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SHFG PICNIC A SUCCESS

Despite the fact that up until a couple of days before the event we weren’t sure where the picnic would be held, we had a good turnout.  We were able to have it at the Carleys’ pond house, which meant that the kids who were present (as well as some of the adults) could swim and paddle around in inflatable boats.   The weather was hot, but there was a breeze from time to time.  We enjoyed plenty of good food and good conversation.

JULY MEETING

Friday, July 23, 7:30 P.M.

Hosts:  Anna & Les Clark, 23 Berry Rd., Derry, NH
THE FLAG AMENDMENT

On Saturdays, in place of the usual editorial page, the Lawrence Eagle Tribune prints letters pertaining to a specific topic.  The subject for July 3rd was “Should burning an American flag be banned or protected as part of free speech?  Why?”  Predictably, most of the writers favored a constitutional amendment that would prohibit the burning of the flag.  However, the first letter on the page was by SHFG member Adam Carley:  “The flag-burners have won.  All three of them.  They irritated the establishment and got our little-brained congressmen voting to desecrate the Bill of Rights.  That’ll fix those flag-burners.”

Incidentally, Adam proudly flies a flag on his front lawn, so he certainly can’t be accused of being anti-flag!

WHY IS RELIGION LIKE PROFESSIONAL WRESTLING?

“Religion and professional wrestling are identical in the fact that in both you pay good money to enter a building to see something totally contrived and hope against hope that it is real.”

Ron Barrier, professional wrestling referee and atheist activist
THE TEN COMMANDMENTS AND OTHER FOOLISH LEGISLATION
The major news of the month is, of course, that the U.S. House of Representatives, displaying its usual infinite wisdom, voted to allow the states to permit the posting of the Ten Commandments in the public schools.

The measure was introduced as an amendment to a gun control bill that had previously been approved by the Senate.  The bill in its original form called for a 72-hour waiting period on the sale of weapons at gun shows and also attempted to tighten up regulations on selling guns to minors.  The House of Representatives amended most of the provisions of the original bill, for example cutting the 72-hour waiting period to 24 hours, then voted against most of the provisions altogether.  Only the Ten Commandments amendment remained.

Rep. Bob Barr (R-GA) stated that if the Ten Commandments had been posted at Columbine High School, the shootings would never have occurred.  Rep. Tom DeLay (R-TX) took the opportunity to launch into a tirade about the forces that he perceives to be causing the moral decay of American society – violent video games, Hollywood, rock music and abortion.  He also cited the teaching of evolution and what he called the “sterilized, contracepted family” of today.   He claimed that small families have resulted in a spoiled, materialistic generation.

The measure has gone back to the Senate for review and is currently in committee.  It seems unlikely that the Senate will approve it, but if that happens organizations such as Americans United for the Separation of Church and State are prepared to challenge it.

As if the Ten Commandments amendment wasn’t enough, a few days later Rep. Helen Chenoweth (R-Idaho) proposed a resolution calling on state and local governments to “observe a day of solemn prayer, fasting and humiliation before God.”  Rep. Chenoweth stated that she introduced the proposal because she feels that “the country has rejected God’s love.” Continued on Page 2

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (Con’t)

 The Rev. Barry W. Lynn, executive director of Americans United, commented that “Obviously, the House of Representatives is hopelessly adrift.  Our nation faces serious problems, but all the House can offer are pious platitudes and meaningless resolutions.”  Lynn went on to say, “The real news for the backers of this measure is that our country is one of the most religious on earth.  The American people know when and how to pray.  The last thing we need are political demagogues masquerading as spiritual leaders.

“Calling people to prayer and worship is the job of our houses of worship.  If the House has nothing better to do than stomp all over religion’s turf, than it’s time for them to take a long summer vacation.  We can only hope that when they come back, they will have lost the urge to exploit religion for misguided political crusades and cheap points on some right-wing voters scorecard.”

The measure had 30 cosponsors, including Majority Leader Dick Armey (R-Texas) and Majority Whip Tom DeLay (R-Texas).  Although more legislators voted in favor of the bill than against it, it failed to garner the two-thirds majority necessary for passage.

It’s still not safe to go back into the water, though.  We have received the following e-mail message from Bob Kearney, ACLU Field Director:

“As early as Tuesday, July 13, the House of Representatives is scheduled to vote on HR 1691, the ‘Religious Liberty Protection Act.’

“Unless amended on the floor of the House, the bill could gut many civil rights laws protecting lesbians and gay men, households with children, people with disabilities, and unmarried persons.  The bill was originally introduced to increase protection for religious liberty and free exercise of religion – goals the ACLU strongly supports.  As written, however, the legislation could significantly undermine enforcement of state and local civil rights laws.

“Currently the bill would allow individuals to circumvent hard-won state and local civil rights laws in the name of their personal religious beliefs.  In fact, right-wing groups have openly acknowledged that they believe the legislation could and should be used as a defense to civil rights claims based on gender, religion, sexual orientation and marital status.

“The ACLU opposes the act unless it is amended to protect civil rights laws.  If lawmakers were to amend the act to include civil rights protection, however, the legislation would have the appropriate balance between individual religious exercise and civil rights, and the ACLU would support it.”

ATHEISTS UNDER SIEGE
By Micah White

(Reprinted from the July 1999 newsletter of the Rationalist Society of St. Louis)
We hear it everywhere, from churches to Congress:  we need to allow religion back in the schools if we want to avoid another tragedy like the one at Columbine High School.  Groups like the Christian Coalition say there has been a moral decline ever since the Supreme Court banned school prayer.  They were disturbed by the story of Cassie Bernall, the Columbine student who was killed after saying she believed in God.  And they make demons out of all atheist students, as if they had anything in common with Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold.  As a high school junior in Michigan, I am very concerned with the national trend of blaming “godless teen-agers” for school violence.  As an atheist, I feel I have endured persecution for my beliefs.  I believe that the only outcome of any increase of religion in the schools would be an increase in anger directed against those students who are either not of the dominant religion or lack religion at all.  Last fall, I tried to form an atheist club in my high school as an alternative to a Bible study group that already existed.  The school made it difficult for me to do so, saying I didn’t have a teacher-sponsor.  I threatened to sue the school with legal help from Americans United for the Separation of Church and State.  Only then did the school say I could not be prevented from forming the club.  The reaction of some of my fellow students to the club was even worse.  Immediately after I formed the group, a few of them seemed to take it upon themselves to intimidate me.  Signs promoting the club were torn down, and people scribbled insults like “Burn in Hell” in them.  Students would come to our meetings and yell, simply to be disruptive.  And after the shootings at Columbine, a friend told me that a teacher had told his class that my club was the same thing as the trench coat mafia.  All this negativity directed at my atheist group would seem to indicate that we do evil things.  But all we do is meet weekly to discuss philosophy and talk about how to keep our school as secular as possible.  We face opposition not because we are bad people but because our ideas are unpopular.  If prayer in schools is allowed, what will happen to those students who are not Christian, but are Jewish or Muslim?  What about atheists like me?  Even though no law could require us to participate, this would further ostracize the nonreligious students.  Countless students may already be feeling religious pressure as the school year comes to a close, since many districts still have prayer in their graduation ceremonies.  I read about one student in Maryland who was detained by the police after he tried to re-enter his own graduation, which he had left because he was offended by the prayer.  I have spent a lot of time thinking about how I can show America that atheist students are not the source of the nation’s ills.  Through my club, I feel a lot of people have learned there is nothing to worry about.   And if we can learn to accept all students, perhaps then we can find a way to bring an end to the violence and ostracism instead of increasing it.

Editorial

WHAT’S WRONG WITH POSTING THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
The most important, and most obvious, objection to the proposal to allow public schools to post the Ten Commandments is that it clearly violates the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.   Proponents of the proposal have argued that the Commandments are not specific to any religion and, in fact, aren’t even religious in nature.  These people apparently haven’t read the Commandments carefully.   The first four commandments are specific to the Jewish and Christian religions and discuss ways of worshiping a specific god.   Forty years ago, when I was in high school, it might have been safe to assume that virtually all students were either Jewish or Christian.  With the increasing diversity of our society, we can no longer make that assumption.   Many schools now have students who adhere to Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism and other minority religions, or are nonbelievers.  Posting the Ten Commandments in their schools would send a clear message to these students that “you don’t really belong here.”  (Perhaps that is part of the intent.)

If the measure passes, this raises the question:  Which version of the Ten Commandments should the schools post?  Many of those who favor  posting the Commandments seem to be unaware of the fact that there are significant differences among the Catholic, Protestant and Jewish versions.   For example, one commandment that appears in the Protestant version:  “Thou shalt not make any graven images” does not appear at all in the Catholic version.  Instead, the Catholics number the commandments differently from the Protestants and have two commandments against coveting, whereas the Protestants have only one.  In the Jewish version, “Thou shalt not kill” is rendered as “Thou shalt not murder,” which seems much less ambiguous.

I very much doubt that posting the Ten Commandments at Columbine High School would have prevented the shootings, given the states of mind of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold.   I also wonder if having the Commandments posted in a school would be a deterrence to the bullies who routinely harass other students that they perceive to be different from themselves.  None of the Commandments even addresses that sort of behavior.

How many of the legislators who voted in favor of posting the Ten Commandments display them in their own homes?  How many actually apply them to their own lives?  For that matter, how many churches and religious schools display them?

If it is necessary to post any Commandment, there is one that is found in one form or another in many of the world’s religions, and that anyone can use, regardless of religious belief:  Don’t do anything to others that you wouldn’t want them to do to you!

Books

THE DARK SIDE OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY

By Helen Ellerbe

Morningstar Books, 1995.  188 pgs)

In the preface to this book, Ms. Ellerbe explains that she wrote it in response to a statement that an acquaintance had made, to the effect that the Christian church embodied the best of Western civilization and had brought peace and understanding to the people it touched.  Ms. Ellerbe wondered how this person could reconcile this view of the Church in light of the many ugly moments of Christian history.  Was the acquaintance simply unaware of Christianity’s dark past?  Ms. Ellerbe decided to prepare a short presentation chronicling the dark side of Christian history to help balance the perception that organized Christianity has historically lived up to its professed principles and ideals.

When the writer began researching the topic, she was surprised to find that very little information is available to the average reader.  Historians certainly have written about the dark side of Christian history, but their works are little known outside academic circles.  Ms. Ellerbe asks, 

“Why, at a time when so many are searching for deeper spiritual meaning, isn’t there more accessible information about the history of the institutions which are purported to convey such spiritual truth?  Without understanding the dark side of religious history, one might think that religion and spirituality are one and the same.  Yet, organized religion has a very long history of curtailing and containing spirituality, one’s personal and private relationship with God, the sacred, or the divine.”

Ms. Ellerbe’s criticism of organized Christianity is harsh.  She writes, 

“The Christian church has left a legacy, a world view, that premeates every aspect of Western society, both secular and religious.  It is a legacy that fosters sexism, racism, the intolerance of difference, and the desecration of the natural environment.  The Church, throughout much of its history, has demonstrated a desregard for human freedom, dignity, and self-determination.  It has attempted to control, contain and confine spirituality, the relationship between an individual and God.  As a result, Christianity has helped to create a society in which people are alienated not only from each other but also from the divine.”  

The writer subscribes to the belief that for thousands of years humans lived in harmony with nature and one another.  Their religion was a gentle one, based on the cycles of the seasons.  Male and female deities were equally revered, and women enjoyed high status in their communities. Ms. Ellerbe cites the work of James Mellaart, Marija Gimbutas

Continued on Page 4

THE DARK SIDE OF CHRISTIAN HISTORY (Con’t)

and Riane Eisler, who postulate that humanity lived for as much as 25,000 years in peace.  I am not familiar with these researchers, so I can’t say whether they provide strong evidence for this theory, or if it’s just wishful thinking.

Around 5,000-3,500 BCE, according to Ms. Ellerbe, people became more warlike.  Also, probably not coincidentally, around the same time religion became more patriarchal and authoritarian.  The concept of a vengeful god who demanded obedience and sacrifice evolved.

Christianity could have taken any one (or more) of a number of different forms.  Contrary to the common belief that the early years of Christianity were a time of harmony and unity, there were different factions right from the beginning.   There were disagreements regarding the nature of the Resurrection.  Had it actually occurred, or was it merely symbolic?  Did Jesus reappear in the flesh, or was it just that the disciples were imbued with his spirit?   Was Christianity strictly a Jewish sect, or could gentiles also be Christians?  Was God totally masculine, or did the deity embody both male and female qualities?  These were just a few of the questions debated by Christians for the first 400 years or so.  During this period also Christians were a persecuted minority throughout most of the Roman empire.

Then something happened that changed the course of western European history:  On the eve of a pivotal battle, the Emperor Constantine claimed that he saw a flaming cross in the sky, bearing the words “in hoc vinces” – In this sign conquer.  Constantine won the battle and recognized Christianity as a legitimate religion, though he did not totally convert to Christianity at that time.  Apparently he hedged his bets and continued to worship the Roman gods as well as the Christian one.  The effect that official recognition had on Christianity was that it developed into an extremely authoritarian religion.  Church leaders created a strict hierarchy, formulated what the official beliefs of the church would be, and began systematically to stamp out dissenters.  Those who disagreed with church doctrine were branded heretics.  The church could confiscate their property, torture or even execute them with impunity.

Ms. Ellerbe lays the blame for the Dark Ages primarily on the church.  Though we were taught in school that the Dark Ages resulted from the fall of Rome and subsequent invasions by barbarian tribes, the writer disputes this notion.  She points out that the eastern part of the Roman empire also endured invasions by barbarians, yet continued to thrive for more than 500 years.  She attributes this to the fact that the Byzantines did not abandon learning, as did the west.  And this, she argues, is directly due to the influence of the church.   The church leaders closed schools, burned books, and forbade the study of the physical world and the human body.  The destruction of the library at Alexandria was one of the tragic consequences of this policy.  The rulers of the time, heavily influenced by the church leaders, refused to rebuild cities that had been destroyed and discouraged trade and commerce.  The result was a long period of ignorance, poverty and disease.

Human nature being what it is, this state of affairs could not last forever.  People are naturally curious; they want to learn more about their world.  They also want to improve their lives.  By 1000 CE changes were taking place.  The population was growing; the agrarian society was giving way to one centered around towns and cities.  People were finding new types of occupations.  Trade once again flourished, and scholasticism came back into vogue.

The church’s response to this was to launch crusades, to incite the Christian population to go to war against the perceived enemies of Christianity, primarily the Jews and the Muslims.   They also attacked a few new heresies that had managed to develop over the years.  The worst crime that a heretic could commit was to insist upon a direct relationship with God.  To translate the Bible into vernacular languages or to own such a Bible was punishable by death.

The Inquisition and persecution of witches are two of the most heinous activities of the Christian church.  Under the Inquisition, anyone could be charged with heresy.  The accused would have no way of knowing exactly what heresy he or she was supposed to have committed, or who had made the accusation.   There were basically two choices open to the accused: confess immediately and be put to death, or plead not guilty and be subjected to torture before being put to death.  The church usually confiscated the property of the accused, frequently leaving their heirs in poverty.   Not surprisingly, a large number of wealthy individuals were accused of heresy.   Some were even charged with heresy as much as 60 or 70 years after death, and the church would then confiscate the property of all their heirs, even those who hadn’t been born during the lifetime of the accused.

The persecution of the witches appears to have less to do with wealth than a vendetta against women.  Though some men were accused of witchcraft, the vast majority of those executed were women.   This is due, at least in part, to the idea that women are inherently evil, thanks to Eve having eaten the forbidden fruit.  Ms. Ellerbe contends, however, that there are many other factors involved, particularly a distrust of wise, independent women.  No one knows exactly how many alleged witches were put to death, but the author estimates that there were several hundred thousand.   Though the persecution of witches petered out during the 18th century, Ms. Ellerbe contends that the occasional execution of a suspected witch takes place to this day.

The author is no less critical of Protestants than of Catholics.  The Protestant reformation was supposed to correct a number of ills of the Church, most notably that of denying the individual a personal relationship with God.  Protestants did encourage the translation of the Bible into common languages that a lay person could understand, conducted church services in the languages of the land, and did away with some of the hierarchy.  Ultimately, though, it merely replaced one form of authoritarianism with another.          
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