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November Meeting:
What Today’s Atheists and Humanists Can
Learn from John Dewey

John Dewey, born in 1859, was arguably the most
important American public intellectual of his era. As
one of the founders of the modern humanist move-
ment, Dewey’s approach toward atheism in many
ways set the tone in America for the rest of the 20th
century. But if that’s the case, why was the religious
right so successful in the latter half of the century?
What went wrong?

Answering these questions, and thereby learning
from Dewey, will be David Niose, president of the
American Humanist Association (AHA).
(Minnesota Atheists is an affiliate of the American
Humanist Association.)

Niose’s background includes experience in law
and mass communication. A graduate of Boston
University’s School of Public Communication and
Suffolk University Law School, he has practiced
law in Massachusetts since 1990. He has also
worked in print and broadcast media, taught both
history and law, and written extensively on a wide
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array of social and political issues.
Niose has spoken to freethought groups around
the country, emphasizing
the importance of utiliz-
ing mass media to inject
Humanist ideas into the
public dialogue, improve
the public image of Hu-
manists, and sway public
opinion away from the
religious right.
In addition to being
president of the Ameri-
can Humanist Association, Niose also sits on the ad-
visory panel of the Secular Coalition for America
(SCA).
After the meeting we will have dinner at the Chi-
nese Wanderer’s Garden Buffet.

Please
joinus!  [When?

Sunday, November 15, 2009
1:00-1:15 p.m. - Social Time
1:15-1:45 p.m. - Business
Meeting
2:00-3:30 p.m. - Speaker
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Where?

Ridgedale Public Library
12601 Ridgedale Drive
Minnetonka, 55305
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Minnesota Atheists Mission Statement

Minnesota Atheists is dedicated to building a
positive atheist community that actively pro-
motes secular values through educational pro-
grams, social activities, and participation in

public affairs.

Minnesota Atheists practices
positive, inclusive, active, friendly
neighborhood atheism in order to:

e Provide a community for

atheists;

e Educate the public about
atheism; and

e Promote separation of
state and church.
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President’s Column
by Jeannette Watland

Change Doesn’t Mean Goodbye

On October

22nd, Bjorn

Watland,

President of

Minnesota

Atheists  re-

signed from

the board, due

to  personal

reasons. As

Associate

President, my

initial  reac-

tion was to

worry about

myself. 1 now

have to take on new responsibili-

ties, and anxiety admittedly took

a temporary hold on me. Then the

emails started coming in, and |

realized |1 had made a mistake. |

shouldn't be worrying about my-

self at all. My primary concern is

now, and always will be, the

membership. This leadership tran-

sition took the board of directors

by surprise, and | can only imag-

ine how the membership will take

the news. My first job as Presi-

dent of Minnesota Atheists is to

ensure all of our members that we

will proceed with is business as

usual. I will not allow our organi-
zation to fall apart.

Since Bjorn has been so pub-

licly active, I'm sure many of our

members are not familiar with
me. It would only be natural to
doubt my leadership capabili-
ties. Why not? Up until this point,
I’ve worked behind the scenes. I'd
like to take this opportunity to in-
troduce myself. I'm a 24 year old
atheist living in St. Paul. I've been
serving on the board of directors
for Minnesota Atheists for two
years, first as a director-at-large,
then as Associate President. |
have also been serving on the
board for Camp Quest of Minne-
sota for approximately the same
amount of time. I am open about
my atheism to friends, family and
coworkers. Because I'm so open, |
have often felt ostracism, distrust,
and even hatred from the public.
Minnesota Atheists is an organi-
zation where | can be myself. |
know others feel that way,
whether they are "out" or not.
Knowing that this organization is
the only safe haven for many peo-
ple is what drives my dedication
to helping this organization
grow. With membership demo-
graphics changing, there are
many young parents with children
joining. | want to work on making
Minnesota Atheists more family
friendly. Most importantly | want
to continue working on building
respect and understanding of the

Freethought community. We can't
make people agree with us, but
we can at least gain respect.

There is no doubt in my mind
that this organization will con-
tinue to move as smoothly as
ever. Bjorn will continue to help
as organizer of the Meet-up, a vi-
tal component of Minnesota
Atheists. He is not going away.
The board of directors has been
extremely supportive and hard-
working in the transitions we've
made this year. Each person serv-
ing on the board has dedicated
time and energy to something
they care deeply about, and de-
serve many thanks. But so do the
members and supporters of this
organization. Not only do you
support atheist rights, but you
make this a second home for so
many people. | have found so
many amazing, caring friends in
this organization, something | am
very thankful for. I love that our
events are a place people feel
welcome. It is a place where they
see eye to eye with people, and
can speak their mind, without fear
of persecution. So | urge you all
to keep coming to events, and to
keep this community alive, and |
thank you for your support and
encouragement. Trust that it does
not go unnoticed.

"In recent times there have appeared those who want to read the bible literally
and legalistically, like a technical manual. Read literally, certain sections of the
bible support slavery, the property status of women, racial segregation, and
genocide on religious grounds."
-Readings for Diversity and Social Justice, edited by Maurianne Adames, et. al.
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The October
MNA Meeting

At the member
meeting held at
Southdale Library
on October 18th,
Minnesota Athe-
ists were treated
to a lecture by Dr.
Hector Avalos ti-
tled: “Can Science

Prove Prayer

Dr. Avalos. Works?”

Dr. Avalos dis-
cussed the difficulties involved in creating and
maintaining a controlled study involving prayer.
How, for example, can a study account for random
prayers being offered by unknown individuals?
How would it be possible to take into consideration
someone’s prayer that all people on Earth get well,
or that only some people get better? Even more
confusing is the fact that some individuals might
purposely pray that harm befalls people of certain
religions. And, really, shouldn’t god be a kind of
‘Super Doctor;” one who shouldn’t even need to be
asked in the first place?

Dr. Avalos also noted that results attributed to a
god’s saving power are likely to have other possi-
ble causes once a little research is performed. For
instance, god, if indeed he does save some people
from plane crashes, seems less capable of saving
those who are involved in airplane crashes that oc-
curred when the plane falls from higher altitudes,

instead of when it is close to landing or take-off.
Dr. Avalos also pointed out that crash-test dum-
mies survive phony wars at the same rates as real
soldiers in real wars, provoking the question: does
god save dummies? In the matter of faith-healing,
Dr. Avalos, himself a former “healer,” performed a
healing in which his skillful manipulation of an au-
dience member’s legs affected an apparent ‘cure.’

In the end, Dr. Avalos concluded that, no, sci-
ence can not prove that prayer works and, even if it
could, we would still be left with the question of
which god did the healing. This point was made
clear by citing Bhagavad Gita 7:22, wherein the
Hindu god Krishna claims he alone performs heal-
ing, no matter which god a human worships.

The Board of Directors also thanked three mem-
bers for their work in the organization over the past
year. Awards were given as follows:

For his service photographing members at our
events, the Board of Directors of Minnesota Athe-
ists recognized Richard Trombley with the 2009
Atheist Snapshot Hotshot Award.

For his perseverance, resourcefulness and ser-

President Bjorn Watland (left) con-
gratulates James Zimmerman on his
award. Photo credit: August Berkshire.

vice ed-

iting our newsletter, the Board of Directors of Min-
nesota Atheists recognized James Zimmerman

with the 2009 Atheist Pen Award.
For her on-air and off-air service to the Atheist
Talk radio and podcast program, the Board of Di-
rectors of Minnesota Atheists recog-

Southdale Library. Photo credit:
Matthew Richardson.

nized Stephanie Zvan with the 2009
Atheist of the Airwaves Award.
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Book Review:

The Greatest Show on Earth

I was raised as
one of Jehovah's
Witnesses, and
therefore a crea-
tionist. 1 quali-
fied as one of
the  “history-
deniers”  that

by Ryan Sutter

Professor Dawkins describes in
his latest book The Greatest Show
on Earth. 1 believed that human
beings were created 6,000 years
ago and that evolution was a lie. |
had never looked deeply into the
matter. | trusted my parents and
my religion. The creationist lit-
erature they indoctrinated me
with was very convincing to me
when | was twelve. When | was
thirty, however, | had some
doubts and | revisited the subject,
I re-read the literature, and | was
no longer convinced. In fact, | be-
came convinced that creationism
was nothing more than propa-
ganda. This did not

ful, powerful, incredible fact, de-
scribed by an elegant, lovely the-
ory.

I left creationism behind, left
my religion behind, left my belief
in God behind, and became an ar-
dent fan of both biological sci-
ence and Richard Dawkins.
Dawkins wasn't entirely responsi-
ble for my deconversion, but he
certainly played a pivotal role.
Considering the fact that his new
book seemed to be targeted at

to the choir.

It's not that it
isn't a good book.
It is. It’s interest-
ing, erudite, chock
full of fascinating
information, basically everything
one would expect from a book
written by Dawkins. | thoroughly
enjoyed reading the book, but I
think it failed in its stated goal:
spelling out the evidence for evo-
lution as a response to the history-
deniers.

The book’s shortcomings are
tactical more than anything. For
example, the first two chapters
are devoted to stating very vehe-
mently that evolution is a fact and
the 40% of Americans who be-
lieve otherwise are deeply misin-
formed. It showcases the differ-
ences between facts and theories
and the differences between the
scientific and colloquial meanings
of the word theory, but it is hard
for me to imagine a less inviting
introduction to such a book for
somebody who is one of those
history-denying 40-
percenters. Before ever producing
the evidence, before demonstrat-
ing the facts, the book confronts
the reader with the statement that

evolution is abso-

cause me to believe
evolution was true, but
it was enough to get me
to read a book on evolu-
tion for the first time in

The Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence
for Evolution, by Richard Dawkins, Free

Press, 480 pages, ©2009

lutely a fact. To
somebody who is
skeptical about evo-
lution, them's fightin'
words. To come out

my life. 1 chose Dawkins' book
The Blind Watchmaker. | ex-
pected creationist-style propa-
ganda but instead, thanks to Pro-
fessor Dawkins' excellent and
clear explanations of the funda-
mental concepts underlying evo-
lutionary theory, | learned the
truth. Evolution is a fact, a beauti-

people like 1 used to be, I held out
high hopes that this would be the
sort of book that might make a
difference, that could maybe con-
vince some creationists to accept
evolution. After reading it over,
unfortunately, | don't feel this will
be the case. This seems to be a
book that predominately preaches

with your conclusion before
you've made your argument in the
way that Dawkins does here al-
most seems to presuppose that the
reader already agrees with the au-
thor. In a book purportedly calcu-
lated to convince an evolution-
doubter or two this seems like a

(Continued on page 12)
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New Policies

The first an-
nual review of
our public poli-

cies

was
com-

by George Kane

pleted,
and Revision B was accepted at the
October meeting of the Board of Di-
rectors. Members of the committee
that performed the review were Bjorn
Watland, Crystal Dervetski, August
Berkshire and myself. The review
committee made minor, non-
substantive edits to existing policies,
and added new policies, which are
provided below. — George Kane

Government Entanglement with
Religion

Threats to Secular Government

A core policy concern of Minne-
sota Atheists is to secure secular gov-
ernment from the superstitions, preju-
dices and dogma of religion. The
most acute threat around the world is
from a global network of religiously
inspired paramilitary cells.

Religious insurrection can never be
defeated by bullets, because there
will always be more of the faithful
ready to take up arms. Paramilitary
groups can only exist when they have
support in their communities. Victory
in this war depends much less on the
action of armies than the contest of
beliefs and values. Armies can never
win the clash of cultures, though they
will have occasional, limited roles.

Around the world, perceived in-
sults to their religion have incited im-
migrant communities to violent riot-
ing. The response to these problems
must be not only in police actions,
but also in cultural outreach. It is cru-

cial that countries that have adopted
secular values do not compromise
them. We cannot abandon our com-
mitment to equality and justice, or
condone religious discrimination, and
not be recognized as hypocrites. Nei-
ther can we yield on freedom of
speech and freedom of the press. We
must not succumb to the self-
censorship that silences legitimate
criticism of religion for fear of vio-
lent retaliation.

Religious Law

In nations where law is dictated by
religion we find severe human rights
violations (particularly against
women and the GLBT community);
legal suppression of non-believers
(including criminalizing apostasy);
and religious indoctrination that mas-
querades as education. This clearly
demonstrates that secular government
leads to a higher quality of life and
greater equality.

We must strive to strengthen the
world’s commitment to the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Espe-
cially we have to oppose the efforts
in the United Nations to have defa-
mation of religion recognized as an
international crime.

Public Education

The Constitution of the state of
Minnesota draws clear guidelines for
the separation of religion and govern-
ment Article 13, Section 2, by identi-
fying the lines where government and
religion must not intrude upon one
another: “In no case shall any public
money or property be appropriated or
used for the support of schools
wherein the distinctive doctrines,
creeds or tenets of any particular
Christian or other religious sect are
promulgated or taught,” and also Ar-

ticle 1, Section 16: “nor shall any
money be drawn from the treasury for
the benefit of any religious societies
or religious or theological seminar-
ies.” Minnesota Atheists supports
clear guidelines for separation of re-
ligion and government in all areas of
public education (K- University) and
asserts that it is better to err on the
side of clear separation than to sup-
port a policy that violates these
guidelines.

Opponents of the separation of
church and state try to influence edu-
cation policy in several areas:

1) Science in the classroom

In the teaching of science,
public schools need to adopt
a curriculum that is approved
by the scientific community.
For example, evolution is a
theory that has been accepted
by established science. Reli-
gious stories of creation by
supernatural means have no
basis in accepted science and
are matters of faith. Intelli-
gent Design is a supernatural
claim that cannot be verified
empirically, makes no predic-
tions, and is not falsifiable.
Furthermore, the Kitzmiller v.
Dover case clearly estab-
lished that Intelligent Design
is not science and should not
be taught in science class.

In the non-science curricu-
lum, public education should
not display any bias toward
religion. Schools should
teach about the influence of
religion on culture and soci-
ety, but without endorsing
religion or religious ideology.
In literature and history
classes it is permissible to
use religious texts as long as
there is no promotion of re-
ligion over non-religion.

2) Prayer

Prayer should follow estab-
lished Federal guidelines for
public schools (K — univer-




VOLUME 19 NUMBER 10

sity). No public employee
should lead or endorse prayer
in the public schools. Prayer
should be a private matter and
not involved in any ceremony
or activity promoted by a pub-
lic school. Collective prayer is
always coercive for elemen-
tary and high school students.
A mandated moment of si-
lence is only a thinly veiled
collective prayer.

In the event that a public
school should designate a
room for prayer, meditation,
or silence, the room should
not be used for proselytizing.
Anyone using the room
should do so in silence when
others of a different belief
system are present. No sym-
bols, books, or literature
should be permanently dis-
played in the room. The room
should not promote any relig-
ion over any other, nor relig-
ion over non-religion.

3) Sex education in public school
Public schools should pro-
vide a sex education curricu-
lum that is consistent with the
research on what is effective
and helpful to the health of
students. An abstinence-only
program that is taught with a
religious motivation violates
separation. Abstinence may
be advocated only in con-
junction with instruction in
safe prophylactic practices.

4)Religious activities in public

schools
In 1990, in the case Westside
Community Schools v. Mer-
gens, the Supreme Court ruled
that the Equal Access Act,
which permitted public school
students to form religious
clubs that meet during non-
instructional time if they per-
mit secular clubs, was consti-
tutional. The Court ruled in
2001 in the case Good News

5)
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Club v. Milford Central
School that if public schools
rent out rooms to secular
groups that they must rent
them to religious groups on
the same terms. In both cases,
the court ruled that public
schools may not discriminate
against groups on the basis of
religious content. Earlier
courts came to contrary rul-
ings by applying the Lemon
Test, which Minnesota Athe-
ists believes should be the
governing precedent.

Accepting the decisions in
the Westside and Milford
cases, Minnesota Atheists be-
lieves that public schools
must still take care to avoid
violating the Establishment
Clause. Rooms should be
rented to religious groups at
the same rate applied to secu-
lar groups, and strictly au-
dited. No student or staff
member may be required to
participate in any religious
activity. There may be no reli-
gious indoctrination during
instructional time. Faculty
may not promote or recruit for
religious Equal Access Clubs
or for outside religious groups
meeting on school grounds, as
this would give the appear-
ance official endorsement. All
school-sponsored activities
must avoid in act and appear-
ance promoting religion.

Minnesota Atheists opposes
the practice of religious re-
lease time.

Teaching comparative re-

ligion and texts

Comparative religion and reli-
gious texts (Bible, Koran,
etc.) may be taught if pre-
sented in an unbiased manner
with text material that clearly
has no presentation bias. Ad-
vocacy, both religious and
atheistic, must be strictly

PAGE 7

avoided, even by outside pre-
senters. The public school
must balance the bias that
may appear in such classes by
performing a close scrutiny of
the materials used and of the
instructor. Instruction in com-
parative religion done from a
secular approach may have a
positive effect on students. A
survey of world religions
should include atheism and
other non theistic worldviews.

6) Vouchers

Vouchers are a method of giv-
ing parents a choice in the
schools their children attend.
Public funds, even where
given to the parent to spend,
should not be used to pay for
an education at a religious
school. Funding school pro-
grams that include religious
activity makes it difficult if
not impossible to separate the
funding of religious from non-
religious instruction. It is
therefore our policy that
vouchers should not be used
in any payment to attend a re-
ligious school.

7) Academic Freedom

Academic freedom should be
a guideline for the presenta-
tion of material within the
public school system (K -
University). The teaching of
any subject should protect the
right of an educator to present
their material without in-
fringement. The guideline for
academic freedom does not
extend to the presentation of a
religious bias in any curricu-
lum presented in a public
school. For example, Intelli-
gent Design must not be
taught as an alternative to
evolution in a science class-
room. ID might be presented
along with other concepts of

creation in a study of cultural
(Continued on page 11)
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WINDS OF CHANGE BLOWING WEAKLY IN AFRICA

In Uganda, we don't have the right to
freedom of speech and the right to
assemble peacefully to discuss politi-
cal issues. The very disappointing
thing is that the Government and re-
ligionists think that issues of faith,
belief and religion should not be de-
batable.

If caught discussing the issues
facing GLBT people, the police will
suddenly come upon us, beat us,
blackmail us, and drive gays and
supporters of gay rights to the dun-
geons. Currently, the government of
Uganda is proposing a new bill that
will require the death penalty when
convicted of homosexual charges,
this bill also criminalizes anyone
who defends or associates with a
gay, lesbian person. The bill is cur-
rently in Parliament.

On several occasions, the govern-
ment threatened to expel diplomats
from Uganda for offering advice on
how the government should tackle
the GLBTSs issues. As | write this,
every day the police and other state
security agents arrests gays and put
them behind bars and blackmail them
as child molesters.

Members of the Atheist Associa-
tion of Uganda are bound together by
our separation of state and religion,
concerns regarding overpopulation,
abortion, GLBTSs rights, and by our
common humanity. We hope that this
initiation will create a bond between
AAU and all free thinkers and athe-
ists in MN and the surrounding
states.

But we have no influence in any
country. We are all pawns in a ri-
diculous game that powerful people
are playing, a game that is destroying
human happiness as well as the
planet. Happiness should be a right
of everyone born. But a few of us

have chosen to not withhold our ac-
tivism while the people and the envi-
ronment are being destroyed. We

Kirumira Mpagi Michael

must rise up against the few people
who try to dictate how we should
live our lives.

On gay life, many people in

country know about my campaigning
for the last several years for GLBT.
In America, | am aware of hetero-
sexuals who actively support gay
rights. Here in Uganda, this concept
is unknown. Gay people have as-
sumed that | am gay because | sup-
port their freedom. When | fail to
respond to them as they expect, they
have shunned me. This breaks my
heart.

I have suffered a lot for this work.
I have observed that gays only get
rights in countries that are relatively
wealthy, and where citizens gener-
ally live in freedom from fear of their
government. Most importantly,

(continued on page 10)

Uganda and outside the

The Survey

Used by permission. Special thanks to Bill Mutranowski. Visit atheistcar-
toons.com for dozens more atheist-themed laughs.
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A Bank With No Prophets?

The business section of
the October 24" Pioneer
Press contained an arti-
cle headlined "Regulators
close 2 Otsego bank
sites.” Bank regulators
closed two branches of
Riverview Community
Bank of Ostego after the
banks were deemed to be
critically  under-
capitalized. This
article points out
that when Riverview was opened in March, 2003,
founder Chuck Ripka informed the Pioneer Press
"that God told him to get the bank going." Ripka
also reported that God said, "Chuck, if you do all

by Bob Schmitz

the things | have told you to do, I promise you | will
take care of the bottom line." The bank reported its
last profit in September 2007. Mary Kiffmeyer, for-
mer Minnesota Secretary of State and a Christian
fundamentalist, was on the board of Riverview.
Kiffmeyer thankfully has not been re-elected. It
seems God let Chuck and Mary down. | wonder
how they are spinning this turn of events. | suppose
they might tell us God had a purpose and in due
time they will discern that purpose if they just keep
praying. It is indeed shocking to learn that there are
people in today's world who base their business de-
cisions on pure fantasy. | will be contacting my
banker soon to make sure he is not a prosperity gos-
pel Christian.

To see the full Pioneer Press article, visit twin-
cities.com.

Freethought Follies and Solstice Celebration
Sunday, December 20th.
The most fun you'll have all year!

See Flyer in
this
Newsletter
for Detalls.
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Prayer Cancellations

The ever increasing diver-
sity of religious faith in
America can cause quite of
bit of turmoil amongst their
followers. As it turns out,
these differences might be
more  danger-

by Vic Tanner ous than previ-

ously thought.
As America's religious landscape becomes more
and more diverse, there is a very real danger that
conflicting prayers offered to different gods may
phase cancel each other out in much the same way
that noise silencing systems work, rendering the
prayers useless.

Noise cancellation, or active noise control, is a

method for reducing unwanted sound. It can make
something as loud as helicopter blades practically
silent. It does this by sending out a second sound
wave with the same amplitude but the opposite po-
larity as the original sound. The original sound
wave and the new sound wave combine and effec-
tively cancel each other out making the rotors ap-
pear silent.
In much the same way, it may be possible that
prayers sent to different gods could be sent on dif-
ferent wave lengths. These wave lengths could be
off phase from each other just enough that they
might cancel each other out, making prayers to the
Christian god silent.

At this point, it
is just a hypothe-
sis, but the data
does make sense.
Prayers to differ-
ent gods, after all, could not be traveling at the
same wavelength. Otherwise all the gods would get
their messages mixed up. And, as has been found in
recent studies, prayers do not appear to work any
better than mere chance. This could be because the
prayers are not getting through.

Phase cancellation appears to be the principle
danger to Christian prayers, which are omni-
directional, like the bass frequencies lower than
100Hz that emanate from your home theater's sub-
woofer. Muslim prayers, however, are unidirec-
tional and must be precisely aimed toward the
Kaaba Stone in Mecca in order to be effective. If
they miss their intended target they will continue
past it and
shoot off into
space at the

speed of
prayer,
bouncing off
of Mars, and

eventually
landing on the
planet Kolob,
where the
Mormon God
will find
them.
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Winds of Change (continued)

GLBT people have rights where there is freedom of intellectual expression. People in these wealthy, well- maintained
countries may say they follow a religion, but never go to church or do anything about it.

That describes much of the western world, but until all those things happen in Uganda and the general African
continent, there is no hope of equality for gays.

Even in some egalitarian societies, minorities such as gays have to treat everyone as an enemy until proven other-
wise, and very carefully negotiate between the enemy lines, not attracting too much attention. Africa is now the most
Christian/Islamic continent and therefore the most homophobic.

The AAU hopes that, in generations to come, the winds of change will start blowing in Africa as the result of our
continued work in this lagging-behind continent. But Africans need friends like you if we are to bring that fundamen-
tal impact within our lives and societies.
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Freethought Cryptogram

Myhxcnhxm csnjim sfpx cy Ix Ixgnxpxt cy Ix mxxj.

- Uwcsnx, nj Unze Txcyunx’m zyhnz mcunv "Yjx Lni Sfvvr.

(For answer, see page 16)

New Policies (continued)

(Continued from page 7)
differences, but not as sci-
ence. The Bible may be
taught as literature, but it
should not be taught with
any doctrinal bias, e.g.,
claiming that the virgin birth
of Jesus or the Trinity are
matters of fact and not faith.
Academic freedom does not
give a license to teach lies as
truth, faith as fact, myth as
science, or material not en-
dorsed by sound educational
practice. Education should
teach critical thinking and
not dogma.
8) Charter Schools

Charter schools are publicly
financed schools designed
for a specific need or cur-
riculum. Charter schools
should be bound by the same
rules ensuring separation of
church and state as conven-
tional public schools. Even if
the students of a charter
school are of a single relig-

ion, the school must not be
used as a vehicle of religious
instruction. No school should
be housed on the same
grounds as a house of wor-
ship, and when school em-
ployees have church offices,
there must be a clear delinea-
tion of responsibilities.

End of Life Issues
Laws regulating end-of-life issues
must be based on individual freedom
and secular consequences. Religious
ideas — such as the belief that humans
have “souls” or that a god’s wishes
must prevail — cannot be considered
when making secular law. Such reli-
gious ideas may legitimately influ-
ence personal decisions, but they
cannot be the basis for secular laws

that must apply to everyone.
Minnesota Atheists supports the
right of mentally competent, termi-
nally ill people who are unable to
find relief from their illness to have
the voluntary options of self-
termination, doctor-assisted suicide,

or euthanasia. Consent of the patient
in these end-of-life decisions shall be
sufficient to shield doctors and others
from legal prosecution in their efforts
to fulfill the wishes of terminally ill
patients.

Minnesota Atheists supports safe-
guards to ensure that the personal de-
cision to end one’'s life is truly volun-
tary. We support efforts to make sure
that the desire to self-terminate is not
merely the result of depression that
might be alleviated through medica-
tion or counseling, or of financial or
emotional pressure being put on the
person by relatives or others.

Minnesota Atheists encourages
people to create living wills (advance
care, end-of-life directives) to make
their end-of-life desires clearly
known to people they trust, who can,
if necessary, act on their behalf if
they become unable to communicate.

It is only by giving people the
right to make such end-of-life deci-
sions for themselves that we maintain
human dignity.
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Book Review (continued)

tactical misstep. The first few
chapters seem likely to dissuade,
rather than seduce, a creationist
who may be open-minded enough
to see the error of their beliefs and
change. Telling somebody they
are wrong is never as powerful as
demonstrating it to them.

For a reader who is already
convinced of evolution or who is
disillusioned with creationism, the
beginning of the book likely pre-
sents very little problem, but I had
hoped for something a little more
approachable. The same holds
true for much of the rest of the
book, but for a different rea-
son. While the good Professor
does indeed cover a massive
amount of ground, discussing mo-
lecular clocks, artificial and natu-
ral selection, genetic clocks, fossil
evidence, DNA, and the like, he
doesn't cleanly connect the dots
and he writes at a level that many
readers among the 40% would
find daunting rather than illumi-
nating. The fundamental problem
is that he was never a creationist
himself so he doesn't know how
to think like one (some might say
that is an oxymoron) and there-

fore constructs his argument in a
way that is likely to be dismissed
by them as confusing. Many times
during the book I found myself
thinking, “wow, that's really inter-
esting, and I'm glad you shared
that, but I can't imagine that my
dad or brother would understand
the implications of it and why it
provides strong evidence for evo-
lution; they would just miss the
point”. Dawkins does an excellent
job of covering the ground, but a
less excellent job of making it
clear why this particular evidence
strongly supports the conclusion
of evolution rather than creation.
It's as if he is so well aware of the
subject, that he doesn't even real-
ize how many things he is taking
for granted on the part of the
reader. Unfortunately, creationism
is all about muddled thinking and
half-baked “reasoning”. To liber-
ate people from its grip, they need
to be confronted with clear, sim-
ple, inescapable conclusions they
can't avoid. | don't trust many of
them to be presented with a bunch
of evidence and then see the big-
ger picture themselves.

I'm really not trying to write a

bad review
here. | think the
book is an infor-
mative read from
a great mind, but 1 am just not
sure who the audience for the
book truly is. It seems best suited
to shoring up the stores of knowl-
edge in people who have already
broken free from creationism and
need to fill in the gaps in their un-
derstanding of evolution. In that
sense, it is a fine companion to his
previous books, such as the phe-
nomenal The Ancestor's Tale and
the classic The Blind Watch-
maker. However, if you're looking
for a book to give your wacky
creationist brother or neighbor to
get them to see the light, this is
not the book. It's not clear enough
about the implications of the evi-
dence it presents and it is likely to
turn off more tentative readers in
the first chapter or two. More's the
pity. | hear his next book is a chil-
dren's book. Maybe that will be
the one for the creationists.

Summary: A good read, inter-
esting material, probably not
likely to make many creationist
converts but definitely likely to be
of interest to people who already
accept evolution and want to learn
more.

Three out of five stars.

Electronic MNA Newsletters

Increase the effectiveness of your Minnesota Atheists membership dues—switch from a paper to an

electronic newsletter.

It costs us about $22.00 per year per person to print and mail a paper version of the newsletter. It costs
us nothing to email an electronic version. Also, you’ll receive the electronic version sooner and it will be

in full color.

If you’re interested in making the switch from the paper to the electronic version of our newsletter,
please contact editor@mnatheists.org.
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Constitution is Clear:
No State Money for Religious Schools

. (Note: the follow-
by Bob Schmitz ing appeared as

the ‘Letter of the Day’ in the Thursday, October
28th edition of the Minneapolis Star Tribune. —ed.)

Tuesday's commentary "TiZA's success should not
be punished" by two representatives of the Minne-
sota NAACP overlooks one salient fact: TiZA is a
religious school collecting tax dollars in violation of
the Minnesota Constitution. In addition, it is in a po-
sition to cherry-pick a student population designed
to bolster its test scores. Ask it to take in any child
coming through the door from the neighborhood,
and | am willing to wager that those test scores will
drop. It is not a public school and should not be
funded by the taxpayers. | have been a member of
NAACP for many years and will not renew my
membership. The writers present a specious argu-
ment in defense of a school that is breaking the law.

I applaud the Minnesota Chapter of the American
Civil Liberties Union for taking TiZA to task. The
Minnesota Department of Education is also to be
commended for finally exercising its authority over
charter schools. The 30 or so religion-sponsored
charters mentioned in the commentary should also
be investigated. Article XIII, Section 2 of the Min-
nesota Constitution states: "In no case shall any
public money or property be appropriated or used
for support of schools wherein the distinctive doc-
trines, creeds or tenets of any particular Christian or
other religious sect are promulgated or taught.” The
charter school law was not intended to be a cover
for religious institutions wanting to secure state
funding. Charter schools, such as TiZA, that have
violated the Constitution while receiving our tax
dollars should be required to reimburse the state for
all funds received to date.

Ihas to be something that can't make a
JeSUS Of the Old TeStament whole lot of noise, so it's probably their
pet cat. But anyway, all three of those

by Matthew Richardson

The other day | was reading an article written by a
gay expert on religion. He said that Jesus never said
anything about homosexuality. Well, of course,
that's completely untrue. Jesus thoroughly con-
demned homosexuality in Leviticus and in various
books in the New Testament.

But a Christian would respond by saying: "No,
no, you don't understand the Holy Bible. Jesus was
not featured in the Old Testament.” Well, okay, not
by that name, but Jesus is busy throughout the Old
Testament, slaughtering multitudes, inflicting
swarms of insects and drought, aborting babies, and
SO on.

How do Christians define their god? Christians say
that their monotheistic religion consists of "three
gods in one." One is the father, another is the son,
and another is a "holy ghost."

What is this holy ghost? I thought about that. It

gods have been described — by Christians — as
"eternal."

The father, son, and their little pet always ex-
isted, but one of them, the father, decided to send his
son down to earth, give him flesh and having him
pretend to be a human — an act of divine deceit.

Here's what all three said about gay people: From
the Good News Bible "No man is to have sexual re-
lations with another man; God hates that." -Leviticus
18:22. "Even the women pervert the natural use of
their sex by unnatural acts. In the same way the men
give up natural sexual relations with women and
burn with passion for each other. Men do shameful
things with each other, and as a result they bring
upon themselves the punishment they deserve for
their wrong-doing." -Romans 1:26-27.

In both of these cases, the father, the son, and
Fluffy are speaking with one voice (and using poor
St. Paul as their press secretary — something like a
dummy). Hence, Jesus, in both sections of the Holy
Bible, condemns homosexuality.
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by Eric Jayne

Nearly all Christians have a
few favorite bible verses that

USRAUCRCRELES AN Do you think I came to bring

ing. The texts from many of peace on earth? No, I tell you,
these verses have been o
but division.

stamped on aesthetic snap-
shots depicting a variety of Luke 12:51 NIV
scenic natural landscapes.

Having observed several such
. - - - pictures on display in
Celebrating Biblical Scripture | eigboring office cubicles at
work, | came to find it very cu-
rious that the recurring mania-
cal proclivities that
dominate the bible
(genocide,  slavery,
womanly  submis-
sion, capricious
rules, etc.) are not
represented.

With the help of
royalty-free pictures
from publicdomain-
pictures.net, along
with Photoshop and
the bible, | created a
few bucolic pictures
that extol Diblical
scripture in all of its
demented glory. The
Old Testament and
New Testament are
both represented as
are the New Interna-
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tional Version and King James
translations. Of course there’s a lot
of savage biblical fodder to choose
from, some arguably even more
wicked than the verses | selected,
S0 we can consider these to be just
a few examples of the many inspi-
rationally challenged pious art to
be produced. If you have photo-
editing software | encourage you
to make your own. It’s fun, free,
decorative, and would make a
great stocking stuffer for Christ-
mas!
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(The badge shown above is just a sample; yours needn’t say “George Francis Kane” unless you specifically request that it does. —ed.)
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News and Notes

George Kane

The Obama administration
achieved a diplomatic coup at the
United Nations this month when
the Human Rights Council unani-
mously passed a resolution on
freedom of expression that was
jointly sponsored by the United
States and Egypt (http://www.
unitedstatesaction.com/
documents/Oct2009-UNHRC/
A HRC_12 L.14 Rev.1-English.
pdf.) The unanimous vote ap-
peared to settle a confrontation
between the members of the Or-
ganization of the Islamic Confer-
ence, which seek to make blas-
phemy an international crime, and
Western nations that uphold pro-
tections for individual expression
against suppression by govern-
ment. The resolution is a peace
offering to the “Muslim street”
and our Arab allies, to show a
new spirit of sympathy and flexi-
bility not evident during the Bush
administration.

While not expressly endorsing
blasphemy prosecutions, the ad-
ministration departed from other
Western allies by balancing free-
dom of speech against protection
for religion. This is of particular
concern to the International Hu-

Ambiguous Wording

manist Ethical Union (IHEU), a
non-governmental organization
with Observer status on the Coun-
cil, which has stressed in discus-
sions that only individuals, and
not religions, have rights that the
Council must protect. The Mus-
lim states argue that individual
rights are always accompanied by
responsibilities, which is their
justification for the right of gov-
ernments to censor and prosecute
opposition.

The resolution has no force in
law, but it provides Muslim coun-
tries with moral authority to sup-
press domestic dissidents and to
shame international critics for
“negative religious stereotyping.”
The U. S. State Department
crowed that “in adopting this
resolution, the Human Rights
Council gives clear voice to a
shared international understand-
ing of the responsibilities of gov-
ernments to condemn and address
hate speech and to promote re-
spect and tolerance.” But the
boundary between hate speech

absolute protection of free-
dom of expression, leading
some to assert that the Hu-
man Rights Council Resolu-
tion on Freedom of Expres-
sion would be ruled unconstitu-
tional if it were ever adopted
here. Fear of violence has cowed
many critics into self-censorship,
however. Recently, Yale Univer-
sity Press published The Cartoons
That Shook the World, by Jytte
Klausen, on the original Moham-
med cartoons, yet deleted the car-
toons themselves!

Improving cooperation with
Muslim states may be a very
practical diplomatic tactic, but it
is not worth trading away the rec-
ognition by the United Nations of
freedom of expression as a uni-
versal human right. In the near
future, the Human Rights Council
will have to decide what this bill
actually means when Muslim na-
tions use it to justify jailing reli-
gious dissidents for blasphemy, or
demand that other nations silence
critics of Islam. The Obama ad-
ministration is likely to find that
solid relations between nations
cannot be built on ambiguous
wording.

and rational criticism is political,
and the Muslim nations accepted
the resolution as supporting laws
against blasphemy “to promote
respect and tolerance.”

Even in the West, protection
for the right to criticize religion is
in decline. In the years since the
Cartoon Intifada in 2005, blas-
phemy prosecutions in Europe
have increased to deter critics
who might, by offending Mus-
lims, provoke renewed violence.
The United States has a uniquely

October Financial Report

*Building Fund*
Louis Geeraerts $20
Vernon Young $100

*Visibility Fund*
Scott Muir $25
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October Cable Report

George Kane, right, interviews August
Berkshire on The Six C’s of Atheism.

by Steve Petersen

For the October program George
Kane interviewed August Berkshire
on his pamphlet The Six C’s of Athe-
ism. If you would like more informa-
tion on his pamphlet go to august-
berkshire.com.

I would like to thank two of our
long time volunteers for the cable
program: Raleigh Nelson who was
our sponsor in South Washington
County and has helped on and off
with the program for over 20 years,
and Jack Richter, our sponsor from
St. Cloud. Both of these volunteers
found they could no longer maintain
the chores. We have found Jim
Bodsberg to host in South Washing-
ton County, but no other sponsor in
St. Cloud for now.

Cable Crew: Art Anderson, George

Kane, Brett Stembridge, Shirley

Moll, Steve Petersen, Wendy
Steinberg and Grant Hermanson,.

Podcasts: MinnesotaAtheists.org.
Made possible by Grant Hermanson.

Cable schedule
Burnsville/Eagan Community
Television: Channel 14. Check their
web site www.bect.tv for day and
times. Sponsor: Kevin Hardisty.
Bloomington: Channel 16. Mon-
day 9:30 p.m.Tuesday 5:30 a.m. and
1:30 p.m.. Sponsors: David and
Joanne Beardsley.
Minneapolis:  Channel

Arden Hills, North Oaks, Little
Canada, Falcon Heights, Lauder-
dale, Mounds View, New Brighton:
Channel 14. Wednesday 10:30 p.m.
Sponsor: Steve Petersen.

Stillwater: Channel 16. Tuesday
7:00 p.m.; Wednesday 9:00 a.m.
Sponsor: Lee Salisbury.

South Washington County: Chan-
nel 14. Tuesday 7:00 p.m. Sponsor:
Jim Bodsberg.

White Bear Lake, Hugo, Lake
Elmo, Mahtomedi, Maplewood,
North St. Paul, Oakdale, Vadnais
Heights: Channel 15. Saturday 7:30
p.m. Sponsor: Michael Seliga.

17. Saturday 8:30 p.m.
Sponsor: Steve Petersen.
Rochester: Channel 10.
Tuesday, Wednesday
and Thursday 7:30 p.m.
Sponsor: Jim Salutz.

Roseville, Shoreview,

Happy.”

Cryptogram Answer

Sometimes things have to be believed to be seen.

- Ruthie, in Rick Detorie’s comic strip “One Big




The Sunny Skeptic

T hey
Might Be
Giants
(TMBG)
just re-
leased
their new-
est addition to their already amazing
catalog of children's albums. But be-
fore you relegate this one to the kids,
it's really important that you take a

Crystal Dervetski

Test,” and “My Brother the Ape.”
There has been some controversy
regarding the song “Science is Real”
amongst people of faith. The portion
of the tune they most object to is the
following:
“Now | like those stories about an-
gels, unicorns and elves / Yeah I like
those stories as much as anybody
else / But when I'm seeking knowl-
edge either simple or abstract /, the

CD Review: Here Comes Science

shrimp /Or my distant kin the lichens
or the snowy egret or the moss. / And
| find it hard to recognize some rela-
tives of ours / like the rotifer, the
sycamore, iguanas and sea stars...”
Lastly, in my favorite song of all,
TMBG encourage young people to
“Put It To the Test.” I don't know
what could be more 'dangerous' for
children than to tell them they
should learn to think for themselves

listen. John Flansburgh and John
Linnell have once again
achieved new musical heights,

Here Comes Science, They Might Be Giants
Disney Sound, released September 2009.

and to try to find the answers to
questions or problems they en-
counter in their lives. Although

and have created a children's
CD that is wonderful for adults to
listen to as well. Moments in the CD
will make young and old absolutely
giddy with delight.

TMBG tackle a wide variety of
scientific topics, from waves and
rainbows, to the universe, to the way
the human body functions. They're
even kind enough to reprise their
cult hit, “Why Does The Sun
Shine?” (a late 1950s children song
written by Tom Glazer). They follow
up the catchy tune with an update
that explains “Why Does the Sun
Really Shine,” in which they discuss
the most recent theories of the sun
being plasma, and not necessarily a
gas. You'll want to hear this one if
you've ever wondered if the line
“that thesis has been rendered inva-
lid...” can be sung in a sexy, hip
way. (It can.)

“Meet the Elements” and “I Am
A Paleontologist” introduce children
to chemistry and paleontology, re-
spectively. Hearing TMBG bassist
Danny Weinkauf is a real treat; he
has a great singing voice and sense
of humor. You'll surely smile when
he discusses the evolution of species
and how interesting it is to study the
fossils of various creatures.

Probably the songs that atheists
will find the most fun to listen to are
“Science is Real”, “Put It To the

facts are with science. The facts are
with science.”

It seems that certain religious
groups object to their precious an-
gels being lumped in with unicorns
and elves. Of course, most freethink-
ers will relish this moment and listen
to the song over and over just be-
cause of this line alone.

But if the people complaining
would even take the time to listen to
the rest of the album that they may
find “My Brother the Ape” and “Put
It To the Test” to be much more of-
fensive to them.

In “My Brother
the Ape”, TMBG
have written a
song about the in-
terconnectedness
of life from the
point of view of a
man writing a let-
ter to his sister. He
has just attended a
family  reunion,
and was surprised
who he found in attendance. He
somewhat resents the fact that he is
compared to the apes, and tells her
that he doesn't think he looks like
them in any way. Then he states this
brilliant observation:

“But I'll admit that | look more like a
chimp than I look like my cousin the

the video that TMBG presented
for the song highlights the scientific
method and shows experiments on
plants, weight, and other more con-
crete subjects, | can't help but view
most of the lyrics with an atheistic
perspective. Here is a sampling of
what | find are the most excellent
lyrics from this song:

“If somebody says they figured it out
and they're leaving any room for
doubt come up with a test / Are you
sure that that thing is true, or did
someone just tell it to you?”

“If you want to know if it's the truth,
then, my friend, you are
going to need proof-
Come up with a test /
Don't believe it 'cause
they say it's so. / If it's
not true, you have a right

to know.”

“A fact is just a fantasy
unless it can be
checked...”

So, with the holiday
season just around the
corner, you probably

have some seasonal gift giving to do.
Consider this CD your best bet for
children young and old. I'm thinking
of buying as many copies | can af-
ford and giving them out with my
usual anonymous seasonal giving...
And don't forget all of your kin, in-
cluding the other Great Apes.
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JOIN OR RENEW MEMBERSHIP

L] $35 — Individual Membership
[] $45 — Household Membership

[] $75 - Sustaining Fund Membership

|:| $20 — Student (newsletter by email, send

copy of fee statement or high school ID)

L] $600 — Life Membership
|:| $25 -- Newsletter Only

Payment by: Check (enclosed) for $

www.mnatheists.org
P.O. Box 120304, New Brighton MN 55112

DONATE TO SPECIAL FUNDS

D $ _ General Expense / Outreach Fund
(s Building Fund

L] $  RadioFund

[ 1$__ Monthly Donation

All memberships include the newsletter.

To pay by credit card or PayPal, please

Name:

payable to Minnesota Atheists.

Phone ( )

Address:

>>Minnesota Atheists has IRS 501(c)(3) status. All contributions are tax-deductible. <<

Things to do, places to go: A calendar for atheists

Sundays, 6:00-7:00 p.m. Atheist/
Agnostic Alcoholics Anonymous, 3249
Hennepin Ave. S., #55 (Men’s Center, in
the basement) Minneapolis, Open to men
and women. FFI: tcAgnostic@gmail.
com

3“ Sunday, 1-3:30 p.m., Minnesota
Atheists Monthly Meeting. (No meet-
ing in July or August.) See MNAtheists.
org for details.

Every Sunday, 10:30 - noon, Brunch
Social. Q.Cumbers, 7465 France Ave-
nue South,| Edina. Bring your AWE for
a $2 discount.

5" Sunday, Fundraiser Dinner for
Building Fund. Price: $6.66. (May, Au-
gust, and November 2009).

1% and 3" Monday, 6 p.m., Freethought
Toastmasters Club. Larpenteur Estates
apartment complex, 1280 Larpenteur
Ave. W., St. Paul. (Park directly in back
and follow sidewalk to Party Room.)

Roger Belfay, (651) 222-2782 or George
Kane, nup@Minn.net.

2" and 4" Monday, 5-7 p.m., Dinner
Social. Davanni’s Restaurant, 2312 W.
66" Street (corner of Penn Ave. and 66"
St.), Richfield, Bob/Marilyn Nienkerk,
(612) 866-6200.

1% Tuesday, 11:30 a.m., Lunch Social.
Old Country Buffet, Co. Road B2 be-
tween Snelling and Fairview, Roseville.
Bob/Marilyn Nienkerk, (612) 866-6200.

3 Wednesday, 11:30 am., Lunch So-

cial. New China Buffet, 105 85th Ave.
NW, Coon Rapids. Bill Volna, (612)
781-4273.

4™ Wednesday, Meal and a Reel, Up-
town, Minneapolis (Hennepin Ave. and
Lake St) 6 p.m. meal, 7 p.m. movie.
George Kane, nup@Minn.net. Details in
Atheists Weekly E-mail.

Thursdays, 7 p.m., Campus Atheists,
Skeptics and Humanists (CASH) See

cashumn.org for program and location.

1% Thursday, 6-9 p.m., “Atheists Talk”
TV taping. MTN, Studio A, 125 SE
Main St., Minneapolis. Steve Petersen,
(651) 484-9277.

2" Thursday, evening. Rochester Area
Freethinkers monthly get-together. Bill
Kass, hawthorn64@hotmail.com or
(507) 259-4237.

3" Wednesday, 6:30 p.m., Minnesota
Atheists board meeting. Location var-
ies. Grant Steves, 651-774-1992

To sign up for Atheists Weekly
E-mail (AWE), send a request to
awe@ mnatheists.org.

To sign up for Minnesota Atheists
Meetups, go to
http://atheists.meetup.com/493.
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its validity.”

—Dan Brown, The Lost Symbol (italics in original text)

“Langdon often reminded his students that most modern religions in-
cluded stories that did hold up to scientific scrutiny: everything from
Moses parting the Red Sea ... to Joseph Smith using magic eyeglasses
to translate the Book of Mormon from a series of gold plates he found
buried in upstate New York. Wide acceptance of an idea is not proof of

“Check out the Minnesota Atheist Podcast
at
mnatheist.org.”




