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HERB SILVERMAN PROPOSES COALITION

My concerns are more with promoting secular humanism generally than with promoting a single organization.  In addition to being a Regional Director of CSH, I am on the national board of the American Humanist Association.  My goal is to foster cooperation among humanist and freethinking groups nationally.  I would like to see a jointly sponsored national conference, perhaps once every three years.  Organizations could pool funds to attract eminent and articulate speakers, including politicians like Barney Frank, Bernie Sanders, Paul Wellstone, Jesse Ventura (?), with the hope that C-SPAN will televise the event, like they do the CC Road to Victory conference.  We need to show the general public that one can be ethical and moral without a belief in a deity.

My first proposal to the AHA, which passed, was to try to form a coalition board.  In giving talks around the country, it seems that the grass roots are just about unanimously in favor of the concept, but that there is some opposition from the leadership of some constituent groups – perhaps because they are afraid of losing autonomy or do not trust the leadership in other groups.  Trying to bring freethought groups together is a lot like herding cats.  Even those of us who support the concept recognize that the god is in the details.  I sent the proposal below to those members of the AHA Board who volunteered to help establish an Atheist-Humanist Coalition.  I would appreciate your input and suggested modifications.

My intention is to gather input from various people like you and my committee on the AHA board, and then get to work trying to persuade the leadership of national freethought organizations to form a coalition.

A. Identify the organizations we want to take part in the Coalition.  Our GOAL is to deliver a more powerful message by uniting the voices of all major freethought organizations.  Our primary messages are to maintain Church/State separation and to show that nonbelievers can be ethical and moral.  I suggest including organizations that:

B. Are publicly known as having non-theistic foundations.

C. Have a membership list

D. Sponsor an annual conference.  The ones that come to mind are: American Atheists, American Humanist Association, Atheist Alliance, Council for Secular Humanism, Humanistic Judaism, Freedom from Religion Foundation.  I expect there are more.

I think we have to exclude organizations that, however worthy their programs, do not espouse a non-theistic foundation (like Americans United for Separation of Church and State) or have a mixed membership (like the Unitarian Church, which has numerous people who consider themselves Christians or Pagans, etc.)  This is because we want to improve the perception of non-theistic groups in the public eye and relate NON-BELIEVERS with positive activities.  Of course individual members of these and other organizations are encouraged to participate in and promote our activities.  I would hope that some of the more liberal religious organizations, like Catholics for a Free Choice, as well as some of the scientific organizations, will also support many of our activities.

1. Plan a date and place for an initial Coalition meeting, perhaps a Saturday afternoon/Sunday morning meeting (October 2-3, in Washington?)/

2. Write a meeting invitation letter to the director and/or president of each potential member organization of the Coalition, explaining the goals of the Coalition, goals that would probably include:
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A. The advantages to be gained by working together.

B. Brainstorming on how the organizations might work together.

C. Ideas for a sample project the organizations might jointly promote (e.g., birth control, or critical thinking, or evolution, etc.)

D. Consideration of holding a joint conference in Washington in 3 years with the goal of getting it broadcast on C-SPAN.

It would be essential to explain in the letter that our goal is NOT TO MERGE THE ORGANIZATIONS, just to work together on some projects, in the interest of the cause.  Follow up with a phone call to people who do not respond.

3. Ask each organization to designate 2 people to attend the initial Coalition meeting.  These delegates should feel positive about the idea of working as a Coalition (negative-minded delegates will sink the plan before it ever has a chance to work).

4. At the AHA Conference in Columbus I met Manuel Manga, whose job it is to mediate at the United Nations, and he has volunteered to act as a Facilitator at the Coalition meeting in order to keep it on track and not have the Coalition identified as a project of any one organization.  I think we should take him up on that.  I think our initial invitation letter to the organizations should mention this person’s role, also.

This Coalition would meet twice a year (or as necessary) to plan joint actions.  At that meeting, explore ways the Coalition could work together to achieve common goals.  The Coalition representatives should have the authority from their individual organizations to choose one message all groups will agree to promote for the next calendar year – like “Make every child a wanted child – practice birth control” or “Education about evolution” or some other single theme.  They should brainstorm about ways each organization could separately promote that idea at national and local levels.  Then they should take the agreed-upon theme back to individual organization boards, who should create an action plan most suitable for their particular circumstances, and carry it out throughout the year.  At the meeting of the Coalition, agree to hold a joint organizational conference every three years in a central place instead of holding separate conferences for each organization that year.  Pool funds to hire a professional meeting planner to arrange the joint Freethought Coalition Conference.  Pool funds to get the best national and international speakers possible.  Invite national politicians to address the meeting.  Persuade C-SPAN to broadcast it in full, as they do the Christian Coalition’s Road to Victory Campaign.  Hire a professional P.R. firm or individual to promote the joint conference to national media.  Promote the idea of attending the joint conference to members and local groups of each organization, encouraging a very large attendance.  If it is necessary to hold an annual meeting of the individual organizations the year of the joint conference, hold those meetings in breakaway sessions for members of individual groups during the joint conference.

Theme of the Year idea:  Adopt a theme of the year to promote at national and local levels.  If a coalition cannot be created to do this, do it in the AHA alone.  As an example, consider Every child a wanted child – practice birth control.

Hire an advertising agency to create marketing materials for this theme.  (Better yet, find an agency that would to this gratis – perhaps by advertising for one to do this in a magazine like “Advertising Age”.)

By marketing materials, I mean things like:  Public service announcements for radio and TV like the “Life is a beautiful thing” campaign opposing abortion and funded by the De Moss Foundation.  Also, billboard prototypes, bus ads, bumper stickers, buttons, ad slicks.

Encourage local groups to adopt, promote and pay (where necessary) to publicize the theme at the local level – for example, buying ads in college newspapers, requesting PSA’s on local radio and TV stations, putting bumper stickers on their cars.

Do national and local press releases on the theme.

Hold public forums on the theme.

Editor’s note:  Herb Silverman, who resides in South Carolina, is also known as the “Notorious Notary.”  Some of you may recall his article printed in a previous newsletter in which he related the saga of his ultimately successful attempt to become a notary.   His application was initially rejected because he had crossed out the statement affirming his belief in a deity – a requirement for anyone wishing to hold office in the state of South Carolina.

Herb’s proposal for a coalition has generated quite a lot of comment on the Internet (mostly favorable, though there are some concerns, for example that adopting a theme such as birth control or evolution might be too limiting and exclude some people.)    Perhaps at our next meeting we could discuss the proposal and whether we wish to support or participate in the coalition.

Don’t forget the SHFG Website: 

http://members.tripod.com/~SecHuman
JOANN MOONEY RESIGNS FROM CSH

We were sorry to learn that as of July 31 Joann Mooney has left the Council for Secular Humanism and her position as coordinator of the ASHS groups.  Joann met with us last fall and offered some helpful suggestions for revitalizing our group.   She has also performed a valuable service in promoting communications among ASHS groups on the Internet.  Joann is returning to her family home in Kansas City in order to work on her doctoral dissertation and recover from Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, which has forced her to cut back to a part-time schedule for the past six months.

WORLD POPULATION REACHES 6 BILLION

According to calculations of the U.S. Census Bureau, the world’s 6 billionth inhabitant was born sometime during the weekend of July 17-18.   This means that it has taken less than 40 years for the world’s population to double.  Though the overall rate of growth has slowed, population is still increasing by 78 million people a year – the equivalent of adding  a city about the size of San Francisco every three days, or the combined populations of France Greece and Sweden every year.

According to Amy Coen, president of Population Action International, “It took all of human history for the world’s population to reach 1 billion in 1804, but little more than 150 years to reach 3 billion in 1960.  Now, not quite 40 years later, we are twice that number.”

If the current growth rate continues, the population is expected to double again to 12 billion by 2050.  Several experts believe that 12 billion is just about the maximum that the planet can sustain, and this would mean a very marginal existence for at least a third of the planet’s inhabitants.   Water shortage looms as a major concern.  At least 300 million people already live in regions, such as northern China, where there are severe water shortages.  That number could reach 3 billion by 2025.

The population continues to grow even though about half of the world’s married women now use family planning techniques, compared with about 10% only 30 years ago.  In 61 of the world’s 191 countries, women’s fertility rates have now dropped below the replacement level of 2.1 children per women.  In the United States, about 71% of women use some form of family planning, and the fertility rate has dropped to 1.96.  Nevertheless, the U.S. is likely to double its population of 270 million within the next 60 years.  One reason for this is the large number of young people entering their reproductive years, and another reason is the increase in longevity.

Overpopulation, however, has long since ceased to be a major concern in the U.S., if indeed it ever was.  The only political candidate to address the issue is Al Gore, who made a brief reference to overpopulation in a book he wrote on ecology a few years ago.  He has made no mention of the subject during his current presidential campaign.

In fact, it seems to be increasingly “politically incorrect” and un-American to be concerned about the population.  This is due in no small part, of course, to the influence of the Catholic Church and fundamentalist Protestants, who apparently still believe in the biblical injunction to “go forth and multiply.”   There is an organization called S.T.O.P.P., whose primary raison d’être is to oppose Planned Parenthood.   The leaders of this organization claim that population “experts” are lying about the dangers of overpopulation and that the real threat of the 21st century will be underpopulation.  They urge young people to begin having large families now to prevent that from happening.

The religious right is now presenting a new argument for large families.  They claim that people who grow up in big families have better moral characters than those who come from small families.  Therefore a return to large families is needed to combat the country’s moral decline.  Last month’s newsletter mentioned that Rep. Tom DeLay blamed the “sterilized, contracepted” family for school shootings.  In a recent column Cal Thomas rhapsodized about the advantages of growing up, as he did, in a family of nine children.  He stated his belief that the experience made him a more generous, sharing individual.  (One is tempted to comment that he certainly doesn’t demonstrate those traits in his columns.)

Another argument presented by the religious right is that concern about population infringes on their personal liberties.  “Nobody has the right to dictate how many children I can have,” they say.  Of course, they disregard the obverse argument, that no one has the right to force a person to have a child either.  The religious right professes to be concerned that the U.S. will become like China, where the government legislates how many children a couple can have and forces women to have abortions or be sterilized.  Columnist Betsy Hart revealed two or three months ago that she is expecting her third child.  She said that when she told her colleagues about the pregnancy they were at first sympathetic.  Their sympathy turned to dismay, however, when she said that her pregnancy was planned.  The dismay turned to anger when she went on to say that she and her husband are already planning to have a fourth child, and possibly more after that.  She suggested that in deciding to have a larger family, she and her husband are more caring and unselfish than most of their contemporaries.  She claimed that most couples who choose to limit their families do so more because they want to have more money and time for themselves than for any noble reasons, such as concern about overpopulation.  One could make the argument, though, that there is a certain degree of selfishness in insisting upon one’s right to bring more children into an overcrowded world.

Television
SIGNS FROM GOD: SCIENCE TESTS FAITH
(Presented locally on Fox Channel 25 on Wed. July 28th)

I guess one should not expect too much from the network that brought us Autopsy of an Alien.  Still, when I read the description of the program I had hopes that it would make at least some attempt to examine religious claims objectively.  That hope was dashed in the first few minutes of the show.  The host, a young woman named Giselle Fernandez, announced that what we were about to see could change our lives forever.   The program’s special guest was Michael Willessee, who was introduced as an investigative journalist.  The credits at the end of the show revealed that Willessee was also the producer and head writer of the project, which certainly casts some doubts on his objectivity.  Willessee stated that he had been investigating claims of religious miracles for about seven  years, and in the beginning he was quite skeptical.  He said he had uncovered several cases of fraud, but that he was convinced that the people he had worked with on this project were on the level.  He stated that they were honest people who had no interest in money or fame, and that working with them had made a profound difference in his life.  He had experienced a spiritual awakening.

A large part of the program focused on a Bolivian woman, Katya Rivas.  Willessee said that Katya had been married three times and for much of her life had little interest in religion.  A few years ago, though, she became aware that something was missing from her life so she began attending church.  She also began to pray frequently, and soon she noticed that when she prayed, she heard a voice.  At first she feared that she was losing her sanity, but then she realized that the voice was that of Jesus.  Then she also began to see visions of Jesus as she prayed.  Jesus conveyed to her many important messages, which she began to write down.  One day she discovered that she was writing not only in Spanish but also in languages such as Polish and Greek, which she had never studied.  Willessee said that Katya has since had her books published in countries around the world.  (I couldn’t help but notice, though, that the woman who supposedly could write in several different languages spoke only Spanish and required the services of an interpreter.)

Willessee arranged for a neurologist to conduct an EEG on Katya while she was having one of her religious visions.  According to Willessee, Katya was in one room while the neurologist was in another.   There was supposedly a soundproof wall between the two rooms, and Katya and the neurologist could not communicate with one another.  Katya began to pray, and the neurologist reported that the EEG showed Delta waves, which he said were normally experienced only by someone who was in a deep sleep or comatose.  Katya, however, was fully conscious.   Then Katya announced that she saw Jesus.  The neurologist said that there was activity in the left half of her brain similar to that of someone experiencing an epileptic seizure.  Katya then claimed that Jesus told her what the neurologist had said, and she announced that she had never been an epileptic.  Katya and the neurologist then supposedly communicated with one another, with Jesus as the go-between.  The neurologist, according to Willessee, had no scientific explanation for the occurrence.

Willessee then visited several other households, mostly in Latin America, where other miracles were alleged to have occurred.  There was the case of a woman who, while sweeping the floor of her humble cottage, uncovered an image of the Virgin of Guadeloupe.  According to Willessee, no one could explain how it came to be there and it could not be eradicated.  There was no mention of any attempt to have it examined scientifically.  This was true, also, of a picture of Jesus that suddenly sprouted iridescent crystals.

There was a half-hearted attempt to examine a statue of Jesus that had become encrusted with blood.  The expert who analyzed the blood reported that it was the blood of the female.  However, apparently no one thought of having the blood compared with that of female members of the household where the statue was located.  When Giselle Fernandez asked Michael Willessee for his reaction to the report, Willessee responded that since Jesus was the offspring of a virgin it was only logical that his blood would be the same as his mother’s!

One woman claimed that when she placed rose petals in her Bible, images of the Virgin Mary and Jesus would miraculously appear on the petals. An art expert and a botanists examined the petals.  Both claimed to be able to produce similar images by pressing a religious medal against the petals.  Willessee commented that even though the scientists were able to achieve the same results, that didn’t preclude God from having a hand in it. A reporter who was present in the woman’s home said that she had brought her own Bible and placed some petals in it.  The host promised that they would return to the site later and see if any images appeared on the petals, but they never did.  I don’t know whether that was because they ran out of time, or because there were no images.

The program returned to Katya, who in addition to communicating with Jesus and writing in foreign languages, also experiences the stigmata.   One day when Willessee hoped to be able to film the process, Katya stated that she had received a message from Jesus that this would not be a good day.  A few days later, though, she contacted Willessee and told him that Jesus had told her that she would have the stigmata the day after the feast of Corpus Christi.   Willessee and his crew arrived at Katya’s home the evening before the appointed day.  Katya had taken to her bed, apparently in great distress.  She reported that despite the presence of
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family and friends, she felt great loneliness, fear and despair – emotions that she believed Christ experienced the night before his crucifixion.  That evening, Willessee took samples of her blood, to be compared with samples taken from the stigmata.  Katya expressed the belief that when the samples were compared, the blood from the stigmata would prove to be different from her own.

The next day, Katya said that when she did experience the stigmata it was almost invariably between 1:00 and 3:00 P.M., the hours when Jesus is believed to have suffered on the cross.   At around 1:00 P.M., a thin scratch about two inches long and some droplets of blood appeared on her forehead.  Soon after that moderate amounts of blood began to ooze from what looked like small, cross-shaped knife cuts on her hands and feet. Ms. Fernandez asked Willessee if Katya’s wounds could have been self-inflicted.  Willessee stated that his eyes were on Katya the entire time, and there was no way she could have wounded herself.  Nor, he said, could anyone else in the room have done it.

 Willessee was able to obtain some samples of the blood before it dried.  The blood expert reported that the blood from the stigmata matched that taken the night before at eleven crucial points.  There was no evidence that the blood belonged to anyone but Katya.  Willessee admitted that he was somewhat disappointed by these results, but said that in no way diminished the importance of the stigmata.

The program then turned to other signs from God – killer storms and natural disasters.  The narrator noted that several prophets have indicated that a decade or so of terrible storms, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, etc would precede the end times.  She then stated that in the 1990’s there have been storms of unprecedented violence as well as a noticeable increase in earthquakes and volcanoes.  She said that the insurance industry has reported a 600% increase in loss of life and property to storms over the 1970’s.  Obviously this is a sign that humanity needs to turn to Jesus before it is too late.

Of course there were a number of statements in this segment that can be proven to be untrue, as well as others that can’t be proven either way.  Because the science of meteorology is relatively new, we don’t really know that the storms of the 1990’s are fiercer than in any other time in the planet’s history, though there certainly is evidence of severe storms at various times in the past.  The geological record indicates that the earthquake and volcanic activity we’re experiencing now is relatively benign compared to that of earlier epochs, though of course there were no people around then to make notes.  If there have been more deaths and property damage in the 1990’s, that’s probably because there are more people and more buildings.  Also, property values are higher nowadays.  Another factor is that more people have moved into areas, such as “Tornado Alley,” where the population previously was extremely sparse.

The program concluded with a message from Jesus, conveyed by Katya Rivas.  Jesus tells us that he will be returning soon, and he wants the world to embrace him.

Unlike other programs of this type, there wasn’t even a token skeptic.  There was a Roman Catholic priest who very carefully avoided expressing any type of honest opinion about the miracles.  When asked if he thought Katya’s visions of Jesus were genuine, he responded that it was of course possible that they were, but it was equally possible that Satan created them.  Or Katya could be a fraud, or she could be mentally ill.  On the subject of the stigmata, he said that the church is very cautious about such claims.  There is a very well defined procedure for examining stigmata reports, and in the entire history of the church only  twelve cases have been deemed authentic.  He said that the church doesn’t forbid people to believe in the stigmata, but belief is not a required doctrine.

The program would have benefited greatly from the input of James Randi or Joe Nickel.

HAM PLANS PICNIC

The annual summer picnic of the Humanist Association of Massachusetts will be held on Saturday, August 21st, beginning at around 1:00 P.M. at the Weston (MA) Town Pool.  Attendance for the picnic is free, but there is a $3.00 charge for using the pool.  Hamburgers (well done), hot dogs and dessert will be provided.  Attendees can bring appetizers, salads or beverages.  It is also recommended that you bring folding chairs for yourselves.  If you plan to attend please call Tom Ferrick at 617-547-1497.  If the weather that morning appears inclement please call Tom or Joe Gerstein at 617-891-8667 for an alternative date.

Directions:  From the West take the Mass. Turnpike to the Weston exit.  Take Route 30 West toward Wayland.  Turn right on Newton Street just after the traffic light (towards Weston Center).  After about a mile you will come to an intersection shaped like an X, not a +.  Bear into the left fork, School Street.  After passing several driveways on your left, turn on to Alphabet Lane.  The pool is at the end of this street.  The HAM picnic area will be near the children’s playground and outside the pool enclosure.

From the East take Route 30 West to Newton Street as above.  From the North take Route 95 (238) South to Route 20 West.  At the first traffic light go left on School Street.  First right is Alphabet Lane.  The pool is at the end.  From the South take Route 95 north to 30 West.  Take a right a Newton Street, just after the second traffic light.  Follow “From the West” instructions.  

I’VE FOUGHT FOR FREEDOM, BUT FEW DEFEND MY ATHEIST BELIEFS

By Keith T.  Originally printed in the Navy Times, reprinted in the newsletter of the Long Island Secular Humanists.

Once again someone called me evil and nobody seems to give a big hoot.  That irks the bejabbers out of me.  Evil?  I served in the Navy for 23 years.  I was president of a national veteran’s organization.  I belonged to one of our major civic organizations – was outstanding member one year, too.  I am president of a group dedicated to science and reason, a group composed of some of the best scientific brains in the country.  I am a loving husband, father, and grandfather.

So who said I’m evil?  Rabbi Daniel Lapin.  That’s who.  Speaking at a bipartisan prayer breakfast opening the 106th Congress, he said, “This is to remind us that nothing has the ability to unify people as much as the common devotion to (god), except perhaps hatred of him, as seen in the evil doctrines of socialism and atheism.”  Not one congressperson defended me, or the 20 million or so like me.  Nary a peep in the press either.

Maybe I can help them out a bit.  To start with, I don’t hate God.  I just don’t think he exists.   If I did, I might ask why some of his followers do so many wacko things.  How about the folks who think ethnic cleansing is a part of God’s will?  Or those folks in Oregon who filled a graveyard with their children because they thought prayer would work in place of scientific medical care?

And what about my Navy, the one I served for so long?  A while back, a retired chaplain wasn’t so sure the service should even have let me wear those gold stripes.  In an interview, I asked him what he thought about the statement of a former superintendent of the Naval Academy who said a Navy officer had to believe in God.  The chaplain not only agreed with the Annapolis admiral, he added that an officer who was an atheist was a liar.  He wasn’t as sure about enlisted folks, or whether atheism should be grounds for conscientious objection.

Well, the padre wouldn’t get much of an argument from our military and civilian leaders.  Our warships are launched with a blessing and go into battle on the wings of prayers led by chaplains.  Then they generally face ships from other nations that have been blessed and manned by crews inspired by prayers of their own.

In 1988, we nonbelievers got it from a future commander in chief.  On Aug. 27th then Vice President George Bush said, “No.  I don’t think that atheists should be considered as citizens.  Nor should they be considered patriots.”  Nobody bothered to report it except for one small paper in Colorado and the secular press.  After Bush moved into the White House he was given a chance to retract the statement.  He refused.

Bush’s successor knew who could be bashed too.  Early in his presidency our current commander in chief told a Baptist group, “Sometimes I think the environment we operate in is entirely too secular.  The fact that we have freedom of religion doesn’t mean that we need to try to have freedom from religion.”

Mr. President, we do not have that freedom, take it from me!

I wrote my two senators and my congressman and asked what they would say if Rabbi Lapin had called any religion evil.  My representative, Bob Filner, answered that he didn’t think I was evil.  That was a relief – I twice worked for his election.

As for the senators, Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer waited several months, then each sent me one of those “thank you.  I value your opinion” notes.  I guess they  don’t feel that it mattered that a loyal (former) supporter was called evil in front of their colleagues without a lick of proof.

My wife says I fuss too much about thinks like that.  Likely that’s so.  It would be a lot easier to just write nice, warm, fuzzy, nostalgic stories.  On the other hand, what is the point of fighting for freedom of speech unless we intend to use it?

Thus, I’d like to use the First Amendment to point out the 20 million of us who are willing to admit to being atheists are reduced for no reason other than what we do not believe.  It would be wonderful if my grandkids could now that the media, elected representatives and the Navy their grandpa served so long would stand up for him when he is called unworthy or evil.  They would do that for a Baptist, a Catholic, a Jew, or any of the other thousands folks of faith.

But not for the likes of me.

A NEW TWIST IN GOSPEL SONGS

From the editor:  My husband Mal and I are great fans of bluegrass music, and this summer we have attended several bluegrass festivals throughout New England.  A few weeks ago we made the haj to Ancramdale, New York to attend Winterhawk, which is more or less the Woodstock of bluegrass.   Liking bluegrass does present one problem for us, though, since it apparently is a rule that every band has to perform at least one gospel song per set.  Rather to our surprise, one band at Winterhawk did a song that started out like a gospel tune, but turned out to be something quite different.  It was called “Signs of the Times,” and it was based on the true story of an end times preacher in the Bible Belt who attempted to murder his wife by forcing her to put her hand in a cage full of rattlesnakes.  At his trial, the preacher’s defense was that he was only trying to encourage his wife to test her faith.  The jury didn’t buy it, though; they found the preacher guilty.
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