you’re an Islamophobe, that you I

have a phobia, and that it’s irrational because 
you don’t understand it.

When this is added to white, liberal, post­
colonial guilt, the impulse is to just keep 
quiet.

Sikhs used this tactic in December 2004, 
when there was a play called Behzti being 
staged in Birmingham that had been writ­
ten by a Sikh woman about the shenanigans 
in a gurudwara. The theatre had actually 
discussed the play previously with the local 
Sikh community and had even sought the 
green light from them. What happened was 
that hundreds of Sikh men smashed the the­
atre, and shut down the play. They said that 
their faith was being misunderstood, that the 
play was deeply insulting, that it was abusive.

'In I lie book I argue that we 
don’t end up ossifying cultures 

when we mix them. On the 
contrary, they’re constantly 
evolving. I discuss the idea 

of creolisation, the mixing of 
cultures, and show that this is 

going on right now, particularly 
in London’

They might as well have said that the play 
was an expression of Sikhophobia.

Guilt coupled with the threat of violence 
shuts down debate. People then self- censor. 
I’ve sought out the different strands of what 
I call an “unholy alliance” between leftists, 
liberals, feminists and Islamists.There’s a sort 
of truce between them. The leftists, liber­
als and feminists say, “Don’t you worry, we 
won’t question your belief system. You’re on 
our side.” The funny thing is that in main­
stream society it just becomes a norm.

Six years ago the French were debating 
outlawing religious symbols in schools in­
cluding the hijab. I was outraged when on 
Nemnight they wouldn’t have an honest de­
bate about what was going on, they simply 
accused the French of Islamophobia.
PB: What is your take on the burqa? Is 
France right to ban it from public spaces? 
R H : France is absolutely justified in ban­
ning it from public spaces. I have an en­
tire chapter on the veil, and I take a very 
strong stance in defence of women’s rights 
and equality. I make it very clear that the 
Islamic veil is oppressive. I go through the 
key Islamic texts which suggest why women 
should veil, although how they should is not 
made clear. I’m not getting into religious

interpretation — that’s pointless. But there 
does seem to be a requirement for women 
to veil, and not for men. The reason given 
is that women are sexual temptresses. I find 
this idea extremely troubling, even oppres­
sive. If you’re interested in tackling women’s 
oppression, you have to take that stance.

Only recently are other European coun­
tries realising this, and then only in regard 
to the burqa. This is ridiculous, really. If we 
look at Turkey, which is overwhelmingly 
Muslim, all forms of veiling in public in­
stitutions have been outlawed since about 
1925. The first President, Mustafa Kamal 
Atatiirk, had a very principled stance against 
the veil. As the founding father ofTurkey, he 
wanted to modernise the country. He was 
clear that the veil was oppressing women. 
In western Europe we talk about women’s 
liberation, and about fighting oppression, 
but there’s a wall of silence around these op­
pressed women, one that makes me angry. I 
know I’ll be attacked for it, but I’m trying to 
make an important contribution here.

The burqa shuts out the woman alto­
gether, and that is intolerable, so it should 
be banned. People often reply that it is the 
woman’s choice to dress in that fashion.

I would ask, “What is your view on clit— 
erodectemy? or ‘female circumcision’, as it’s 
politely called?” What it should be called is 
female genital mutilation. 1 know of Suda­
nese women here in Brighton who travel 
to Sudan to have a cliterodectemy, because 
it has been outlawed in this country. Why? 
Because it is harmful and oppressive to 
woman. But a woman can reply, “Hold on, 
this is my body, it is my choice, my faith. I’m 
not harming anybody else. I can’t flower as 
a woman unless I have my clitoris circum­
cised.” So what is the difference between 
that and the veiling?

Sometimes society has to say no. We say 
that we will protect you, even from yourself. 
There are no arguments as to why someone 
who would oppose a cliterodectemy, would 
not equally oppose the veil. Both are op­
pressive, and harmful, socially and medically. 
But nobody wants to talk about it. Slowly, 
however, people are beginning to get it. In 
Belgium they passed the anti-burqa bill un­
opposed; and in France there was only one 
vote against. They discussed how the burqa 
is an absolutely oppressive garment. Now in 
other western European countries they’re 
beginning to think of the full veil as being 
oppressive. There has to be a campaign to 
show that it is oppressive, we have to open 
up the debate.
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tain and its ethnie communities

P rofessor Hasan regards London  as ‘o ne  o f  th e  m o s t g lo b a lis e d , 
c re o lise d  c itie s  in  th e  w o r ld ’.

But it’s the sort of thing that no-one 
wants to talk about in this country , because 
they want to be seen as good, liberal multi- 
culturalists, who are all about laissezfaire liv­
ing, freedom of choice and so on, but they 
switch their brains off.
PB: Your suggested replacement for mul- 
ticulturalism is “egalitarian universalism”. 
What is it, and how does it work?
RH: It means that we have equality for all, 
without viewing people through the prism 
of a religious, cultural, or even an ethnic 
identity. We know that we have natural di­
visions, such as race and ethnicity, but cul­
tural and religious divisions are artificial. 
Egalitarian universalism does not allow for 
these artificial distinctions. It says we must 
treat people equally. So when a child goes 
into a school, it leaves behind it any reli­
gious identity. So he or she won’t say,“I’m a 
Sikh”, or “I’m a Muslim”. They are simply 
individuals.

And cultural homogenisation isn’t an 
inevitability. In the book I argue that we 
don’t end up ossifying cultures when we 
mix them. On the contrary, they’re con­
stantly evolving. I discuss the idea of creoli- 
sation, the mixing of cultures, and show that 
this is going on right now, particularly in 
London.

London is one of the most globalised, 
creolised cities in the world, with people 
from all kinds of backgrounds. The people 
there often do mix in reasonable harmony, 
if they’re not in these segregated communi­
ties. It’s multiculturalism that ossifies these 
cultures and faiths. People within these 
mono-faith, mono-culture societies have 
no choice. They’re trapped within them. It 
would be fine if a Muslim girl could go out 
with a non-Muslim boy, but that’s unac­
ceptable, it’s against their culture.

But again, it’s never talked about. If she 
had a choice, she’d be able to have relation­
ships and friendships with whomsoever 
she wanted, and in that sense she’d be in­
fluenced by ideas from outside her mono­
culture. Her ideas could then evolve, she 
could influence others, and we’d have the 
flowering of new cultural norms and forms. 
This happens anyway, usually. Just exposure 
to TV or music influences one’s ideas.

I don’t take a cultural relativist stance, 
because I’m critical of any culture or any 
religion which is oppressive. We can define 
what that means: unduly restrictive of peo­
ple’s freedoms, and often on the grounds of 
faith and religion. They say, “This is what 
our holy book tells us”, and we’re supposed

to be content with that. If we think that 
the preservation of a religion or culture is 
more important than individual autonomy, 
or freedom to break free of these, then that’s 
when faith and culture trump liberty. But 
the individual must have the right to break 
free.

Brian Barry, in his book Culture and Equal­
ity, talks about “exit costs”. These are costs 
attached when a person wishes to break free 
from their community.

They tend to be very high. When a Mus­
lim girl takes off with a boy from a differ­
ent background, the “exit cost” could be an 
honour killing. She might be murdered.

Usually in these strict communities, the 
“exist cost" is being shunned or abandoned 
by the family and wider community. One

has to be extremely strong to leave, and yet 
people manage it, but the pressures are enor­
mous. By and large, though, people just stick 
to it, even if they don’t want to. On top of 
these pressures, they’re often policed. It’s like 
being in a goldfish bowl, where every move­
ment, from school upwards, is known to 
your family members or community leaders. 
It’s as if there are spies all over the place.

If you do something your family doesn’t 
want you to do, you’ll be caught out and 
probably punished.

This is the reality here and now. This lais­
sez faire culturalism means that these people 
are abandoned. They’re prisoners in their 
own communities, particularly the women 
and children.

We should be doing better than that.

Young Germans shun Catholic priesthood
A STRING of sex abuse scandals in the German Catholic church has led to a dramatic 
fall in the number of young men wanting to become priests, Germany’s top Catholic 
bishop said last month.

Speaking to the German Press Agency dpa, Archbishop of Freiburg Robert Zollitsch, 
who is the Chairman of the German Episcopal Conference and thus spokesman for the 
church, said that the church was now suffering from a serious lack of manpower.

“We are living through a great trauma, indeed the deepest crisis of the Catholic church 
in Germany since 1945,” Zollitsch said.

Sexual abuse scandals have rocked the church in Germany since January, when dozens 
of cases emerged involving sexual molestation of minors by priests and other clergy over 
a period of 50 years at church-run schools.

Zollitsch said that new applications to join the priesthood across Germany had fallen to 
150 this year, a record low.

The archbishop himself had been under investigation earlier this year over claims that 
he had failed to sack a priest in his diocese accused of abuse.

“The whole profession has been damaged by these scandals,” he said.“The sinful and 
abhorrent behaviour of a few priests has come to represent the whole profession in the 
eyes of the public.” Zollitsch said that the rate of intake of applying priests had also fallen 
because the church was now selecting candidates more carefully than ever before.
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MORE ON GRAYLING AND FREEWILL

•••

SURELY one reason AC Grayling finds 
the free-will question so “hard” (FTJune) 
is that it has two distinct meanings — (1) the 
primary, libertarian and (2) the secondary 
but more common meaning, which are not 
clearly demarcated. Meaning (1) is the claim 
that we all have a special faculty, the will, 
which can always initiate any course of ac­
tion independently of our current brain state 
— we could always have done otherwise (given 
the identical brain state). Both the law and 
religion champion this meaning of freewill.

If such a supernatural will is posited, 
we must ask how its decisions are arrived 
at -  are they the necessary product of the 
mind at that time, the inevitable result of 
its particular history (determinism) or are 
they merely arbitrary? No third alternative 
exists even for a faculty having supernatural 
power. Meaning (1) then, which denies 
both determinism and indeterminism, is 
just not logically possible.

However, 1 suspect it is meaning (2) that 
Grayling values, the familiar experience of 
choosing, voluntarily (ie without exter­
nal compulsion), from the options before 
one. This is consistent with determinism, 
properly understood. Although chains of 
causes start in the distant past, throughout 
our lives their effects funnel together in our 
heads to form our unique decision-making 
identity. Determinism does not mean we 
are impervious to influences from our im­
mediate past — there are no pre-determined 
actions we are fated to perform. We can 
“change ourselves through reflection”.

Grayling therefore has no need to say 
“all our thinking about human nature... 
and human life...is wrong.” He bemoans 
the idea that we might be automata.Yes, 
we are conscious automata (TH Huxley, 
1874), which simply means we are self-acting 
agents in the world. But we do indeed need 
“to think again about ... punishment”: here

is a great opportunity for freethinkers to 
seize the moral high ground from legal and 
religious obscurantism.

Responding to the objection raised by 
John Gibson last month public outrage at 
paedophile priests can at least affect the way 
they are dealt with in future.

Norman Bacrac 
London

I WISH people who claim to exercise free­
will would disclose how they do it, because 
it’s a mystery to me.

“Left or right?” “Tea or coffee?” “South- 
end or Blackpool?” Being faced with a 
choice causes me to become aware of 
related thoughts. Then a decision thought 
may appear but not by some choosing 
process exercised by me (“me” being just 
another thought that crops up sometimes). 
“I” am just a spectator of this process. 
Introspection reveals only an uncontrollable 
succession of awareness episodes. So where 
lurks the free will?

David James and John Gibson (Freethinker; 
August) give examples of people sup­
posedly acting by freewill in response to 
experiences. But mechanical robots can do 
that. James and Gibson provide no reason 
to suppose that the cited reactions are not 
deterministic.

Gibson also believes that determinism is 
incompatible with morality. Not so. There 
is no reason why moralistic memes should 
not flourish whether they influence action 
deterministically or by freewill.

This is a problem that matters only in the 
context of Freethinker or similar discussion 
An idea that presents itself at other times 
is that one can act as though one has free 
will, as when I “decided” whether or not to 
write this letter.

HISTORICITY OF JESUS
STEUART Campbell (Freethinker, August) 
refers to me as appearing to be confused 
when stating I had found no reference to 
the crucifixion ofjesus in any Roman or 
Jewish records, yet then goes on to refer 
to references mentioned in his The Rise 
and Fall of Jesus to works by Tacitus and 
Josephus. A fair enough comment: I should 
have clarified my statement by prefacing it 
with the word “contemporary”.

He rejects my contention that Tacitus’s 
knowledge of Christian beliefs was based 
on hearsay, writing that this has been “over­
ruled by many learned authorities”. Well, 
unnamed “learned authorities” do not im­
press me, and even if they were identified 
they would not. Tacitus, as well as being a 
politician and historian, was also a lawyer, 
and in the course of his duties as governor 
of the province of Asia from 112-13 (he 
had jointly with Pliny the Younger pros­
ecuted a previous governor of that prov­
ince), he is likely, as the senior magistrate, to 
have presided over trials of Christians there 
depending on the individuals’ social status, 
or if not, to have read as part of his duties 
transcripts of their trials, for Christian be­
liefs were considered to have a detrimental 
impact on the political and social stability 
of the empire.

The information that emerged during 
these trials will have given Tacitus all the 
information he required about the cult. In 
addition, his friend Pliny was for part of 
the time serving as legatus Augusti (he died 
on the job, so to speak) in the neighbour­
ing senatorial province of Bithynia/Pontus, 
where he had been sent specifically to look 
into charges that Christian activities were 
undermining the province’s economy, so 
it would not be unreasonable to assume 
that the two friends would have exchanged
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information on the cult. Hearsay, I submit, 
is the more probable source ofTacitus’s 
knowledge of Christianity.

Mr Campbell also states that “messianic 
fervour in the names (sir) o f Christ had 
reached Rome about 49 CE”, citing as 
evidence a somewhat ambiguous passage in 
Suetonius’s Life of Claudius which refers to 
disturbances amongst the Jews in the city, 
occasioned by the activities of an individual 
named Chrestus, but he has nothing to 
say regarding the reasons for the distur­
bances. Mr Campbell, though, is better 
informed and asserts that they were caused 
by Christian activities, basing this, it seems, 
on the arbitrary assumption that the name 
Chrestus equates with that of Christus, a 
title, incidentally, not a proper name, but 
Chrestus was a common name amongst 
slaves and Greek tradesmen of the period.
I would have assumed that Mr. Campbell 
would have known this, but apparently not.

I am then told by him that I should 
have explained how the real story ofjesus 
came to be replaced by the one we now 
have. I had sought to do this, albeit all 
too briefly, in an article published in the 
Freethinker in February 2008, so I see no 
point in repeating what was said there or 
to expand on it. Instead I refer him, and 
anyone else interested, to the hypothesis 
advanced by Dr Neil Faulkner, with which 
I fully concur, that the Nazarene faction 
led by Jesus before his demise and then by 
James, whom Saul, as he then was, had tried 
without success to murder (The Writings 
ofTatian and Theophilus and the Clementine 
Recognitions. Trans By B 1’ Pratten, Marcus 
Dodds & T Smith. Edinburgh,T &T Clark, 
1875. ppl88-189), was destroyed in the 
fighting during the widespread popular 
revolt against Roman rule that broke out 
in 66 and ended in 70 with the capture of 
the city and the destruction of the temple. 
This left the field wide open to Paul’s suc­
cessors to strip Jesus of his national identity 
and sanitise his revolutionary message and 
represent him as a saviour god dispensing 
opiate (Apocalypse, The Great Jewish Revolt 
Against Rome, AD  66-73. Stroud,Tempus, 
2002. pp 276-8).

Robert Morrell
Nottingham

IN discussing the historicity ofjesus, I had 
thought I’d be on pretty safe ground in 
claiming “When considering the exist­
ence ofjesus or anything else, the burden of 
proof lies with the one who alleges”. However, 
Steuart Campbell (Points of View, August), 
disagreed: “Not quite; in an argument the 
burden of proof lies with those who make 
unconventional claims”. In saying this, 
Campbell appears to have confused practice 
with principle.

In practice there’s clearly no need to win

over hearts and minds if people already 
agree with you, and evidence is only 
required to justify unorthodox claims. In 
principle however, one should ideally come 
at a problem with an open mind, justify all 
assumptions, and then adopt the conclu­
sion that is least contrived. All assumptions 
should be up for review, regardless of their 
orthodoxy. Appeal to orthodoxy reduces 
the risk of people thinking that you are 
wrong, but that’s not the same as reducing 
the risk of actually being wrong.

One problem with the appeal to ortho­
doxy is that orthodoxy is in the eye of the 
audience. The divinity ofjesus is orthodox 
from a Christian perspective, yet unor­
thodox (indeed highly blasphemous) from 
an Islamic one. Mr. Campbell’s letter was 
written to the Freethinker, and given the 
Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of the 
term will likely fall on deaf ears: “Free­
thinker - A person who professes to or is 
known for independence of thought, especially 
one who withholds assent to widely held beliefs 
or ideas”.

Robert Stovold
Brighton

PRINCE CHARLES
DENIS Watkins (August) is right to expose 
the appalling consequences of monarchy 
and the existence of a Royal Family.

Giving influence and status to individuals 
because of their bloodline is crazy, particu­
larly when we simply can’t get rid of them 
easily. Monarchy is an assault on democracy 
and a constraint on the ambitions of ordi­
nary people to lead.

Fortunately, the answer is at hand: it’s 
called electing our Head of State. We need 
a republic to enable the able to take the 
‘top’ constitutional position, if they have a 
mandate from UK voters. We don’t need 
anyone taking the position just because his 
or her parents did the job.

When the Queen passes on, I would 
challenge Charles to put his career choice 
to the popular vote.

Graeme Kemp
Shropshire

---------------------------------------------------
NO PLACE FOR ANIMOSITY
MUCH as I enjoy robust debates, I do 
think Freethinker correspondents should 
try to limit themselves to rational, fact- 
based arguments rather than indulge their 
personal animosities in print.
As far as I can see, Bill Mcllroy’s letter in 
the August issue just resorts to the kind of 
petty mud-slinging that gets atheists a bad 
name. In my experience, people who resort 
to such behaviour are unable to admit they 
have lost the argument.
Personally, I was in favour of the proposed

____________ po in ts  o f v ie w
burqa ban too, until quite recently, but have 
retreated from this position after read­
ing some of the arguments rehearsed in 
the pages of this magazine and elsewhere, 
which have persuaded me otherwise.
Let’s have more rational argument and 
fewer personal arguments please.

Graham Moore 
Sutton

JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES

THE excellent article on the Jehovah’s Wit­
nesses in the August issue of the Freethinker 
mentioned Charles Taze Russell as founder 
of the sect. Russell was not only a false 
prophet who lived two years beyond his 
predicted date for the end of the world, but 
also a fraud who perpetrated various scams.

He claimed to have discovered a mira­
cle high-yielding type of wheat which he 
sold for $65 a bushel from his Brooklyn 
Tabernacle. Regular wheat retailed at $1 a 
bushel.When his scam was exposed by the 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Russell sued the paper 
for $100,000 and lost.

Another scam was his sponsoring of a 
“cancer cure”. On analysis it turned out to 
be a caustic paste of chloride of zinc. Not 
only was the cure useless, it was decidedly 
harmful and some sufferers may have had 
their end hastened by its application.

In 1909 Russell’s wife Maria sued for 
divorce, alleging his undue familiarity 
with the women of his congregation.The 
divorce was granted and she was awarded a 
settlement of over $6,000. To stop her get­
ting the money he transferred his property 
to the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society.

Christianity and Masonry are traditional 
enemies, yet Russell was a Knights Templar 
Mason and a Rosicrucian. He thought 
there were messages from God about the 
last days in the Great Pyramid at Giza and 
when he died his tomb was decorated with 
Masonic symbols.

Russell is hardly known among today’s 
Witnesses and his books are out o f print.
But the sect carries on his tradition.Vulner­
able, poorly educated people are emotion­
ally exploited, members suffer premature 
death because of the doctrine on blood 
transfusions, children are made miserable 
because they are forbidden to celebrate 
their birthdays and Christmas, apostates are 
ostracised, verbally abused and threatened 
with violence. Witnesses are extreme homo­
phobes and deny proven scientific fact.

Russell needs to be exposed for the 
charlatan he was as part of a greater project 
of liberating Witnesses from a theocratic 
tyranny.

Terry Liddle
London
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Listing & Event Deadlines

Please send your listings and events notices to: 
Listings, the Freethinker,
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Notices must be received by the 15th of the 
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