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SEPTEMBER MEETING

Friday, September 24, 1999

7:30 P.M.

Hosts:  Bill & Margie Bradley

1 Clocktower Place, Apt. 520

Nashua, New Hampshire

Directions:  From Route 111 (East Hollis Street), turn right onto Main Street.  Turn left onto Water Street and drive across the bridge.   You can’t miss Clocktower Place, which is an old mill building, which has been converted into apartments.  Parking is available in several lots in front of the building.  The Bradleys live on the fifth floor.

IGNORANCE WINS A VICTORY IN KANSAS

Last month the Kansas Board of Education voted 6-4 to discourage the teaching of evolution in the state’s public schools.   In an effort, perhaps, to avoid lawsuits or court action, the board did not ban the teaching of evolution outright, nor did they bring up the issue of  creationism.  Instead, they ruled that questions about evolution and the Big Bang would not appear on student evaluation tests.  The subject can still be taught in public schools if that is the wish of the communities, but there will be little incentive to do so.

Those who voted in favor of  the ruling took the approach that evolution is an unproven theory and cannot be replicated in the laboratory, therefore it is not worthy of serious attention in a science course.

The governor of Kansas stated that the ruling is “a tragic and embarrassing solution to a problem that didn’t exist.”  The four board members who voted against the measure have been vocal about their concerns that Kansas students may not do as well on their SAT’s and will be at a disadvantage when they get to college.   In fact, it may affect their admission to some of the better schools.  The four dissenters also fear that good science teachers will not want to work in Kansas.

What is disturbing about the ruling is not so much that it represents a victory of religious dogma over science – though that is certainly cause for concern – but that it demonstrates a profound ignorance of what science is and how it works.  The tragedy is that this ignorance will be perpetuated among the schoolchildren of Kansas.

In an article published in the New York Times of August 15th, a week after the vote,  columnist George Johnson writes:  

“The implication was that, in Kansas, students will be considered educated if they learn to accept only what is directly evident to their senses or what they trust was observed by competent witnesses – with an exception made for what they believe because it is decreed by their particular religion.  Taken to the extreme, this would eliminate not only the reigning theories of biology and cosmology but almost all of science including the atomic theory of matter and the heliocentric model of the solar system.”

Johnson states that

“The skewed view of science that won over the Kansas school board is epitomized by the warning used in Alabama classrooms: ‘This textbook discusses evolution, a controversial theory some scientists present as a scientific explanation for the origin of living things, such as plants, animals and humans.  No one was present when life first appeared on Earth.  Therefore, any statement about life’s origins should be considered as theory, not fact.’”

Johnson points out that the first sentence of the Alabama disclaimer is clearly false.  Most scientists accept the theory; the controversies are about details.  He does agree to some extent with the final statement, and he believes it would benefit acceptance of science if it were presented that way.
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“Science consists entirely of theories – tentative, fluid proposals based on people’s best bets for how the world works.  It is because they are not set in stone that these ideas have a chance of being nudged closer and closer toward describing reality, or discarded in favor of something better.  Last week, two days after the Kansas school board decision, paleontologists published evidence that may push back the appearance of complex life – single cells with nuclei – by as much as a billion years.

Johnson recommends that creationism be taught alongside with evolution.  His rationale is that the students would eventually see that the arguments for evolution are sounder than those for creationism. 

“But slowly, by giving creationism equal time with evolution, the class would see a powerfully subtle difference.  Science is, foremost, a method of interrogating reality – proposing hypotheses that seem true and then testing them; trying, almost perversely, to negate them, and elevating only the handful that survive to the status of a theory.  Creationism is a doctrine, whose adherents are interested only in seeking out data that support it.”

Johnson’s proposal might work if the teachers are truly advocates of the scientific method, but it could backfire if the teachers really believe in creationism.

The media, of course, have been quizzing the presidential candidates on the Kansas decision.  Not surprisingly, most of the GOP candidates have voiced their support for the ruling.  Elizabeth Dole stated that the decision returns control of the schools to the local communities and ultimately to the parents, where she feels it belongs.  Mrs. Dole made a point of mentioning twice during the brief interview that she is “a woman of faith.”  Gary Bauer,  who has blamed the teaching of evolution for the nation’s moral decline, wholeheartedly endorses the measure.  George W. Bush stated, “I believe children ought to be exposed to different theories about how the world started.”  His spokeswoman, Mindy Tucker, later clarified that Bush supports the teaching of both creationism and evolution in schools.  In a written statement, Al Gore said that he favored the teaching of evolution in public schools, but he thinks that school districts “should be free to decide to teach creationism as well.”  Gore’s spokesman later said that the Vice President meant that creationism should be taught in the context of religious classes, not science classes.

Residents of the Merrimack Valley had their say on the subject as well.  On Saturdays, the Lawrence Eagle Tribune invites  readers to express their opinions on various “Hot Topics.”  The question for Saturday, August 21st was:  “A Kansas school board has acted to limit the teaching of evolution to students.  Is this a good idea?”

SHFG member Adam Carley wrote as follows:

The idea that Earth’s biosphere springs from a divine plan is contradicted by overwhelming evidence.  Why, for instance, did 95 percent of species end up extinct?  Some plan.  Why are there predators inflicting pain and death on other animals?  Some plan.  The fundamentalists respond that predators exist because man sinned in the Garden of Eden.  That is a joke to any educated person.  Teaching children such myths as fact does them a grave disservice in our increasingly scientific world.  Public schools must not encourage it.

Adam was about the only writer to openly criticize creationism.  Most respondents attempted to find a middle ground between science and religion.  This is a typical letter in this vein:

To exclude teaching of evolution is to deny mountains of knowledge compiled by fossil evidence, genetic studies, and the research of anthropologists, archeologists and geologists.  Similarly, to exclude teaching about the Bible is to deny the rich literary, philosophical, allegorical and moral content that has influenced our national life.  Obviously, Christian conservatives succeeded in getting a majority of stealth education board members in Kansas to favor faith-based answers to eternal questions and reject the evidential results of intellectual endeavors.

Dante Ippollito, Salem, NH 

One couple came out firmly against the teaching of evolution:

It most definitely is [a good idea].  The theory of evolution is just that – a theory, something that hasn’t been proven.  Evolution has never and cannot be proven.  It is a fact that Charles Darwin himself said before he died that he did not even believe his own theory.  Many schools nationwide are teaching evolution as fact, which is wrong.  Students need to be offered the knowledge of creation, which is not a theory, but God inspired teaching from the Holy Scriptures.

Steven and Susan Dileo, Methuen

 [Editor’s note: It is not a fact that Darwin said he didn’t believe his own theory. but a story that has been circulated by religionists.  Darwin’s daughter stated that he never repudiated his work.]

This letter pretty much sums it up:

After years of Christian teachings being shoved down my throat, I was a regular “pate de dogmas gras” in search of relief.  I found it in the writings of such scientists as Charles Darwin who reluctantly and with the greatest diligence developed a theory of evolution called the “Origin of Species.”  Now comes the Kansas Board of Education that, Continued on Page 3
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in all likelihood, belongs to the “Flat Earth Society,” with a ruling to limit the teaching of evolution to students.   I think we have had enough of youth suppression as sponsored by such retentive bodies as the Kansas Board of Education.  Perhaps sometime in the future, some children in Kansas will be singing “If Only I had a Brain,” the Scarecrow’s song from “The Wizard of Oz.”

Warren F. Kelley, North Andover  

A FORMER BELIEVER TAKES ON CHRISTIAN SCIENCE

The following excerpts are taken from an interview conducted by Laura Miller with Caroline Fraser.  Ms. Fraser is the author of God’s Perfect Child, a recently published book about the Christian Science, and the author’s experiences growing up within the religion.  The interview appears in the on-line magazine, Salon.   Laura Miller’s questions are in bold face.

Your book describes many past examples of how the Christian Science Church energetically attempted to squelch the publication, dissemination and sale of books that are unflattering to Mary Baker Eddy or the church itself.  We you or God’s Perfect Child the object of similar tactics?

So far, there’s been little interference with my book coming from the church.  I did hear recently that an editor at the Christian Science Monitor (whom I’ve never met) approached one of my publisher’s representatives at a book fair and informed her that I was “troubled.”  This is a regrettably common ploy:  A previous manager of the church’s Committee on Publication (its office of propaganda and press relations) once told a journalist that Tom Simmons, author of a memoir about his Christian Science childhood (“The Unseen Shore”), was an unreliable source on the religion because his life was “falling apart.”

The Committee on Publication called my editor at the Atlantic Monthly just before my article about Christian Science was published in 1995, expressing various concerns, and Scientists sent outraged letters after it appeared, many of them detailing healings they’d experienced and one of them going so far as to suggest that I’d nailed the last nails in Christ’s hands.  Although I’m grateful that the Christian Science Church is not as aggressive in policing its reputation as, say, the Church of Scientology, Christian Scientists, particularly those who work for the Mother Church (headquarters of the movement), are masters of the passive-aggressive style and I’m sure I haven’t heard the last from them.

It’s striking that your own personal experience growing up in the church is an important part of the beginning of the book, but that by the end of the book you’re a more traditionally removed third-person narrator.  I can’t help but be curious about your progression from youthful disillusionment to the kind of sustained concern that it takes to write a book like God’s Perfect Child.  Can you tell me how you decided on this project and how your feelings about the church may have changed in the writing of it?

The progression in my book from the first person to a wider angle parallels my own progress, I think.  As a child, my knowledge about Mary Baker Eddy and the church as an institution was so severely limited that all I really knew about them was what I read in Science and Health (Eddy’s book) and overheard in the church lobby.  I distinctly remember, however, that one day after Sunday school, my teacher took me aside and told me, apropos of nothing, that Mrs. Eddy had never taken morphine and that I shouldn’t believe any rumors I might hear.  (I now suspect that his remark was inspired by Scribner’s 1970 paperback reprinting of Edwin Franden Dakin’s critical biography of Eddy, which discusses her morphine use.)  Of course, the remark fascinated me, and I ran right out to the public library and tried to find anything that might explain it.  I failed then, but my curiosity was reawakened in the early 1990s, long after I thought I’d left Christian Science behind, when reports about dissension in the church began appearing in the national press, in the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, on 60 Minutes.  I was astonished to discover that my personal experience of a Sunday school classmate dying was not an isolated instance, that Christian Science children were dying all over the country, and their parents were being prosecuted.

And the more I learned about the history of the church, its rigidity and inflexibility, the more I began to discount the received wisdom it gives out, particularly the argument that Christian Scientists, with their healing “system,” are giving their children “the best possible care.”  They’re not.  If there’s a villain in the book, it’s the church itself, and the people who unthinkingly tend and obey it, like bees with their queen.  On the other hand, I grew to admire the Christian Science dissidents who at least think for themselves.

Another inspiration for taking on the project was the maddening phenomenon of people like Larry Dossey and Herbert Benson rising up in the ‘90s and simplistically touting the “power of prayer.”  Dossey and Benson, along with others of their ilk, have embraced Christian Science while knowing next to nothing about it, and their ignorance of the history of what they’re promoting could have real consequences in peoples’ lives.

Your comments about Larry Dossey and Herbert Benson raise an interesting point.  Is your objection to the “power of prayer” philosophy that it provides too much
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 cover for the dangerous doctrines of the Christian Scientists, or do you have larger objections to the very principles of that movement?  After all, not all of the power-of-prayer crowd advocate renouncing standard medical care, and it seems like the peril in Christian Science is its insistence that you can’t use both.

My problem is not with prayer itself but with the marketing of prayer.  It’s true that folks like Dossey, Benson and Andrew Weil commonly deliver caveats suggesting that patients shouldn’t throw out traditional medicine (I think it’s Dale Matthews, another power-of-prayer doc, who advises “prayer and Prozac”).  But their willingness to use their authority as medical doctors to promote prayer as a form of treatment is troubling.  So is their uncritical acceptance of things like Christian Science (which discourages the use of all what they call “materia medica,” as many of these doctors seem to have forgotten).  Larry Dossey admiringly cites the “research,” if I can even call it that, of two Scientists in Oregon who prayed over some petri dishes and were so disturbed by the Christian Science Church’s rejection of their “evidence” that they subsequently killed themselves.  The power-of-prayer movement is so amorphous – driven largely by best-selling self-improvement books – that it’s doubtful that it has any well-defined principles, or standards, at all.   I suspect that the main goal of many of those involved is simply to make money.

I certainly don’t mean to mock or belittle prayer.  As I argue in the book, it may have wondrous effects for many people, but it is intangible and unquantifiable, so it doesn’t lend itself to scientific study.  Indeed, many of the studies that have been done suggesting that there’s a link between prayer or church-going and improved health have been bankrolled by a single organization, the Templeton Foundation, which is devoted to promoting “spiritual information through science,” a fact that calls into question the objectivity of its findings.  Fortunately, most religious people accept medicine as a gift from God and reap the benefits of both realms.

What about the child cases?   They seem to me to be more damning to the Christian Science Church than anything, really, that Scientology has done.  How do you think Christian Science’s public image now stands as a result of those hugely publicized cases?

Of course the child cases are damning, but you’re so right that it’s other groups, including Scientology, that are seen as the real threats.  A prosecutor in California who handled one of the child cases told reporters that Christian Science is like Jonestown in slow motion, and he was right.  But the American public is so conflicted about parental rights, the rights of children and the issue of religious freedom that it tends to be queasy about the spectacle of faith-healing parents on trial, particularly Christian Scientists, who are usually white, middle-to-upper-class and prominent members of their communities with no prior criminal records.  Americans are squeamish about anything that seems to punish people for their religious beliefs.  Of course, I don’t think these trials were about the parents’ First Amendment rights to religious freedom; I think they were about the violation of their children’s rights to life itself.

And the church has done everything it can, with some success, to reinforce the notion that the parents (rather than the kids who lost their lives) were the real victims, running full page ads in the Boston Globe during the manslaughter trial of the Twitchells (for the death of their 2-year-old son Robyn) announcing that prayer was being prosecuted in Boston.  Just as Congress has accepted the church’s number of published testimonials as scientific fact, so some journalists have accepted the church’s argument that its parents do the best they can for their children.  Earlier this month, for example, Diane Sawyer. On 20/20, introduced a segment on a faith-healing sect in Oregon that, in the last 35 years, has buried 78 kids, many of whom would have lived with medical intervention.  Sawyer issued a specific apologia for Scientists, saying, “In serious situations, many [faith healers], most notable Christian Scientists, will seek outside help,” an observation that isn’t at all accurate but indicates how confused journalists have become about Christian Science, largely because of misinformation proceeding from the church.

Could you review, briefly, your arguments challenging the testimonials, that is, the accounts of healings that the Christian Science Church uses to bolster claims for the legitimacy of its treatment?

Christian Science testimonies that are published in the church periodicals are “corroborated” (or “verified,” in the church’s words) only by three other friends or family members (usually Scientists themselves) “who can vouch for the integrity of the testifier or know of the healing.”  As sociologists have noted, these testimonies are brief, anecdotal accounts, often of “healings” that took place years, if not decades, ago.  (And some healings, significantly, are reported to have taken a long time, sometimes years.)  Many of the healings are of self-diagnosed conditions that undoubtedly corrected themselves on their own (warts, bumps, scratches, pains, minor burns, relationship problems, job problems, etc.).  Some contain allusions to diagnoses by medical professionals, but no medical or hospital records, physicians’ names or specific data accompany the published testimonies, so it is impossible to verify them independently.  Some testimonies contain misleading or false information.

Moreover, and perhaps most damningly, the church keeps no records of the deaths of Christian Scientists, children or adults, and it publishes no testimonies about Christian Science failures (some of which are documented in my book), so the church’s loss rate is impossible to calculate.
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 And it has never allowed any independent researcher so study Christian Science.  So, from a scientific point of view, these anecdotal, self-selected and self-reported accounts are meaningless.  As I say in the book, they are testimonies of faith, of religious belief.  They are not evidence.

How would you prefer to see the illnesses of Christian Science children handled?  Would you favor government intervention, and to what degree?

What I’d like to see is the removal of religious exemption laws from all state statues.  This special class of laws protecting faith healers from the consequences of their actions endangers children and seems to be a clear violation of the First Amendment.  I see no reason why a system similar to those in place in Canada, England and other European countries wouldn’t work here.  In those countries, parents are required to provide their kids with routine medical care, and, from what I hear, doctors have been quite flexible in working with parents to provide the least aggressive or intrusive forms of care.

No one, including me, is arguing that Scientists should stop taking their kids to Sunday school or teaching them about their religious heritage or beliefs.  They absolutely have a right to do that.  But they don’t have the right to martyr their kids.  The church’s refusal to consider any kind of compromise or to engage in discussion about the rights of their children seems deeply unreasonable to me.  I once asked a Christian Scientist who had worked for the Committee why American Scientists are so vehemently opposed to any system that would require medical care for children.  He said it was because Christian Science branch churches in countries with such requirements have been weakened by them.  His answer, and the church’s policies over the past century, indicate that Scientists value the health of their church over the health of their children.  In my view, if Christian Scientists really want to practice the love that they preach, they should reconsider their position on this.

Thanks to Arpad Toth for sending the information about this interview. The entire article, titled “Like Jonestown in Slow Motion,” may be accessed at:

http://www.salon.com/books/int/1999/09/01/fraser.

Ms. Fraser’s book, God’s Perfect Child: Living and Dying in the Christian Science Church, is published by Metropolitan Books.  The list price is $30.00, but it can be obtained for about $21.00 from Barnes and Noble or other discount bookstores.

TROUBLES AHEAD FOR THE CHRISTIAN COALITION

The July/August 1999 issue of the Freedom Writer, the publication of the Institute for First Amendment Studies, is almost entirely devoted to the latest woes of the Christian Coalition.  The most important news is that in June the Internal Revenue Service refused to renew the organization’s tax-exempt status on the grounds that the Coalition has engaged in partisan political activities.

In an attempt to circumvent the ruling, the Christian Coalition has now split into two branches.  One branch, called the Christian Coalition of America, has assumed the tax-exempt status of the Christian Coalition of Texas.  The second branch, Christian Coalition International, will operate as a PAC.  It will engage in direct political activities and will not be tax exempt.

On August 2, 1999, the New York Times published an article stating that the Christian Coalition was never as large as its leaders stated.  The Freedom Writer has reported this on several occasions.  When the Christian Coalition was at the peak of its influence, claiming a membership of more than a million, the Freedom Writer pointed out that the organization printed only about 400,000 copies of its monthly magazine. According to CC publicity, every member received a free copy of the magazine.  Allowing for the printing of extra copies for promotional purposes, the membership at that time must have been only about one third of the million claimed.

At the September 1993 “Road to Victory” conference, Max C. Karrer, M.D. conducted a seminar called “Using Computers at the Grassroots.”  Dr. Karrer, who is the North Florida Coordinator for the Christian Coalition of Florida, made this statement: 

“Politicians in our section think we have a bigger data voter base that we do.  But we don’t change that perception, we don’t tell them.  They come to us now.  When someone wants to run for office, they come to Christian Coalition; they want to talk to us.  It gives you – and not just for elections – it gives you tremendous lobbying power with the legislator, because they think you have this huge bloc of voters you can swing – though you can’t necessarily.”

The Christian Coalition did win a small victory in August when Judge Joyce Hens Green of the Federal District Court in Washington, DC rejected most of the charges filed against the group by the Federal Election Committee.  The Coalition was successful in convincing Judge Green that its activities to help former President George Bush and Senator Jesse Helms were legal, on the basis of “free speech.”  The judge ruled, however, that the CC violated FEC rules by advocating the election of Rep. Newt Gingrich as Speaker of the House in 1994, and that it also improperly shared its mailing list with Oliver North in his 1994 Senate campaign.  For these activities, the CC will have to pay a civil fine, to be determined by the FEC.
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The Freedom Writer also reports that most of the CC’s top leaders have left, and Pat Robertson has assumed full control.  To kick off a $21 million fund raising drive, Robertson donated $1 million of his own funds.   The drive apparently has not been going as well as expected, and the group is still $2.5 million in debt.

The CC claimed to have distributed 40 million voter guides to churches in 1998.  The group may have printed 40 million guides, but it certainly didn’t distribute all of them.  Dave Welch, former national field director, revealed to the New York Times that “We never distributed 40 million guides.  State affiliates took stacks of them to recycling centers after the election.”

Some of the state chapters of the CC are experiencing difficulties as well.  The Oklahoma Christian Coalition is also planning to split into two groups, along the lines of the national organization’s split.  John Dowless, the executive director of the Christian Coalition of Florida, has resigned, ostensibly to work for the Steve Forbes campaign.  He has admitted, though, that the real reason he quit was the failure of the CC to legislate its agenda in Florida.

The Iowa Christian Coalition came under fire when its leader, Bobbie Gobel, accused the Forbes campaign of seeking to hire voters for the August straw poll.  Ms. Gobel, who runs a Des Moines employment agency, claims that a Forbes campaign representative contacted her office about hiring 500 temporary workers to inflate the poll.  Ms. Gobel said that she refused the request.  The Forbes campaign has denied the charge, and the new national group, Christian Coalition of America, tried to defuse the issue.  Ms. Gobel wouldn’t let it rest, however, and subsequently the national organization fired Ms. Gobel and her board.   The CC of A appointed Ione Dilley as head of the Iowa chapter until a new leader is found.  However, the board of the Iowa Christian Coalition claims that it is a separate Iowa corporation and therefore not subject to orders from the national group.  In effect, there are now two Christian Coalitions in Iowa.

The Freedom Writer states that the future of the Christian Coalition is in doubt.  Contrary to the organization’s propaganda, it never represented a majority of Christians.  Skipp Porteous commented, “The Christian Coalition seems to exist only to promote TV evangelist Pat Robertson’s personal agenda.  It appears that he never got over his defeat in the 1988 presidential election.”

Pat Robertson faces difficulties on other fronts as well.  On July 30, 1999, a Virginia judge denied a request from Regent University for $55 million in tax-free bonds.  The school, founded by Pat Robertson, hoped to use the bond proceeds to pay for new construction on its Virginia Beach campus and the development of a satellite campus in Alexandria.

In denying the request, the judge stated that Regent University is a “pervasively sectarian” institution “whose primary purpose is religious training.”

In 1997 it was discovered that Pat Robertson had used two airplanes belonging to Operation Blessing to haul equipment for a diamond mine he owns in Africa.  Operation Blessing is a presumably humanitarian organization also founded by Robertson.  The airplanes were supposed to be for the purpose of carrying food and medical supplies into strife-torn regions of Africa.  After the news came out, Robertson reimbursed Operation Blessing $400,000, but the Virginia Attorney General’s office launched an investigation into Operation Blessing.  After a two-year inquiry, the investigators concluded that the organization is guilty of sloppy bookkeeping, but the state of Virginia will not take any action against the group.  There are grumblings, though, that the attorney general’s office is not unbiased, since Pat Robertson was one of the biggest contributors to Mark Earley, who was elected Virginia’s Attorney General in 1997.  Earley claims, though, that he played no part in the probe or its final decision.

Also, as previously reported Robertson, “scotched” a multi-million dollar banking deal with the Bank of Scotland by referring to Scotland as a “dark place” where “you can’t believe how strong the homosexuals are.”  He made this remark on one of his “700 Club” broadcasts.

PRAY TO JESUS, AND HE MAY PAY YOUR MORTGAGE

Last month a Connecticut newspaper carried the story of a Hartford couple that made a unique excuse for failing to pay their mortgage.  They claimed that Jesus told them they didn’t have to pay!  They said that after signing a mortgage agreement, they discovered that there had been “misunderstandings” and “misrepresentations.”  They prayed to Jesus for help and said that they had received a message from him that they owned their property free and clear and were under no obligation to pay their mortgage.

A spokesman for the company holding the mortgage stated that the situation was extremely bizarre, and the company had not yet decided what action to take.

SEEN ON A BUMPER STICKER AT THE LILITH FAIR CONCERT

“Sorry I missed church.  I’ve been too busy studying witchcraft and becoming a lesbian.”

Merrimack Valley Freethinker
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