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HUMANIST BOOK DISCUSSION GROUP

When: 2:00 p.m., the first Sunday of each month.
Where: Borders Books, 8801 Southside Blvd., 519-6500, books are

usually in stock. é& A
What: Books/magazines plan ned for discussion:

e April 5, 2009 - Bring in an article on topics involving humanism, skepticism and issues on the separation
of church and state from any magazine or other periodical of your choice.

e May 3, 2009 - 1434: The Year a Magnificent Chinese Fleet Sailed to Italy and Ignited the Renaissance , by
Gavin Menzies.

In Menzies's previous book, 1421: The Year China Discovered America, the amateur historian advanced a
highly controversial hypothesis, that the Chinese discover ed America. In this followup, he credits the Renais-
sance not to classical Greek and Roman ideals (a “Eurocen tric view of history”) but again to the Chinese. His
thesis in both works is based on the seven (historically undisputed) voyages undertaken by a large Chinese
sailing fleet between 1405 and 1433. While it is known th  at they traveled as far as East Africa, Menzies be-
lieves that they landed in Italy and sent a delegation to the Council of Venice, held in Florence in 1439. There,
according to Menzies, they provided the knowledge and technique introducing the painter Alberti, for instance,
to the methods of perspective drawing that sparked the Renaissance. Whether you accept Menzie's thesis or

not, his book is sure to inspire a lively discussion.

For more information, contac t moderator Jewell Kross at

JKross@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org or call

904-996-1553. (NOTE: If you purchase books from Amazon, please go to our website first,

http://www.firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org/index.html
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The First Coast FreeThinker is published for
FCFS members, other freethinkers, and potential
freethinkers. Nonmembers may receive three
issues free of charge, after which they must join
the FCFS to continue to receive hard copy.

Readers are invited and encouraged to reprint
our original materials provided they give credit to
this publication. The officials of the FCFS are not
responsible for opinions or other statements
expressed in this newsletter. The FreeThinker is
intended to convey ideas that stimulate thought
and promote discussion on a variety of subjects.

We welcome submissions. The deadline is the
FOURTH SATURDAY of each month for the

and then click the link to Amazon.com. Thank you!)
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following month’s issue. Submit contributions to
the newsletter by e-mail to Hugo (see above), or
by U. S. mail to Hugo Borresen, 8831 Taurus
Circle South, Jacksonville, FL 32222.
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Pabulum, Politics, and the Pulpit
(Continued from page 1)

personal political ambitions caused
him to seek the inclusion of the gag
rule language on pastors in the pul-
pit in the IRS code in exchange for
continued tax exemption status.
Religious organizations want ex-
emption from taxation under the
principle that there is no surer way
to destroy religion than to tax it.

Additionally, who wants to pay
taxes if they don’t have to?

Even the long-ago, late Chief
Justice Marshall, in  McCulloch v.
Maryland, 17 U.S. 316
(1819), when writing the
majority opinion, said, “the
power to tax involves the
power to destroy... Not
necessarily and unavoid-
ably destroy.” But, accord-
ing to the Chief, taxes can
destroy.

The effect of the John-
son Amendment is that
pastors are muzzled for
fear of investigation by the
IRS resulting in the loss of
their tax exempt status.
Hooray! Right? Or, maybe
not so fast...

Another late Chief Justice, John
Rehnquist, said, “The ‘wall of sepa-
ration between Church and State’ is
a metaphor based on bad history,
...a metaphor which has proved use-
less as a guide to judging. It should
be frankly and explicitly aban-
doned.”

(Tear down this wall...echoes
Ronald Reagan.)

Rehnquist could not find
“separation of church and state”
anywhere in the First Amendment.
(He spent weeks looking too.) He
believed the establishment clause
was intended only to prevent the
establishment of a national church
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and to stop the federal government
from asserting a preference for one
religious denomination over others.
His view, shared by many, would
also mean that government could
promote religion generally—though
where Rehnquist would draw the
line wasn't clear. He didn’t include
atheists, agonistics, agnoptimists 1,
nonbelievers, humanists, and the
rest.

We know that the framers of our
Constitution disagreed about what
“no establishment” should mean.
Jefferson and Madison wanted to
prevent government entanglement

with religion, while others wanted
the federal government to keep out
of state establishments already in
place. There were some who would
have offered hugs and kisses to get
the words Jesus Christ somewhere
in the Constitution.

The Constitution itself is a com-
promise that meant different things
to different framers as it means dif-
ferent things to different people to-
day. Want proof? Read the opinions
of Justice Scalia and Justice Gins-
burg.

As it is, the word “establish-
ment” in the First Amendment is a
noun referencing an already estab-
lished religion and is far more en-
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compassing than merely not estab-
lishing a national church.

The Establishment Clause and
the Free Exercise Clause are mutu-
ally exclusive opposites that have
caused our courts to rule that gov-
ernment should remain neutral on
matters of religion by not promoting
one religion over another religion or
religion over non-religion... Boring.
Yawn. Quaint. Not reality.

It may be time for some real

fun. Let the religi ous leaders spew

their pulpit political pabulum as far

as they can. Let others spew their

anti-pulpit political pabulum as far
as they can. Let’s engage
in a big political pabu-
lum pukefest and may
the best ideas win the
hearts and minds of the
public and policy mak-
ers. What better way to
expose folly and hope for
a good idea to emerge.
That's free speech—I
confess, a bit messy, too.

Let's stop pretending
that the religious leaders
do not preach their
brand of politics from the
pulpit. They do. They're

not supposed to according to the IRS
codes, and some rdigious organiza-
tions have lost their tax-exempt
status for not complying.

One more thing... isn't it time to
tax religion? It's big business. Tax
it and maybe we’ll see if Chief Jus-
tice Marshall was right.

lagnoptimist:  one who can neither
prove nor disprove the existence of
God, BUT is hoping for the best.

—Ken Hurley is a founder and
director of Civication, Inc. a non-
profit organization dedicated to pro-
moting civics education and civil
responsibility.
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What is so holy about the Bible?

Sigrun Buckley

n the eve of Darwin’s 200 th
birthday, National Public
Radio aired an interview

with Darwin’s great-great-

grandson , Matthew Chapman, on
“Talk of the Nation.” ( http://
www.npr.org/templates/story/
story.php?storyld=100333722 ). He
is a writer and filmmaker who also
covered the Dover monkey trial in
Pennsylvania for Harper's Maga-
zine in 2006. The United Kingdom
commemorates Darwin’s 200 t
birthday by including BBC docu-
mentaries on hi s discoveries,
stamps, coins, even quilting groups,
marking the occasion. Initial reluc-
tance in theological and scientific
quarters over Darwin’s discoveries
was overcome pretty quickly, Chap-
man said, and Darwin’s
theory has become part of
the wallpaper of history. In
the USA, however, four in
ten Americans don't
“believe” in evolution, not
only rejecting but even re-
viling its concept. Chap-
man is always amazed by
what Americans believe, be
that astrology or creation-
ism. “How can people be-
lieve in things without evidence?”
How indeed?

Which leads me to an unchal-
lenged core belief of Christianity,
the oh-so-holy Bible—a book be-
lieved to be the true word of God,
even verbatim, by some faithful.

If you take obligatory history or
exegesis classes as part of the theo-
logical curriculum at university, an
inquisitive mind will stumble over
authorship and authenticity and
will be left with more questions
than answers.

The four or canonical Gospels

were presumably written between
AD 65 and 100 by people unknown,
after decades of oral tradition.
They were quoted anonymously for
the first half of the second century
(i.e. 100-150). Then, the names by
which they are currently known
appear suddenly around the year
180; the Gospels have been attrib-
uted to Mark, Matthew, Luke, and
John to give their writings more
authority and validity.

For about 300 years, there was
no such thing as the Bible. The tra-
ditional, circulating stories about
Jesus or Yahweh which eventually
made it into the now existing form
of the King James Bible and which
were left out, suppressed, or
banned, make for an interesting
foray into the political and socio-
logical field.

To an investigative mind, the
Bible appears a random selection
of books based on the opinion of
one man at a time, who was not
interested in accurate, historic,
journalistic-like recordings of acts
that happened.

The first attempt at compiling
biblical stories was made by a
wealthy shipping magnate of
Pontus by the name of Marcian who
became a catalyst among church
leaders. A Roman Christian, heav-
ily influenced by Gnosticism,
Marcian was startled by many
things about the God in the Hebrew
bible. He didn't believe that this
God was the same as the one of Je-
sus’ teachings: Yahweh in the Old
Testament was vengeful, wrathful;
the God of the New Testament was
merciful and loving. He considered
only Luke’s gospel and Paul’s let-
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ters worthy of
inclusion. Since
the new Christi-
anity should
have a bible of
its own, he ex-
cluded the Old
Testament from
his compilation.

A variety of manuscripts and
oral traditions circulated individu-
ally in different communities.
Later, church fathers created their
own lists and decided what was to
be included and what was to be left
out, e.g., the Acts of the Apostles,
the letters of Timothy and Paul
were added over time. One hun-
dred years later, there was still no
canonized Bible.

That changed with Emperor
Constantine. The story goes that he
had a vision of Jesus on
the cross that would let
him conquer Rome in the
name of Jesus. When he
became the sole Emperor
of Rome, defeating pagan
civilizations, different
Jewish and diverse Chris-
tian groups, he realized
he needed unity and or-
der in his newly-
established empire. No better way
to achieve that than by a unifying
religion. The Chu rch became, on
the one hand, a blending of pagan
and Christian beliefs to unite these
two opposing religions and, on the
other hand, a complete reformation
of existing Christian beliefs by de-
claring all those beliefs illegal.

On 28 Oct, 312, Constantine
convened the First Council of Ni-
caea in present-day Turkey. The
Council was historically significant
as the first effort to attain consen-
sus in the church through an as-
sembly representing all of Christ-
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dom. One of the big controversies,
however, was over the nature of
Jesus and his relationship with

God: Was Jesus the highest created
human being (presented by Arias),
or was Jesus both man and God (as
claimed by Athanasius; both men
were from Alexandria). Athanasius
won the day, and the dogma was
written into the Nicene Creed. A
codex was put together, a canon of
scripts that supported that creed
and was acceptable to the whole
church.

Six years later, Eusebius of
Caesarea, c. 263 - ¢. 339, hishop of
Caesarea Palestine, often referred
to as the father of church history
because of his work in recording the
history of the early Christian
church, was given the job by the
emperor of compiling the Bible on
parchment. Eusebius believed 18
books worthy of inclusion in the
Bible, leaning on the list he had
written in his church history. In
contrast to Marcian’s list, he in-
cludes all Hebrew scriptures of the
Old Testament.

Eusebius was aware that con-
temporary thought deemed the
Apocalypse to be bordering on the
heretical, that its vital imagery
seemed to be at war with the sav-
ior's message: Do you really want
damnation, hail and brimstone in
the Bible? He disputed a number of
other scrolls, i.e. Gospels of James,
and Jude that were considered he-
retical. They were censured by the
church and therefore not included.

Forty years later, a final list
was canonized by the church. That's
quick in comparison to the famous
Indian epic, the Mahabharata , writ-
ten in Sanskrit, which took 800
years to compose and reinvent the
storyline of Lord Rama and his bat-
tle over good and evil, and has been
a canon in Hindu religion since.
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The original Bible got lost as
well as the list that it contained.
Only two 4th century codices sur-
vive, Codex Vaticanus and Codex
Sinaiticus that is missing some
pages. They contain the Christian
Bible in Greek, including the oldest
complete copy of the New Testa-
ment, again written in Greek. So

these are the canonical texts. This
Bible, produced by Eusebius, is the
same as that produced by King
James (1611) with the exception of
the New Testament Epistle of
Barnabas and the book of Hermas
which, though widely regarded as
inspired, were purged before the
1611 translation.

The religion created by Con-
stantine was formed by the
“opinions” of Eusebius, a minor
scholar, and there is no record of
any reference to standards of his-
torical research or textual criticism.
His credentials as a historian have
been questioned by the noted Swiss
historian, Jacob Burckhardt. As a
theologian, he dire ctly affirmed his
total disregard fo r honesty in his
Evangelical Preparation by declar-
ing, “How it may be lawful and fit-
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ting to use falsehood as a medicine
and for the benefit of those who
want to be deceived,” as well as, “it
is necessary sometimes to use false-
hood as a medicine for those who
need such an approach,” and
“falsehood is something even more
useful.” He did not form his idea of
what was accepted by using the
books that existed as the foundation
for that acceptance, but first cre-
ated the religious beliefs and ac-
cepted only the books that matched
those beliefs. Eusebius stated that
the only standard he used in decid-
ing which texts to call “recognized”
is to accept only books that were
recognized by orthodox authors that
he knew. (Merriam-Webster defines
“orthodox” as, “conforming to estab-
lished doctrine especially in relig-
ion.”) Eusebius determined the doc-
trine of the religion and therefore
became the sole judge of what was
“orthodox.”

And then, there are the non-
canonical Gospels and texts that
date well back into and before the
times of Jesus: a big number of
manuscripts and scrolls that have
been circulating around the Medi-
terranean, even into Ethiopia. In
spite of enjoying huge popularity
over centuries in wide parts of the
Near East, they have been censured
by the church and ruled out as
apocryphal. Some interesting exam-
ples that have been ignored by the
church and not canonized: The
Gospel of Thomas gives the only
account of Jesus’ infancy—nowhere
else mentioned but in the Koran.
Another apocryphal script that
deals with Mary’s alleged perpetual
virginity is the Protoevangelion of
James. Interestingly enough, this
story survives in the Koran, too,
where Mary plays an important
role. Muslims believe in the virgin
birth of Jesus.

(Continued on page 13)



2 FreeThinker Newsletter of the First Coast Freethought Society April 2009 11

First Coast Freethought Society, Inc. FCFS Officers
P.0. Box 550591 President Earl Coggins 519-1809
Jacksonville, FL 32255-0591 ECoggins@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
(904) 288-6291 - . . .
Vice President Carrie Renwick 268-8826

http://firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

CRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

Statement of Purpose Secretary June Applen 762-0627
The First Coast Freethought Society, Inc. isan  JApplen@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

educational, nonprofit, 501(c)(3) tax-exempt or- Treasurer Mark Renwick 268-8826

ganlzathn dedicated to suppgrtlng nonreligious MRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
persons in the Northeast Florida area and pro-
moting a nontheistic approach to everyday life. At-Large Steve Peek 742-5390

SPeek@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

Meetings
The FCFS meets the THIRD Monday of each _
month at the Unitarian Universalist Church of Other FCFS Appointments
Jacksonville, upstairs in the sanctuary, 7405 Ar- Parliamentarian Fred W. Hill 358-3610

lington Expressway, Ja cksonville, Florida 32211,
(904) 725-8133. Meeting time: 6:30 to 8:30 p.m.

Meetings are free and open to the public. Doors E-mail Secretary ~ Carrie Renwick 268-8826
open at 6:00 p.m. CRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

FHill@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

Committees and Chairs

Finance Mark Renwick 268-8826
Program Carrie Renwick 268-8826 MRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
CRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org Publicity Carrie Renwick  268-8826
Audit Roger Wenner 288-6291 CRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
RWenner@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org . .

Website Mark Renwick 268-8826

Editorial ] Hugo Borresen ] 779-6883 MRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
HBorresen@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org _

Membership Carrie Renwick  268-8826 Welcome , Judy Hankins _ 724-8188
CRenwick@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org JHankins@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org
Telephone Nita Pitts 996-0879 Long-Range Planning Curtis Wolf 573-3847
NPitts@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org CWolf@firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org

April Social

Where: OLIVE GARDEN on Philips Highway, near the Avenues Mall.

When: Tuesday April 28, 2009 at 6:00 p.m. Proceed directly to our room.
Drinks at 6:00. Dinner at 7:00 . (Order from the menu.)

RSVP: CarrieRen@att.net  (or 268-8826) by Tues. a.m. , if you plan to go!
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First Coast Freethought Society, Inc.
P.O. Box 550591, Jacksonville, FL 32255-0591- (904) 288-6291
2009 Membership Application

Name Date

Home address City State Zip Code
E-mail address Home phone Business phone

Occupation Areas of interest and/or expertise

How did you hear about us? Comments?

Membership level (please select one):

[] Regular ($30/yr.) [] Carl Sagan ($50/yr.) [0 Charles Darwin ($200/yr.)
[] Student ($15/yr.) [] Bertrand Russell ($75/yr.) [0 RobertIngersoll ($500/yr.)
[] Senior - 65+ ($15/yr.) [1 Thomas Paine ($100/yr.) [] Lifetime ($1,000)

] Family ($45/yr.)

Do you object to your name appearing on our membership list, distributed to other members? [ Yes ] No
I’'m interesting in getting involved in the FCFS as a(n):

[0 General member ] Committee member [ Officer [] Financial supporter

e Annual dues cover the period of January 1 through December 31

e The initial dues for new members joining in July through September are half the regular
rates. Membership extends to the end of the current calendar year.

e The initial dues for new members joining in October through December are the full,
regular rates. Membership extends to the end of the following calendar year.
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You can make a lasting impact on the future of
freethought and secular huma nism in this community
...If you provide for the First Coast Freethought Society in your Will.
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Your bequest will ensure that the FCFS co ntinues to be a beacon for freethinkers
on the First Coast and to remain a vital Voic e of Reason in the Northeast Florida area.
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Several options are available for establishing a bequest (specific, percentage, residual, or
contingent). We will be happy to pr ovide the appropriate wording to you
and your attorney, depending upon your wishes.
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For further information, contact
Carrie Renwick, P.O. Box 550591, Jacksonville, FL 32255-0591 or
904-288-6291 e CarrieRen@att.net e http://www.firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org/
All inquiries are held in the strictest confidence.
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What is so holy about the bible?

(Continued from page 5)

The Gospel of Mary Magdalene

was banned for its revolutionary
ideas, i.e., the role of women and
the relationship of Jesus with Mary

Magdalene.

The Gospel of Nicodemus, who

called Jesus an illegitimate child of
Mary, lets Jesus de scend into hell

by which he means a pit or dark-
ness. Otherwise, there is no hell;
according to Nicodemus, heaven
and hell exist here and now. For
further reading, visit:  http:/
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
New_Testament_apocrypha will
keep you busy all day.

To an investigative mind, the
Bible appears a random selection of

books based on the opinion of one
man at a time, who was not inter-
ested in accurate, historic, journal-
istic-like recordings of acts that
happened. Proof of authenticity for
me cannot be substituted by alleged
divine inspiration.

It didn't take Divinity School to
find these facts. The History Chan-
nel inspired me.

“An infinite God ought to be able to protect himself, without going

in partnership with State Legislatures.

Certainly he ought not so to act

that laws become necessay to keep him from being laughed at. No one

thinks of protecting Shakespeare from

imprisonment.”
—Robert Green Ingersoll, from Some Mistakes of Moses

ridicule, by the threat of fine and

FCFS April 2009 Activities

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat
1 2 3 4
5 Book 6 7 8 9 10 11
Group
12 13 14 15 16 17 18
19 20 public |21 22 23 24 25 Article
Meeting Deadline

26 secular 27 28 olive 29 30
Sunday Garden

Visit our website at  http://www.firstcoastfreethoughtsociety.org/

In the Adobe version, the links are LIVE ! One click takes you there. If the
two-line links do not work, copy and paste into your browser window.
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“Reasons to Believe” ... or Not
(Continued from page 10)

7. Explain something the Bible
predicts that hasn't yet been found
and will be completely surprising
when it is.

Almost all arguments for the
existence of God are based on analo-
gies to human performance. For an-
cient humans the analogy was this:
Humans move objects, objects in
nature move, and so these objects
must be moved by an invisible intel-
ligence or designer. For the 19th
century theologian William Paley,
the analogy was this: Humans make
watches which are complex, objects
in nature are complex, and so ob-
jects in nature must have been
made by an invisible intelligence or
designer. For Ross the analogy is
this: Humans fine-tune their ma-
chines for a purpose, values of the
universe's physical constants are
extremely improbabl e but consistent
with the existence of human life,
therefore the universe must have
been finely-tuned by a hidden super
intelligent agent for the purpose of
producing humans.

During his presentation, Fuzale
Rana continued this grand tradition
of arguing for God through analogy
by focusing on DNA. His analogy
goes something like this: Humans
create languages with orderly hier-
archical structures, DNA has an
orderly hierarchical structure,
therefore DNA must have been cre-
ated by an invisible designer. Rana
said that a polypeptide is like a
word, and thus somebody “out
there” must have intended to pro-
duce that polypeptide just like hu-
mans on Earth intend to produce
words to have certain meanings.
However, apparently oblivious to
the limits of the analogy, Rana fails
to recognize that words symbolize
(stand in the place of) concepts,
whereas polypeptides do not symbol-
ize anything; instead they produce
chain reactions. Rana generalized
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his language analogy by talking
about information and codes.

During the debate Ross cited
Bible verses to demonstrate how the
model of the universe derived from
God's Word exactly matches the
model of the universe developed by
scientists. Shermer pointed out that
because he, Ross, knows the science,
he is able to go back to the Bible and
cherry-pick passages from it to fit
the science. Of course, Ross denied
this. When Ross is confronted with
passages from the holy book that
don't seem to fit the science, he re-
verts to the usual “not everything is
literal” defense, or goes into a long-
winded monologue on the etymology
of Greek and Hebrew words.

As | listened to Ross and Rana, |
was reminded of Shermer's investi-
gations of mediums, palm and tarot
card readers, and other psychics.
They all seem to be playing the
same game—the game of “Search for
a Match Because You Really Want
to Find It.” A medium will provide a
vague piece of information, allegedly
received from a dead loved one, to a
subject who, wanting to believe that
their dead loved one is living hap-
pily ever after and will be available
for meet-ups later on, will search for
a match of the information from the
medium to anything in the known
history of the loved one. And of
course, the subject will almost al-
ways find a match, regardless of
how tenuous or peripheral, because
he/she really wants to find it.

Ross does the same thing, tak-
ing a piece of information from the
Bible and searching for a match in
science, and he inevitably finds one
because he really wants to find it! At
other times, he will take a piece of
information from science and search
for a match in the Bible, and of
course, he nearly always finds one,
even if he has to do some contortions
with words. His own wishes and
hopes (and probably prayers) that

April 2009 14

the Bible and science are perfectly
compatible, that God exists, and all
is well with the world (at least for
Christians) drives him to play the
game.

One thing | noticed at the de-
bate and at the Skeptics' conference
on Origins last October, is that Ross
has really good slides. Shermer has
good slides too, but not nearly as
good as Ross's. Ross's slides are the
best | have ever seen and they are
likely to influence the naive, the un-
educated, the wishful thinkers, and
those unmotivated to dig below the
surface. | guess it just goes to show
that even a dead man will look good
if you dress him up in a tuxedo and
you don't look too closely. We need
to dig below the surface, to go be-
yond the fancy slides, as Shermer
did at the debate. Eventually some-
body will need to read all of Ross's
books and provide a comprehensive
critique of his RTB model; this pro-
ject itself will require an entire
book. It seems to me that such a cri-
tique could proceed in two steps.
The first step would be to show how
the model fails on scientific and phi-
losophical grounds, regardless of its
origin, i.e. whether or not it came
from the Bible. The second step
would be to show how, in a compre-
hensive and not cherry-picking way,
the model does not match up well
with the Bible. The first step would
seem to be the more important step,
for if the model is fatally flawed sci-
entifically and philosophically,
which it seems to be, who would
really care if it matched up well
with the Bible or not?

—Gary Whittenberger is a free-
lance writer and psychologist, living in
Tallahassee, Florida. He received his
doctoral degree from Florida State
University after which he worked for
23 years as a psychologist in prisons.
He has published many articles on sci-
ence, philosophy, psychology, and
religion, and their intersection.



