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December Program 

Winter Solstice Party! 
by Roger Schlueter 

Now that Thanksgiving is just a fond memory, it is the time to make plans to attend the   

annual  Humanist Society Winter Solstice Party.  Yes, as usual we will be celebrating the 

Solstice with good Humanist friends, good cheer and good food.  But this year’s party    

offers something special.  We will not be gathering at the Sizzler, as we have in the past, 

but will be hosted at the home of one of our members, Cathy Bos, thus providing an inti-

mate setting for an especially warm, friendly event.  Here are the important details: 

 When:  December 19th at 4:00 pm.  This is our usual third Saturday meeting date. 

 Where:  The home of Cathy Bos, 1740 Olive Avenue, Santa Barbara 

 What: Games, music, food, grog and more. 

 Who:  You, of course, but your friends and neighbors are welcome too. 

 Cost:  Just $10 per person.  Guests are welcome at the same price.  Payment in ad 

  vance is appreciated, or you can pay at the door. 

Reservations are required.  So while you are on-line reading this message, send an e-mail 

to Mary Wilk at mailto:mwilk@cox.net with the number of persons you are making reser-

vations for, or call Mary at 967-3045. 

mailto:mwilk@cox.net
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Contact Information 
 

Board of Directors 2009-2010  
 
Officers: 
 

President: Roger Schlueter  
962-6316 drrogers@cox.net  
 

Secretary: Hugh Smart  
961-8191 hughsmart@aol.com  
 
Treasurer: Ray Stone  
682-2123 rstone@west.net  

 
 
Board Members/At Large:  
 

Wayne Beckman  
Dick Cousineau  
Andrew Hankin  
Diane Krohn  
Jim Balter 
Nancy Wahl  
Adrian Wenner  
Mary Wilk  
 

 
Committee Chairpersons/Other Contacts  
 

Membership: Mary Wilk  
967-3045 mwilk@cox.net  
 
Publicity: Andrew Hankin  
965-3739 Publicity@SantaBarbaraHumanists.org 
 
Programs: Dick Cousineau  
687-2371 Programs@SantaBarbaraHumanists.org 
 
Social Justice: Marian Shapiro  
968-0478 marianshapiro@cox.net  
 
Book Club: Marty Shapiro  
968-0478 martinshapiro@cox.net  
 
Newsletter Editor: Neal Rosenthal 
HSSB_Editor@cox.net 
 
Web Master: Wayne Beckman  
569-5503 hssbwebmaster@cox.net  

Membership Notes 
by Mary Wilk 

Humanist Society meetings are usually held 

on the 3rd Saturday of each month at 3 pm  

in the Patio Room of Vista del Monte,        

3775 Modoc Rd., Santa Barbara, CA.    

More information is available at our        

web site: 

www.SantaBarbaraHumanists.org 

or by contacting any of the board members 

listed in the left-hand column of this page. 

If you would like a copy of this newsletter 

mailed to a friend or someone who might be 

interested in our Society, please send their 

contact information to: PO Box 30232,  

Santa Barbara, CA 93130, or call           

Mary Wilk.  Alternatively, all of our 

newsletters are available at the web address 

shown above. 

If you are not already a member, we 

encourage you to join our Society.  Annual 

membership dues are $36 for a single 

person, $60 for a couple, and $100 (or more) 

for a sponsor.  Members receive the monthly 

newsletter and have the option of attending 

meetings, outings and special events  

sponsored by the Society. 

Those unable to attend our monthly meetings 

may subscribe to our newsletter for an 

annual fee of $20, but are not entitled to 

other membership privileges. When 

attending our meetings, a donation of $2 

from members and $5 from non-members is     

appreciated.  First or second-time visitors are 

welcome on a complimentary basis. For 

more information, please contact  Mary Wilk 

or any member of our Society. 

mailto:drrogers@cox.net
mailto:hughsmart@aol.com
mailto:rstone@west.net
mailto:Publicity@SantaBarbaraHumanists.org
mailto:Programs@SantaBarbaraHumanists.org
mailto:martinshapiro@cox.net
http://www.SantaBarbaraHumanists.org
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Humanists Push for       

Godless Holidays 

Posted by “Thundrbilly” on AOL  messageboards 

Submitted by Ray Stone 

As Americans gear up for the holiday season, 

they're fine-tuning wish lists, digging out unfor-

tunate Christmas sweaters and bracing for the 

onslaught of holiday advertising campaigns. 

This year adds a new contender to the long list of 

groups vying for attention, and it comes with a 

twist. The American Humanist Association to-

day launched its first nationwide "godless holiday 

campaign." Its slogan: "No God?...No Problem!" 

The ads, which show smiling people in Santa 

hats, will appear first on Washington, D.C., 

buses and subway trains over Thanksgiving 

weekend. In early December the campaign will 

expand to Los Angeles, San Francisco, New 

York and Chicago. 

Humanism is a philosophy that says people don't 

need the framework of an organized religion or 

belief in a supernatural deity to live morally. Hu-

manists believe people should lead their lives in 

a way that benefits society at large.  Or, as some 

of the ads put it: "Be Good for Goodness' Sake." 

(“Godless Holidays” continued on page 5) 

News About Members 
by Andrew Hankin and Mary Wilk 

We are pleased to welcome the following new 

member to our society: 

Robin Hamlin 

Santa Barbara 

HSSB member Meredith McMinn received 

credit as Dialect Coach for the production of 

the Irish play, The Lieutenant of Inish-

more.  The SB Independent review and pic-

tures of the play can be read on web page 

http://www.independent.com/news/2009/nov/10/

lieutenant-inishmore-center-stage  

HSSB member Alex Henteloff is writing for 

Casa, a magazine about real estate and com-

munity events, available from newspaper racks 

around Santa Barbara and Goleta.  Alex is a 

member of the Academy of Television Arts & 

Sciences, with over 40 years of experience in 

the theatre, who has spent most of his profes-

sional career as an actor.  

HSSB members Andrew Hankin, Sandy Gar-

cia and Sydney Smith in an audience of more 

than 100, at the Santa Barbara Public Library 

to hear author Vincent Bugliosi present his 

latest book, The Prosecution of George W 

Bush for Murder.  Andrew's report about the 

event can be read on web page  

http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/

calendar/11665177 

HSSB members Wayne Beckman, Diane 

Krohn, Andrew Hankin, Sandy Garcia and 

Robert Bernstein were in an audience of about 

100, at UCSB to hear New Yorker magazine 

writer Michael Specter talk about his new 

book Denialism - How Irrational Thinking 

Hinders Scientific Progress, Harms the Planet, 

and Threatens Our Lives.  Andrew's review of 

the event can be read on web page 

http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/

calendar/11703299 

HSSB sponsor Robert Bernstein went 

to UCSB to hear award-winning journalist 

Amy Goodman present her new book Breaking 

The Sound Barrier.  Her grassroots, global, 

radio, TV and online news hour Democracy 

Now! should be heard Monday - Friday at 

6am or 9am on KPFK-FM98.7, or at 12 noon 

on KCBX-FM89.5, or at 4pm on KCSB 

FM91.9 or Santa Barbara Community TV 

Channel 17.  Website http://

www.democracynow.org has archived pro-

grams available online.  Robert's report and 

photos of the event are on web page 

http://swt.org/act/amygoodman2009 

Dick Cousineau underwent hip replacement 

surgery on December 4th at Cottage Hospital.  

We wish him a safe and speedy recovery. 

http://www.americanhumanist.org/who_we_are/about_humanism/Humanist_Manifesto_III
http://www.americanhumanist.org/who_we_are/about_humanism/Humanist_Manifesto_III
http://www.independent.com/news/2009/nov/10/lieutenant-inishmore-center-stage
http://www.independent.com/news/2009/nov/10/lieutenant-inishmore-center-stage
http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/calendar/11665177
http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/calendar/11665177
http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/calendar/11703299
http://www.meetup.com/SantaBarbaraActivists/calendar/11703299
http://www.democracynow.org
http://www.democracynow.org
http://swt.org/act/amygoodman2009
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Presidential Chatter: 
Engaging Skepticism 
by Roger Schlueter 

Humanism is often seen through the lens of op-

position to religious orthodoxy.  While this per-

spective is certainly valid, it is only one aspect of 

our multi-dimensional world view.  This month 

I’d like to focus on another, often neglected tenet 

of Humanism, namely skepticism. 

Various definitions of Humanism touch on this.  

For example, our own “Statement of Principles 

and Values” which is displayed on the meeting 

sign-in table includes statements that we: 

are committed to the application of reason and 

science to the understanding of the universe and 

to the solving of human problems; believe that 

scientific discovery and technology can contrib-

ute to the betterment of human life; are skeptical 

of untested claims to knowledge, and we are 

open to novel ideas and seek new departures to 

our thinking. 

I like the fact that we embrace skepticism and 

wish it was more active in our day-to-day activi-

ties.  Doing my part, I was a peripheral player in 

a recent exercise in skepticism that has larger 

implications beyond the specific claim that was 

tested. 

Anita claimed to be able to detect whether a per-

son has a missing kidney by just looking at him/

her.  Yes, it seems ludicrous on the face of it, but 

that is not the attitude a good Humanist skeptic 

would adopt.  Rather, our approach is, “Prove 

it!”  Surprisingly, the woman agreed to have her 

claim tested and a protocol was established.  The 

testing, which I attended, took place at CFI-West 

where our member, John Suarez, lead the post-

test questioning of the claimant.  The claim was 

unambiguously rejected. 

The larger implication is that the many claims of 

medical diagnosis and cures by people such as 

Anita are bogus and cause emotional and finan-

cial harm of untold proportions.  A current ex-

ample in the news serves as a cruel reminder of 

this.  Rom Houben has been in a vegetative state 

for 23 years but recent news stories suggest that 

he is now able to communicate his actual cogni-

tive state via “Facilitative Communications”.  In 

this context, “Facilitative Communications” has 

been shown to be a complete sham.  Imagine the 

pain and sorrow caused to those around Rom if 

they are misguidedly advised that he is “alert”.  

Parents of autistic children have been similarly 

taken in by similar nonsense. 

We Humanists need to exercise our critical 

thinking and skeptical faculties.  Whether deal-

ing with beliefs such as 9/11 was an inside job, 

the moon landing did not happen, homoeopathy 

or severely autistic children can engage in so-

phisticated communications, we should be ask-

ing, “Really?” and demand rock solid evidence 

with whatever claim is proffered. 

Christmas Celebration 
by Dick Cousineau 

Dan Neil writes in the LA Times, that American 

Family Association of Tupelo, Mississippi, has 

issued a two month boycott (Fatwa) against Gap, 

Old Navy, and Banana Republic stores for fail-

ing to use the word Christmas in its seasonal ad-

vertising campaign. Speaking for the AFA, pas-

tor Buddy Smith wrote that for Gap et al. not to 

mention Christmas “...is a warning sign to Chris-

tians to get out there and tell people about Jesus 

Christ.” Isn’t it ironic that ancient myths can be 

believed as sacred truths even after it has be-

come common knowledge that Winter Solstice 

has been celebrated for at least a millennium 

(and quite possibly much longer) before the esti-

mated birth of Jesus? Celebrating this undocu-

mented birth by the cult of Christians didn’t be-

come church doctrine until 300 years after the so

-called nativity (332 C.E.). Even religious con-

servative writer George Cornell states, 

“Christians did not celebrate the birth until the 

4th Century B.C.E. when they decided to coin-

cide with the Mid–winter festivals honoring 

Mithra and Saturn (saturnalia). The December 

date was simply taken over by church leaders 

because the exact date was unknown and still is.”  

The holiday has grown to include mostly north-

ern European pagan myths, which were also 

taken over intact to let the people keep their tra-

ditional festivals. The real area of the supposed 

birth was desert-like, hardly ever cold enough to 

support evergreen trees, yule logs, etc., and be-

came almost totally Muslim by the 600s. So 

what do the folks in Tupelo want to celebrate 

anyway? 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/31388323/vp/34111007#34111007
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Book Club 
by Marty Shapiro 

Happy holidays to all.  Instead of meeting in De-

cember we'll be busy celebrating the pagan Win-

ter Solstice. In January we'll be celebrating the 

happy new year with a meeting on Jan.20, at 

1:30 p.m., at the home of Joy Knapp, 1781 Euca-

lyptus Hill Rd. 

Our first book for the new year is a cry in the 

liberal wilderness against the ever-encroaching 

dumbing down and super-commercialization of 

our nation.  Idiot America: How Stupidity Be-

came a Virtue in the Land of the Free, by  

Charles P. "Charlie" Pierce, a journalist, NPR 

contributor, and occasional curmudgeon. 

Here's some information from Amazon.com.: 

Book Description - The 

Culture Wars Are Over 

and the Idiots Have Won. 

A veteran journalist's 

acidically funny, right-

eously angry lament about 

the glorification of igno-

rance in the United States. 

In the midst of a career-

long quest to separate the 

smart from the pap, Charles Pierce had a defin-

ing moment at the Creation Museum in Ken-

tucky, where he observed a dinosaur wearing a 

saddle.... But worse than this was when the pro-

prietor exclaimed to a cheering crowd, "We are 

taking the dinosaurs back from the evolution-

ists!"  He knew then and there it was time to try 

and salvage the Land of the Enlightened, buried 

somewhere in this new Home of the Uninformed. 

With his razor-sharp wit and erudite reasoning, 

Pierce delivers a side-splitting lament about the 

glorification of ignorance in the United States, 

and how a country founded on intellectual curi-

osity has somehow deteriorated into a nation of 

simpletons more apt to vote for an American 

Idol contestant than a presidential candidate. 

With Idiot America, Pierce's thunderous denun-

ciation is also a secret call to action, as he hopes 

that somehow, being intelligent will stop being a 

stigma, and that pinheads will once again be pit-

ied, not celebrated.  

The American Humanist Association, based in 

Washington, D.C., promotes humanism and ad-

vocates for a secular government. Executive Di-

rector Roy Speckhardt said one purpose of the ad 

campaign is to build awareness of the humanist 

movement among people who don't already   

belong to a specific religion. 

"We want to change the way people think and 

talk about nontheists, and to pave the way for 

acceptance of humanism as a valid and positive 

philosophy of life," he said in a statement. 

Similar ads have appeared in the United States 

before, and not without controversy. 

Earlier this month, a Cincinnati billboard spon-

sored by the United Coalition of Reason was 

taken down after the billboard company received 

threats. The ad showed a blue sky with white 

clouds and the words, "Don't believe in God? 

You are not alone." It was later put up at a differ-

ent location. 

A similar story played out earlier this year in 

Iowa when ads sponsored by the Iowa Atheists 

& Freethinkers were temporarily removed from 

Des Moines buses after the transit authority got 

complaints.  The Des Moines Area Regional 

Transit Authority said it based its decision on an 

agency policy against allowing the word "God" 

in promotional materials. The ads were later put 

back up. 

Speckhardt said he hopes the godless holiday 

campaign reaches people who fear prejudice be-

cause they do not belong to a traditional faith. 

It's a group that's rapidly expanding. In 2008, 

one in five people in the U.S. did not claim a 

religious identity, according to a survey con-

ducted by Trinity College. 

"The challenge to Christianity in the U.S. does 

not come from other religions but rather from a 

rejection of all forms of organized religion," ac-

cording to the survey's Web site. 

Humanists are not out to cause a stir with their 

ads, Speckhardt said. "Of course, it's obvious 

that many people are also good with a belief in 

God. So I hope we can all find common ground." 

(“Godless Holidays” continued from page 3) 

http://news.cincinnati.com/article/20091112/NEWS01/311090013
http://news.cincinnati.com/article/20091112/NEWS01/311090013
http://money.aol.com/article/atheist-bus-ads-create-free-speech/619204
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Upcoming Events 
by Andrew Hankin 
 

HSSB Social Brunch... 
is a secular gathering for humanists, atheists, 

agnostics, skeptics, freethinkers, singles, couples 

and families without religion, on the last Sunday 

morning of every month.  No cover charge – pay 

only for your food + drink.   Membership and 

reservations aren't necessary: 

10 a.m. Sunday, December 27th at Cody's 

Cafe, 4898 Hollister Ave. in the Turnpike    

Center, Goleta, in the room to the right as you 

enter the restaurant.  For information call 805-

967-3045. (Membership Chair Mary Wilk is a 

regular attendee, e-mail mwilk@cox.net.) 

 

Board Meeting 
The next board meeting will be held at the home 

of Mary Wilk; 4384 Via Presada, Santa Barbara. 

Individuals should bring their own refreshments 

or beverages, as desired.  

 

"Magic & The Mind", with Patrick Martin - 

Illusionist and Comedian. 

Internationally celebrated sleight of hand artist 

Patrick Martin has entertained for the White 

House during three administrations, and was a 

recent guest of the Chinese government at an 

international conference in Shanghai where he 

presented a lecture on the techniques and psy-

chology of western magic.  He is often consulted 

to create illusions for television, film and the 

theatre, and has designed magical special effects 

for the San Francisco Opera and for the Salle 

Garnier Opera House in Monte Carlo, Monaco.  Mr. 

Martin will be presenting a few of his favorite 

mysteries, as well as sharing thoughts on the art 

of illusion and it's effect on the mind. 

4pm Thursday, December 10th in the UCSB 

MultiCultural Center Theatre.  Presented by the 

UCSB Sage Center for the Study of The Mind, 

information http://www.sagecenter.ucsb.edu/

lecture.htm 

Free event, but $5 on-campus parking.  

Our friends in Ventura County - the Free-

thinkers and the Atheists - invite HSSB mem-

bers to their joint Winter Solstice Celebration 

Dinner, 6pm Monday, December 21st, 2009, at 

the Courtyard by Marriott, 600 East Esplanade 

Drive, Oxnard. 

ALBERT EINSTEIN (actor Duffy Hudson) will 

explain the Special and General Theories of 

Relativity in a fun and engaging way. 

$30 cost includes dinner (choice of entree), soft 

drinks, coffee, dessert and entertainment. 

For more information and reservations e-mail 

FrThVC@yahoo.com or call 805-443-8753; pay-

ment is required to hold your reservation.  Infor-

mation web page http://www.meetup.com/

venturaatheists/calendar/11944696  

 

 

Non-HSSB Events of Interest 

by Diane Krohn 

 

Upcoming events in California: 

December 6:  Center for Inquiry West, Los An-

geles.  James Fallon:  The Brain of a Criminal:  

Genes, Brain Imaging, and Free Will.  Website:  

http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/

FeedYourBrain.htm 

December 6:  Skeptics Society, Cal Tech, Pasa-

dena.  Dr. Donald Prothero: Greenhouse of the 

Dinosaurs – Evolution, Extinction, and the Fu-

ture of Our Planet.  Website: http://

www.skeptic.com/upcoming-lectures 

December 20:  Center for Inquiry West, Los 

Angeles.  Humanlight/Solstice Party. Website: 

http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/

FeedYourBrain.htm#humanlight 

Upcoming events outside of California: 

March 12-14, 2010, Melbourne Australia, 

Global Atheist Convention.  Speakers include 

Richard Dawkins, PZ Myers, and many others. 

Website: http://www.atheistconvention.org.au/ 

mailto:mwilk@cox.net
http://www.sagecenter.ucsb.edu/lecture.htm
http://www.sagecenter.ucsb.edu/lecture.htm
mailto:FrThVC@yahoo.com
http://www.meetup.com/venturaatheists/calendar/11944696
http://www.meetup.com/venturaatheists/calendar/11944696
http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/FeedYourBrain.htm
http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/FeedYourBrain.htm
http://www.skeptic.com/upcoming-lectures
http://www.skeptic.com/upcoming-lectures
http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/FeedYourBrain.htm#humanlight
http://www.cfiwest.org/calendar/FeedYourBrain.htm#humanlight
http://www.atheistconvention.org.au/
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Hey Religious Believers, Where's 
Your Evidence? 

by Greta Christina, AlterNet. 

What evidence do religious believers have for their 

beliefs? 

And when they're asked what evidence they have, 

how do believers respond? 

In my conversations with religious believers, I'll often 

ask, "Why do you think God or the supernatural ex-

ists? What makes you think this is true? What evi-

dence do you have for this belief?" Partly I'm just 

curious; I want to know why people believe what they 

do. Plus, I think it's a valid question: it's certainly one 

I'd ask about any other claim or opinion. And if I'm 

wrong about my atheism -- if there's good evidence 

for religion that I haven't seen yet -- I want to know. 

I'm game. Show me the money. 

But when I ask these questions, I almost never get a 

straight answer. 

What I typically get is a startling assortment of con-

versational gambits deflecting the question. 

I get excuses for why believers shouldn't have to pro-

vide evidence. Vague references to other people who 

supposedly have evidence, without actually pointing 

to said evidence. Irrelevant tirades about mean athe-

ists. Venomous anger at how disrespectful and intol-

erant I am to even ask the question. 

Today, I want to chronicle some of these conversa-

tional gambits and point out their logical flaws. I want 

to point out the fiendishly clever ways that they armor 

religion against the expectation -- a completely rea-

sonable expectation, an expectation we have about 

every other kind of claim -- that it back itself up with 

evidence. 

And I want to talk about why believers resort to them. 

Whatever You Do, Don't Show Me the Money 

We begin the parade of deflective gambits with this: 

The spiritual realm is beyond this physical one -- we 

shouldn't expect to see evidence of it. 

Yeah. See, here's the problem with that. 

The problem is that religion makes claims about this 

world. The physical one, the one we live in. It claims 

that God sets events into motion; that guardian angels 

protect us; that our consciousness is animated by an 

immaterial soul; etc. 

So if there really were a non-physical world affecting 

this physical one, we should be able to observe those 

effects. Even if we can't observe the causes directly. 

My favorite analogy for this is gravity. When Isaac 

Newton developed his laws of motion, he had no clue 

what gravity was. For all he knew, gravity was caused 

by demons inside every physical object, all pulling at 

each other by magic. He tried for years to figure it 

out, and eventually gave up. 

But even though he had no idea what gravity was, he 

was able to observe its effects. He was able to de-

scribe the laws of motion that govern those effects: 

laws that to this day make startlingly accurate predic-

tions about the behavior of objects. He wasn't able to 

see or even understand the cause -- but he was able to 

observe and describe the effects. 

I could give a zillion other examples. We can't see 

subatomic particles directly, either. Magnetic fields. 

Black holes. But we can observe their effects. We can 

make accurate predictions about them. We know 

they're there. 

 

 

 

If there really is a non-physical, spiritual world affect-

ing the physical one... why can't we come to an un-

derstanding about the nature of that world, and how it 

affects this one? Why, after thousands of years of 

religious belief, are we still no closer to an under-

standing of the spiritual realm than we ever were? 

Why do religious beliefs still all boil down to a differ-

ence of opinion? 

The obvious answer: Because the spiritual realm 

doesn't exist. Because the spiritual realm is a human 

construct: invented by human minds that are strongly 

biased to see intention and pattern even where none 

exist, and to believe what they already believe or 

want to believe. 

Believers only fall back on this "the spiritual is be-

yond the physical, so we shouldn't expect evidence of 

it" trope because there isn't good evidence. This argu-

ment isn't really an argument. It doesn't support the 

claims of religion. It merely serves to armor religion 

against the expectation that it support its claims. 

Religious experiences are inherently irrational -- 

beyond questions of reason or evidence. 

Why should that be? 

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued on page 8) 

In the marketplace of 

ideas, only religion 

gets a free ride in an 

armored tank.  

http://www.alternet.org/authors/8504/
http://www.alternet.org
http://gretachristina.typepad.com/greta_christinas_weblog/2008/09/blind-men-and-elephants-religion-and-science.html
http://gretachristina.typepad.com/greta_christinas_weblog/2008/09/blind-men-and-elephants-religion-and-science.html
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I've heard this argument a thousand times. And no-

body making it has ever been able to explain to me: 

Why should that be? 

Religion is a hypothesis about the world. It's not a 

subjective personal experience, like, "I passionately 

love this woman and want to marry her." It's not a 

personal instinct or judgment call, like, "I think my 

life will be better if I quit my job and move to San 

Francisco." It's not a personal aesthetic opinion, like, 

"Radiohead is the greatest band of this decade." It's a 

hypothesis about the world -- the real, external, non-

subjective world. It's an attempt to explain how the 

world works, and why it is the way it is. 

So why should it be beyond reason or evidence? 

Unreason and emotion, personal instinct and flashes 

of insight are all important. Our lives would be flat 

without them, and they can tell us important truths. 

But they tell us important truths about ourselves. 

When it comes to finding out what is and is not true 

about the real, external, non-subjective world, these 

methods are far too flawed, far too biased, to blindly 

trust as the sole foundation of our understanding. In-

stinct and intuition can give us ideas about the world -

- but we have to then rigorously test those ideas and 

make sure they're consistent with the evidence. His-

tory is full of scientists getting brilliant ideas in 

flashes of intuition -- but it's also full of scientists 

getting flashes of intuition that turned out to be bal-

derdash. 

The careful gathering of evidence, and the rigorously 

rational analysis of that evidence, has shown itself 

time and again to be the best method we have of un-

derstanding the world. It's biased and flawed too, of 

course, as are all human endeavors. But compared to 

casual observation, personal intuition, and each indi-

vidual's biased analysis of what seems to make sense 

to them, it's much, much better. 

And every time religious claims have been carefully 

evaluated by a rigorous scientific method, they've 

collapsed like a house of cards. 

 

The only reason believers fall back on this "religious 

experience is inherently irrational, beyond reason or 

evidence" trope is that reason and evidence don't back 

up their beliefs. This trope isn't an argument. It does-

n't support the claims of religion. It merely serves to 

armor religion against the expectation that it support 

its claims. 

 

Religion can't be proved or disproved with 100 per-

cent certainty. Therefore, it's a question of personal 

faith, not subject to reason or evidence. 

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued from page 7) 
 

Here we have a classic case of special pleading. 

 

Almost nothing can be proved or disproved with 100 

percent certainty. And proving with 100 percent cer-

tainty that something doesn't exist is virtually impos-

sible. 

 

Which is why we don't apply that standard to any 

other kind of claim. 

 

We don't say, "Well, you can't prove with 100 percent 

certainty that the Earth orbits the Sun -- it could be a 

mass hallucination caused by a mischievous imp -- so 

we should give up on deciding whether it's probably 

true, and call it a matter of personal belief." 

With every other kind of claim, we accept a standard 

of reasonable plausibility. With every other kind of 

hypothesis, we accept that if there's no good evidence 

supporting it, and there's a fair amount of evidence 

contradicting it, and it's shot through with logical 

flaws and internal inconsistencies, and similar claims 

have never turned out to be right.... then unless that 

situation changes, those are good enough reasons to 

reject it. 

Only religion gets the "If you can't disprove it with 

100 percent certainty, it's reasonable to believe it" 

standard.  Why? 

 

When asked, "What evidence do you have that this is 

true?" how is it reasonable for believers to reply, 

"You can't absolutely prove that it isn't"? How is that 

even an argument? How does it support the claims of 

religion? How does it do anything but armor religion 

against the expectation that it support its claims? 

 

It's disrespectful and intolerant to tell people their 

religious beliefs are wrong. 

 

And we have more special pleading. 

 

In a reasonably free, reasonably democratic society, 

we don't call it intolerant to criticize ideas. We criti-

cize ideas all the time. Political ideas. Artistic ideas. 

Scientific ideas. Ideas about relationships, money, 

music, food, philosophy, sports, cute cats. If we think 

other people have a mistaken idea about the world, 

we think it's reasonable and fair, admirable even, to 

try to persuade them out of it. We might think it's bad 

manners at the dinner table, but in public forums, in 

the marketplace of ideas, we think it's just ducky. 

Only religion gets a free ride. 

In the marketplace of ideas, only religion gets a free 

ride in an armored tank. Only religion gets to sell its 

wares behind a curtain. Only religion gets to make 

promises about its wares that it never, ever has to 

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued on page 9) 
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http://gretachristina.typepad.com/greta_christinas_weblog/2008/09/the-ten-main-reasons-i-dont-believe-in-god.html
http://gretachristina.typepad.com/greta_christinas_weblog/2008/09/the-ten-main-reasons-i-dont-believe-in-god.html
http://www.alternet.org/belief/143912/the_top_one_reason_religion_is_harmful_?page=entire
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keep. And when people hand out flyers in the market-

place saying, "These guys are selling hot air, the Em-

peror has no clothes, here's all the reasons why our 

wares are better," only with religion do people scowl 

disapprovingly at the disrespectful, bigoted intoler-

ance. 

 

Religion is a hypothesis about the world. It is entirely 

reasonable to treat it like any other hypothesis... and 

to point out the ways that it's logically flawed, incon-

sistent with itself, and entirely unsupported by any 

good evidence. 

 

"You have no right to make your case" is an argument 

people make when they don't have a case themselves. 

It's not even an argument. It's the deflection of an 

argument. It doesn't support the claims of religion. It 

merely armors religion against the expectation that it          

support its claims. 

 

There are wonderful advanced modern theological 

arguments for God. I just can't tell you what they 

are. 

 

Many believers accuse atheists of arguing against the 

most simplistic, most outdated forms of belief; of 

ignoring the wonderful world of modern theology and 

its advanced understanding of God. 

And yet, they do this without ever actually explaining 

what that advanced understanding is, or what the 

arguments and apologetics and evidence for it are. 

The promise of a truly good modern argument for 

God is dangled in front of us like a carrot in front of a 

donkey. 

 

It's hooey.  I've actually read a fair amount of modern 

theology. I'm not a theology scholar, but I got a B.A. 

in religion, and I've read a fair amount since then. 

And I am repeatedly struck by how weak and sloppy 

modern theology is. It either redefines God out of 

existence, defining him so abstractly he might as well 

not exist, or it amounts to one of the many excuses 

listed here, excuses for why this powerful being with 

a pervasive effect on the world somehow has no solid 

evidence of his existence. (Or else it's the same old 

bad arguments we've seen for hundreds of years -- 

First Cause, the Argument from Design, Pascal's 

Freaking Wager -- dressed up in po-mo academia-

speak.) 

 

But more to the point: You can't just point to the exis-

tence of modern theology and say, "Look! Modern 

theology! It's new and improved! With 30 percent 

more reason than medieval theology! It says so right 

on the box!" You have to actually, you know, tell us 

what that theology says. And then you have to tell us 

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued from page 8) why you think it's right. 

 

If you can't, then that's not an argument. It doesn't 

support the claims of religion. It merely armors relig-

ion against the expectation that it support its claims. 

 

Atheists are close-minded, closing themselves off to 

realms of experience beyond this mere mortal coil. 

 

This one kind of ticks me off. 

 

As a rule, atheists are the ones saying, "I don't see any 

good evidence for God...but show me some good evi-

dence, and I'll change my mind." And believers are 

the ones saying, "Nothing you say could possibly 

convince me God is not real -- that's what it means to 

have faith." Believers are the ones with all these de-

fense mechanisms I'm writing about; all these elabo-

rate excuses for hanging onto a worldview that's not 

supported by one piece of good, solid evidence. 

So how is it, exactly, that atheists are the close-

minded ones? 

 

Having an open mind doesn't mean thinking all possi-

bilities are equally likely. It means being willing to 

consider new ideas if the evidence supports them. 

And it means being willing to give up old ideas if the 

evidence is against them. 

 

So to any believer who thinks atheists are close-

minded, I want to ask you this: 

 

What would convince you that you were mistaken? 

Most atheists can answer that question. We can tell 

you what we'd accept as evidence for God. Atheists 

are open to the possibility that there might be a super-

natural world. In fact, most atheists once believed in 

that world. We just don't believe it anymore. We are 

provisionally rejecting it for lack of evidence. If we 

see better evidence, we'll change our minds. 

 

What about you?  Are you open to the possibility that 

you might be mistaken? Are you open to the possibil-

ity that there is no God, and that the physical world is 

all there is? Is your God hypothesis falsifiable? Is 

there any possible evidence that would change your 

mind?  And if not -- then on what basis are you accus-

ing atheists of being close-minded? 

 

This "atheists are closed off to the spiritual world" 

trope is clearly not an argument. It merely reiterates 

the very claim being discussed -- the claim that there's 

a supernatural world to be open to -- without offering 

any evidence for it. It doesn't support the claims of 

religion. It merely armors religion against the expec-

tation that it support its claims. 

If They Had The Money, They'd Show It. 

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued on page 10) 
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Finally.  I would like to point out this:  If religious 

believers had good evidence for their  beliefs, they'd 

be giving it. 

When something even vaguely resembling solid evi-

dence for religion appears, believers are all over it. 

The Shroud of Turin. The Virgin Mary on a cinnamon 

bun. That ridiculous prayer "study" supposedly show-

ing that sick people who were prayed for did better... 

until the study was blasted into shrapnel, and the re-

searchers were shown to be dishonest at best and 

frauds at worst, and subsequent studies that were ac-

tually done right showed absolutely no such thing. 

More commonly, believers frequently trot out the old 

standby forms of religious "evidence": personal intui-

tion (translated: our biased and flawed tendency to 

believe what we already believe or what we want to 

believe), and religious authorities and texts 

(translated: someone else's biased and flawed intui-

tion, passed off as fact). Even in the era of evolution, 

even when we know in great detail how the complex-

ity of life came into being, many believers -- includ-

ing moderate, non-creationist believers -- often point 

to the apparent "design" of life as evidence of God. 

And any number of coincidences, twists of fate, sup-

(“Where's Your Evidence?” continued from page 9) 
posedly miraculous medical cures, and other happy 

and unhappy accidents -- the kind we'd have every 

reason to expect in a physical, cause-and-effect world 

-- will be readily chalked up to spiritual forces or the 

hand of God. 

Believers -- many believers, anyway -- are hungry for 

solid, non-subjective, real-world evidence for their 

beliefs. But in the absence of that evidence, and in the 

presence of positive evidence and arguments counter-

ing their beliefs, they'll resort to slippery, contorted, 

elaborately constructed excuses for why the expecta-

tion of evidence for religion isn't fair. 

And as I look at these excuses, I think I see why. 

Religion is like a paper castle that's formidably pro-

tected -- with moats and walls, trap doors and vats of 

boiling oil, attack dogs and armed guards patrolling 

around the clock. 

The armor has to be first-rate. 

Because the structure itself can't stand on its own. 
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