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A NEW DAWN • Editor
FOR many years, several Humanists in Northern Ireland have felt 
the need for an all-Ireland dimension to Humanism. We have 
hesitated until now to set up a group or- ganised on an island 
basis. But a number of recent events, not least the creation of a 
local branch of the British Humanist Association and the Brexit 
vote, have persuaded us that the time is right to fill the void felt by 
those who see a role for Humanism as a means of uniting and 
enriching the whole Irish people. 

It is not necessary to believe in political unification to think that 
we can work together for the good of all. There are all-Ireland 
rugby, cricket, golf and hockey teams, so why not an all-Ireland 
Humanist group? There are nu- merous issues, such as religious 
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control of education, women’s rights, LGBT rights, tourism and 
the environment on which Humanists throughout the island can 
work together. Yes, many of us want to see Ireland united 
politically and peacefully, but Humanists seek a unity of 
philosophy and outlook irrespective of borders. We are essentially 
internationalists and therefore take a wider perspec- tive beyond 
either Orange or Green traditions. 

To this end, a number of us formed a society called the Irish 
Freethinkers and Humanists on 7th November. Details of meet- 
ings and events will follow in the new year. We would encourage 
Humanists from Malin Head to Mizen Head to join us in this new 
adventure. We seek nothing less than the hegemony of the 
Humanist philosophy throughout this small island. 

A key word here is ‘philosophy’. Humanism is essentially a 
worldview, a belief system, a mindset. It will not achieve 
dominance unless the current mindsets of most people are changed 
to embrace it. It is ideas that shape the course of history, for the 
obvious reason that the world as it is lived is created in our heads. 

Karl Marx wrote: “The philosophers have only interpreted the 
world in various ways; the point however is to change it”. Yet in 
his writings Marx himself demonstrated that before we can change 
society, we must first understand it. And understanding will elude 
us unless we think about the ideas that have moulded it. Marx 
himself influenced millions through books such as The Communist 
Manifesto and Das Kapital. 

From the heliocentric theory to evolution, from communism to 
democracy, from feminism to equal marriage, ideas have changed 
the way we think and live. Thus through his book De 
Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium, Copernicus led the way in 
making us realise that human beings and planet earth are not the 
centre of everything. In The Origin of Species Darwin laid the 
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foundation of evolu- tionary biology and revealed that we evolved 
through time from other animals. Feminism had its grounding in 
books like The Vindication of the Rights of Women by Mary 
Wollstonecraft and The Subjection of Women by John Stuart 
Mill. And, it must be said, the authors of the New Testament have 
had a profound effect on the mindset of the western world for 
2000 years. 

Mindsets can only be changed through education, through the 
spread of Humanist ideas. Unfortunately, for Humanists the 
opportunities to propagate these ideas are limited. That is why 
Humanist literature, including this journal, is so vital to the 
advancement of the Humanist cause. Without such a forum, most 
people will remain in ignorance of Humanist principles – 
including many of those who consider themselves Humanists! 

The importance of such a journal was recognised by the founder 
of this magazine’s fore- runner Sean Kearney and one of its 
greatest supporters in the Republic David Godden. Both men 
were tireless in their efforts to produce and support the magazine 
because they were wise enough to realise the importance of 
debate, discussion and education about Humanism. And both men 
– in their integrity, their honesty and their commitment – were 
exemplars of the Humanist way. 

This editor is determined to continue their work and to protect the 
freedom and independence of a magazine dedicated to free- 
thought and tolerance. There is a place for such a journal. Amid all 
the fluff on the newsagents’ selves, it exists as a serious platform 
of ideas. Against all the superficial pleasures and pigeon- thinking 
on the internet, it stands for deeper, more nuanced reflections. And 
in contrast to the echo chambers of Facebook, Twitter and the rest, 
it offers a challenge to our prejudices and assumptions. This 
journal is about ideas, but it is also about making ideas happen. 

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2017 



BASIC INCOME • Eamon Murphy 
In June 2016, the people of Switzerland held a referendum on the 
whether or not to implement a system of Basic Income in their 
country. The proposal was defeated comprehensively, by a ratio of 
3:1. But the fact that the debate on the issue has been advanced to 
the point where a developed western economy was voting on it 
speaks volumes about how far the concept, and support for it, has 
progressed. It begs the question: is Basic Income an old idea 
whose time has finally come? 

Basic Income is not actually a new idea, having been proposed in 
some form or another many times over the last couple of 
centuries. It is attractive to ideologues on both the left of the 
political spectrum – who view it as a useful poverty reliever and 
an acknowledgement of the right of all citizens to an 
unconditional share of the wealth of the state – and also on the 
right, where the removal of poverty traps and the accompanying 
dissolution of many welfare payments appeals to many. 

Basic Income is a system whereby every citizen receives a non-
conditional payment from government, regardless of income, 
employment status, or wealth. It can be the same amount to all 
citizens, or can be dependent on the age of the recipient. 

It is granted to every individual – as opposed to according to 
household – without means-test or work requirement. It would be 
tax-free, with any additional personal income being taxed in the 
established manner (it’s imaginable, however, that the taxation 
system would change upon the instituting of such a radical change 
to social welfare). 

It would replace most or all social welfare payments, as well as, 
potentially, all tax credits and tax reliefs. Some variation of certain 
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welfare payments might be maintained, in order to target specific 
issues, or groups that are particularly vulnerable or at risk of 
poverty. However, the general idea is that these payments, and 
much of the administration and means-testing that goes with them, 
would be abolished. 

Receipt of a Basic Income is not affected by the acquiring of other 
income. Indeed, individuals are encouraged to top up their income 
from other sources and, unlike more traditional means-tested 
welfare systems, payment of Basic Income is not affected by 
changes in employment status. In this way, Basic Income differs 
fundamentally from the traditional welfare state model, giving 
people the freedom to engage in productive activity (or otherwise) 
with- out having to meet certain criteria as outlined by the welfare 
provider. 

For many of us, the idea of ‘money for doing nothing’ conflicts 
with our most basic assumptions about work, income and personal 
responsibility, and how they interact. Yet forms of guaranteed 
income already exist in child benefit, disability payments, and old 
age pensions. They also exist in unemployment benefit, tax 
credits, and maternity benefit. 

Such payments were originally initiated because they were the 
simplest way to target a particular issue or incentivise certain 
behaviour. However, the result is an unwieldy system of 
payments, credits and reliefs, with attaching conditions that often 
disincentivise productive activity, prohibit the pursuit of altruistic 
action, or trap people in a cycle of poverty. A system of Basic 
Income would be more efficient and would remove many of the 
anomalies that have caused such a situation. 

There are other reasons why Basic Income may be the way in 
which welfare will be delivered in the future. The structure of 
work and employment is changing. Many full-time jobs in the 
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modern econ- omy provide neither a living wage nor guaranteed 
hours. The traditional labour market faces wage- stagnation and 
technological disruption, and already we are seeing some skills 
being made obsolete, with others becoming less valuable. This is 
likely to lead to a fall in wages over time. A system of Basic 
Income would underpin living standards in such a precarious 
labour market. 

As well as this, our society is gradually ageing. In the future, there 
will be a requirement for more people in caring roles. A system of 
Basic Income would allow people to care for family and 
neighbours without having to account for their time to the state. 
Developed western economies need to take account of these facts, 
and transform how social welfare is delivered. 

As noted earlier, the idea of money for ‘doing nothing’ goes 
against many of our instincts as a society. Among other things, it 
may be assumed that such a system will make people lazy. 
Experience, however, does not bear this out. Pilot projects in 
societies as diverse as Namibia and Canada produced some 
interesting results, including: 

• An increase in the number of small businesses; 

• An increase in numbers enrolled in education; 

• A reduction in the number of people suffering from chronic 
illnesses; 

• A fall in hospital admissions and mental health consultations 
among participants. 

As you might expect, there was an accompanying fall in 
employment. This was not, for the most part, lazy people giving 
up work in order to live off their unconditional payment. Most of 
this fall was ac- counted for by teenage males (i.e. those 

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2017 



traditionally under most pressure to become self-supporting) who 
were staying in school longer. 

Broadly speaking, the experience has been that adults with full-
time jobs do not reduce working hours very much under systems 
of Basic Income. The exception is women who want more time off 
work after giving birth. Primary earners rarely reduce hours. A 
well-designed Basic Income creates incentives for people to work, 
as they do not face losing their payment from the state and get to 
keep most of the income they earn, and does a much better job of 
supplementing the incomes of the working poor than most kinds 
of social assistance. 

Given the minimal effect on the incentive to work shown in many 
of the studies conducted to date, it could be argued that the burden 
of proof is shifted to those who claim a Basic Income would lead 
to a significant shift in attitude towards work. 

Basic Income would have many other benefits compared to the 
welfare systems currently in operation around Europe, including: 

1. Greater ease of administration, given the reduced number of 
pay - ment types and the much-reduced need for means-testing; 

2. The elimination of poverty traps inherent in traditional means-
tested welfare systems. Employment is always worth pursuing, as 
the Basic Income will be received in addition to money earned 
through employment, rather than withdrawn. It is also untaxed; 

3. Welfare fraud would be more or less eliminated;
4. Basic Income would assist in alleviating poverty, and with 
payments being universal, there would be no stigmatisation for 
recipients. 

Basic Income would also be good for the environment, as it would 
facilitate a society and an economy that does not have full paid 
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employment as an overarching goal. Full employment relies on 
ever-expanding GDP growth, which conflicts with our concerns 
for the environment. 

The momentum behind a Basic In - come is growing, with pilot 
projects in Finland and in the Netherlands currently in progress. 
The results will be very interesting, and policy- makers should 
watch this space, for they may be watching the evolution of a 
system whereby welfare is delivered in the 21st century. q 

CHRISTIANITY: THE TRUMP VERSION • 
Brian McClinton 

ACCORDING  to exit polls, more than 80% of white evangelical 
and born-again Christians voted for Donald Trump in the US 
Presidential election. A Humanist may be puzzled and de- pressed 
by this information. A

We may have thought that there was much common ground be- 
tween Humanism and Christianity, but we may have been 
mistaken. We perhaps assumed that Christians, like Humanists, 
sought to teach the young that lying is wrong. Didn’t Jesus say: 
“Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 
8:32)? Yet a compulsive liar has just been re- warded with the top 
job in America. According to the truth-checker group Politifact, 
Trump’s statements during the campaign were false 76% of the 
time. 

Then again, we may have assumed that Christians, like 
Humanists, sought to teach the young the importance of family 
vales, and that parents and children should love and respect one 
another. Most Christians would go further than Humanists and 
claim that marriage is a sacred vow between a man and a woman. 
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Yet in his book The Art of the Deal Trump has openly boasted of 
his adulterous affairs and in the tape of his conversation with a 
TV host he bragged about his sexual abuse of women. 

Like Humanists, Christians surely are kind, compassionate, and 
wel- come strangers and minorities. Didn’t Jesus say that you 
should “love your neighbour as yourself” (Luke 10:27) and that “I 
was a stranger and ye took me in” Matthew 25:35)? And didn’t 
Paul exhort Christians to clothe them- selves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, and so on (Colossians 3:12)? And didn’t he 
also say: “In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, 
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and 
free; but Christ is all and in all" (Colossians 3:11)? 

Yet Trump has said or implied that women should be punished for 
having abortions, the death penalty should be extended 
nationwide, Muslims should be banned from entering the United 
States, Mexican immigrants are mostly rapists and murderers and 
that a wall should be built between the US and Mexico, most 
criminals are blacks or hispanics, and political opponents should 
be punched in the face or locked up. 

Both Humanists and Christians have questioned man’s 
materialism. Jesus said: “Ye cannot serve God and 
mammon” (Matthew 6:24). Pope Francis has spoken repeatedly 
about our devastation of the planet through greed, and of our 
urgent need to care for it. Yet Trump boasted at a rally: “My whole 
life I’ve been greedy, greedy greedy”. For two decades he did not 
pay income tax and recently even suggested that not paying taxes 
is ‘smart’. 

We could continue with other references. Didn’t Jesus say: 
“blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth”, and: 
“blessed are the pure in heart”? (Matthew 5). Again, such remarks 
seem light years away from the persona of a man who acts like an 
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egotistic, narcissistic, authoritarian TV celebrity whose spirit is 
belligerent and lewd. 

Who knows what the real Trump is like? In John 7:24 we are told 
that that we should “judge not accord- ing to the appearance, but 
judge righteous judgment”. If this means that we should judge in 
relation to the image of Jesus, then he is a long way behind. If it 
means that we should look behind outward appearances, then we 
may have to wait and see what his presidency will be like. So far, 
though, Donald Trump does not appear to be at all Christian – or 
Humanist. Why, then, did so many Christians vote for him? 

Have we Humanists misunderstood Christianity? Perhaps, after 
all, it does not really preach love, peace humility and tolerance. 
Perhaps it actually stands for racism, xenophobia, misogyny, 
bigotry, hatred, intolerance and insularity. If it does, then we’re 
certainly glad we’re agnostics or atheists. q 

GOD BLESS AMERICA • Roger Kelly 

This was my first reaction on 8th November 2016 when Donald 
Trump was elected President of the USA. After the general 
progressive policies of the Obama presidency, especially 
concerning climate change, I suspect the American people don’t 
know what to expect from Trump but from the people he has 
already chosen to be in his administration, it’s not looking good 
for them. 

I recall chairing the All Ireland Humanist Conference on Climate 
Change at the end of August in Carlingford, County Louth, where 
it was unanimously agreed that we in Ireland needed to wake up to 
the perils of climate change and cam- paign for radical change. 

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2017 



With this in mind, it is interesting to note that also on 8th 
November 2016 the World Meteorological Organisation, WMO, 
delivered a paper at an international conference on climate change 
in Morocco, which stated that the past five years were the hottest 
ever recorded. The report confirmed what many of the speak- ers 
at the summer conference had highlighted: world temperatures are 
beginning to approach the dangerous levels that were set at the 
Paris Agreement in 2015, along with other dire reports of rising 
sea levels as a result of melting polar ice and, signif- icantly, the 
huge Antarctic glaciers. 

While the Paris Agreement was hailed as significant, its main 
weak- ness was that it wasn’t a verifiable treaty. In America, 
Obama was in fact undermined by the Republican Party, which 
would not accept any binding commitments and so what resulted 
was a watered-down voluntary agreement. The WMO report 
pointedly stated that humans are facing the most important 
question in their history; whether organised human life will 
survive in anything like the form we know, and we are 

answering it by accelerating the race to disaster through 
uncontrolled climate change. 

It is interesting that during the Republican primaries, every 
candidate denied climate change was having a detrimental effect 
on the plant and while John Kasich, one of the lesser known 
candidates, agreed that some global warming was taking place, he 
nevertheless stated: “we’re going to burn [coal] in Ohio and we 
are not going to apologise for it”. You couldn't make it up. 

Trump has already called for a rapid increase in the use of fossil 
fuels; the dismantling of regulations on energy corporations; the 
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rejection of help for Third World and developing countries that are 
seek- ing aid; and support to move to sustainable energy. Trump’s 
intention is to dismantle the US Environmental Protection Agency 
and in December he appointed as its head Scott Pruitt, a climate 
change denier who has vowed to cancel the Paris accord. 
Strangely enough, the Washington Post recently reported that 
Pruitt in the past sued the agency he now leads to stop regulations 
aimed at curbing greenhouse gas emissions
from fossil fuelled corporate industries. 

Trump’s senior adviser on energy, the billionaire oil executive 
Harold Hamm, has announced future policies: dismantling 
previous energy regulations, tax cuts for industry and the wealthy 
corporate sector generally, more produc- tion of fossil fuels 
especially fracking, and lifting Obama’s temporary block on the 
Dakota Access Pipeline. Predictably, economic markets reacted 
quickly, and shares in energy companies soared, including the 
world’s largest coal mining company, Peabody Energy, which 
early in 2016 had applied for bankruptcy but after Trump's victory 
registered a gain of 50 per cent. 

In America one of the difficulties in raising public concern over 
the severe threats of global warming is that 45 per cent of the 
population do not see why it is a problem, as apparently Christ 
will be returning in a few decades. About the same proportion 
believe that the world was created 6,000-10,000 years ago. If 
science conflicts with the Bible, so much the worse for science. 
God Bless America. We in Ireland need to rise to the challenge. q 
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Interview with Anna Lo
Anna, who is a Humanist, has just published her autobiography, The 
Place I Call Home 

Your parents in Hong Kong were Taoists. Has Taoism 
influenced your approach to life at all?
Yes, I think it did to some extent. It encouraged me to be kind and 
compassionate, to seek a middle way, and not to be too 
materialistic. I was also influenced by my fa- ther. Although he 
came from a poor family and meditated in Taoist fashion first 
thing in the morning and after work, he was very interested in 
local news and in- ternational affairs and was modern in his 
outlook. His lowly background, western outlook and socialist 
views annoyed his in-laws, who were upper middle class and more 
traditional. My father’s concern for equality and social justice had 
a lasting impact on me. So, as well as Humanism, my perspective 
on life contains elements of both Taoism and socialism. 

Why did you come to Northern Ireland? 

I left Hong Kong for London in January 1974 because I wanted to 
spread my wings and see Europe and because my Singaporean 
boyfriend Jeff had to go to London for six months’ pilot training. I 
obtained a visa by enrolling in a secretar- ial course. In July when 
Jeff returned to Singapore, I decided to stay in London. 

Soon after his departure, David Watson, a Belfast journalist whom 
I had befriended back home, arrived at the door of my flat after a 
long-distance phone call saying that he was leaving Hong Kong 
aftertwo years and was looking for a place to stay while he found 
a job in London. He stayed until August, when he returned to
work for the Belfast Telegraph in Northern Ireland. In September I 
was shocked when the Home Office informed me that my work-
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permit application had been rejected and gave me ten days to 
leave the UK. In horror I rang David and told him I would be 
leaving within days. He replied, “Don’t worry – let’s get married!” 
I was hesitant and wanted to return home, but he was very 
persuasive and I was swept away by the excitement of getting 
married and going to live in Northern Ireland. 42 years later I am 
still here. 

What is the extent of racism here? 

The majority of people here are kind and friendly and are 
unequivocal in condemning racism, but there is a small percentage 
who are sectarian and, since the cease- fires and now Brexit, this 
can easily slip into racism, especially in those areas which have 
taken in large numbers of immigrants. We have made progress 
with the revised Racial Equality Strategy, the Ethnic Minority 
Development Fund and the All-Party Group on Ethnic Minority 
Communities, which I set up, but the decision to end the Council 
for Ethnic Minorities is a serious blow, and the outlook in the 
short term is not good at all. 

Why did you join the Alliance Party? 

Coming from outside and not being a Christian, never mind a 
Protestant or a Catholic, I initially had not felt any particular 
allegiance for any party from one side or the other of the political 
divide. But David and I had always voted Alliance in East Belfast, 
and it will always be the only political home with which I feel 
comfortable. Then in December 2006 Naomi Long, the then 
Alliance Deputy Leader, called at my office and came directly to 
the point: “Anna, we are looking for a candidate for South Belfast 
for the Assembly elections next March. Would you be interested?” 
I rang Naomi the next day to express my willingness to give it a 
go and hurriedly joined the party. It made perfect sense because 
the Al- liance was a non-sectarian party with cross community 
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support, and an ethnic-minority person in government would give 
immigrant com- munities a voice. It was a clear choice for 
someone who wanted a united and liberal society. I was elected in 
March 2007 and served for nine years until my retirement from 
formal politics in March 2016. 

Why do you support a united Ireland? 

I am not a nationalist or a unionist, but Ireland is a small island 
and I don’t think we should have a border to divide it. I take a 
wider perspective on the issue. As a socialist and a republican, I 
oppose colonialism and the monarchy anywhere, so I welcomed 
Hong Kong returning to China and the uniting of Vietnam and 
Germany. The people of Northern Ireland would be better off 
economically and it would 

make sense to have matters such as tourism, water quality and the 
environment organised on an island basis. 

What is your attitude to religion and its influence here? 

I respect people having faith. It can give them great sup- port in 
difficult times. But, as a secular Humanist, I do not believe in gods 
or goddesses. Moreover, religion has done great harm throughout 
the world, though not so much in itself as the use that is made of it 
in the pursuit of power and ethnic and nationalist dominance. 
North- ern Ireland is a good example of this struggle for power 
which makes use of different versions of Christianity. 

You say in your book that Northern Ireland is you home. Are 
you optimistic about its future?
I am proud to be a member of the population here. But the 
province needs stronger political leaders who are not stuck in this 
religious divide. Otherwise the brain drain will worsen and social 
investment will continue to be largely a carve up between Sinn 
Fein and the DUP. 
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The Place I Call Home is published by Blackstaff Press at 
£.9.99  

Education for Humanity 
An article by Brice Dickson and Conor McCormick of Queen’s 
University School of Law, which appears in the Northern Ireland 
Legal Quarterly. It is a good title. As they suggest, children should 
receive an education that equips them to be world citizens rather 
than adherents (‘captives’ is apt) of any particular creed, view of 
history or community tradition. That is particularly appo- site 
here, where children are born into a Catholic or Protestant tradi- 
tion with no choice in the matter. 

They indicate that progress in this area has been stunted by the 
undue deference given by international documents, churches and 
governments to the diktat of parents in relation to how their 
children should be educated. Education for humanity aims to 
equip children to be people who can play a full and active role in 
ANY society. 

The UN Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, while it stated that 
“everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion”, nevertheless gave in to certain states in declaring 
contradictorily that parents “have a prior right to choose the kind 
of education that shall be given to their children”. This allowed the 
religious prejudices of parents to be dominant in their children’s 
education. It is sad to see that this was reinforced in later UN 
documents and in the European Convention on Human Rights 
(ECHR) in 1950. 

It was not, however, the case in the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (1989), which makes no reference to parental rights 
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but instead states that “every child has a right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion” and a right to think and believe 
what they want and to seek and receive all kinds of information, as 
long as it is within the law. 

The educational rights of the child is a tricky area. Clearly, the 
child does not have a right to be taught what- ever he or she wants 
at any age. Dickson and McCormick say in the article that a 
mature child should be able to make an informed decision on the 
issue but avoid specifying at what age this occurs. In England and 
Wales a pupil post-16 may opt out of Assembly and RE without 
having to gain the consent of their parents to this choice. Of 
course, we don’t want the state indoctrinating children with 
particular ideologies. Pluralism is therefore, as they suggest, the 
best approach. 

All children in state-funded schools should be taught ABOUT reli- 
gion, but in no school should children be instructed to adopt any 
particular religious beliefs. They should be exposed to the 
doctrines, practices and achievements of many groups. In so far as 
values are the aim, tolerance and respect are paramount. 

Dickson and McCormick say that all children in state-funded 
schools should be taught ABOUT religion, but that in no school 
should children be instructed to adopt any particular religious 
beliefs. They refer to the Toledo Guiding Principles (2007), which 
imply support for a pluralist approach, and seek outcomes such as 
tolerance, respect, human rights and peace. 

In the Northern Ireland context, the authors begin by saying that 
the conflict was not primarily a religious one, more an ethno-
political one, yet the thrust of their article is that it has greatly 
contributed to the Problem. It is surely is a mixture of religion, 
nationalism and ethnicity – 
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a lethal combination. They do state in their conclusion that by 
making children “more aware of the role played by religious 
differences in the perpetuation of conflicts, states are more likely 
to be able to reduce the intensity of the conflicts and pro- mote 
compromise between opposing views”. This surely implies that 
religion HAS played an important role. 

The writers describe the situation of schools in NI, and the strong 
influence of religious organisations in them. It is, as they rightly 
say, a large sectional religious influence, and they agree that there 
should be greater diversity in the governance of all schools. “We 
would prefer a situation where no religious organisation is entitled 
to nominate any individuals as governors of a school board and 
where no members of the Education Authority are appointed 
because of their support for either Catholicism or Protestantism”. 
Exactly. 

They also point to the domination of the RE curriculum by 
Christianity and add that, although schools are permitted to go 
beyond it, most teachers feel that there is already more than 
enough in the syllabus. It is a narrow and incomplete approach to 
religion. 

Dickson and McCormick also rightly call for the government to 
revisit the foundational arguments in favour of planned integrated 
education over any other form. They are also sceptical of ‘shared 
education’, quoting Humanist Paddy McEvoy that it is 
‘segregation with a smiley mask on’. Indeed, there is little with 
which most Humanists would dis- agree in this timely and 
excellent article. EDITOR q 

Dickson, Brice and McCormick, Conor, The Right to Education 
for Humanity (November 16, 2016). (2016) 67(4) Northern 
Ireland Legal Quarterly 409-432. Available at SSRN: https://
ssrn.com/abstract=2870750 
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God and The God Business Bob Rees 

GOD and religion usually come bundled together in our minds, 
though as we are about to see, they are really unrelated concepts. 
As children, we assumed that every effect had a cause and that 
there was a reason for everything. We were easily persuaded that 
God was the answer to the Big Ques- tions, and the notion there 
were no sensible answers to the Big Ques- tions would have been 
quite unac- ceptable to us. Even as adults, we feel instinctively 
that there MUST be some purpose behind our exis- tence. 
Primitive man posited that the only way to explain our exis- tence 
was an invisible god or gods that cause everything. The notion of 
God therefore comes easily to most people who don’t think about 
it too deeply. 

Most freethinkers doubt God’s existence, even though they are 
acutely conscious that we don’t have the answers either. As scien- 
tists discover ever more about the workings of the universe, the 
more it’s looking as if there are no answers – things just ‘are’. An 
accident. There is no obligation on nature or its laws, there’s no 
‘MUST’ about it, it simply ‘IS’. Nevertheless we can understand 
the very human psychological urge to believe in gods and human 
im- mortality, if only to put our minds at ease. And as long as we 
don’t think too much about it, a vague personal belief in a benign 
God is as harmless as a vague belief in happy leprechauns. 

Religion, on the other hand, is absolutely toxic. As Christopher 
Hitchens said, it “poisons everything”, and it isn’t at all easy to 
see what useful purpose organised reli- gions claim to serve. 
These ‘God businesses’ are viciously competitive because serious 
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amounts of money and political power are at stake. God’s CEOs 
are the controlling Clerics (Popes, Imams, Archbishops, Muftis, 
Moderators or whatever) of the various competing religions, 
denominations, sects and cults. 

The track records of religious CEOs in enforcing ignorance and 
violence on their followers with threats of hellfire and damnation 
do anything BUT put people’s minds at ease, and you’d have 
thought that most street-wise people would be dismissive of a man 
(never a woman) who would capitalise on their predisposition to 
believe in some sort of god by claiming that he is in fact Almighty 

Recall the hypocrisy of their moral dictates and their unhealthy 
obsession with sex 

God’s Spokesman on Earth, and that he has God’s authority to call 
you a miserable sinner and threaten you with Hell, in some cases 
even kill you, if you don’t obey his instructions and support his 
lifestyle. Yet amazingly, the Clerics of the Abrahamic religions 
claim collectively to represent a total of 3,800,000,000 compliant 
people worldwide. The God business is big business. 

Each CEO will insist that his particular dogma is the one true ver- 
sion of God’s wishes, and each will claim to be affronted by the 
others’ blasphemous contradictory doc- trines. Yet with their 
conflicting claims, it’s clear that they can’t all be right, and at least 
some, and maybe even all of them, are chancers. 

Most will have studied theology and will be familiar with the 
nature of God. They all agree that he is male and he is omnipotent 
and can 

do anything, absolutely anything at all .... with one strange 
exception. He’s unable to communicate direct- ly with ordinary 
lay people, and he therefore needs to employ them as 
intermediaries (though he’s strangely unable to pay them for this 
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service). Unfortunately, this means that ANYBODY claiming to 
repre- sent God can be confident that God won’t contradict him; 
even if (heaven forbid) he tells lies and promotes immorality – he 
knows that God will stay schtum. So we really only have his word 
for it that he’s God’s spokesman, and a cynic might consider that 
some religious CEO’s claims to respect, power and generous 
subsidies just on the basis of their self-proclaimed familiarity with 
God, smell of opportunism and chicanery. 

Many Clerical CEOs’ track records are appalling. Consider their 
role in the Crusades, the religious wars and the territorial 
conquests in God’s name, involving the torture, maiming and 
slaughter of millions, yet they piously mutter about ‘the sanctity of 
life’ as they oppose safe abortion. Consider the violent division of 
harmonious communities by sectarianism and clerical denun- 
ciation of women, atheists, homosexuals, and other-believers. Re- 
member their opposition to scientific, medical, social and political 
progress; their antagonism towards human rights and freedom of 
speech and thought. Think how they humiliate their followers by 
persuading them that they are miserable sinners who should be 
begging for forgiveness. Recall the hypocrisy of their moral 
dictates and their unhealthy obsession with sex. Think of the 
sadism of most jihadist Clerics and the Catholic Inquisitors. Such 
people are a curse on humankind. 

This is not to say that junior Clerics, such as parish priests and 
par- sons, are anything other than well-intentioned decent men 
who believe deeply in what they say and do. They have sworn 
obedience to their seniors, and for the most part, they innocently 
provide a caring charitable facade to cover the more mercenary 
activities of their bosses behind the scenes. 

There are increasing numbers who accept vague notions of a 
benign God and an after-life, but who reject organised religion. 
Fortunately, there are increasing numbers who accept vague 
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notions of a benign God and an afterlife, but who reject organised
religion ... in Afghanistan and Syria, but even here in Ireland, 
where recent sectarian violence and the abuse of children have 
given us good reasons to mistrust the Senior Clerics. Many 
ordinary people are beginning to see the depth of the vast chasm 
between God on the one hand and the various God businesses that 
call themselves religions on the other.  

Virgin on the Insanity Eamon Murphy 

FOR a few weeks, more than three decades ago, a village in south-
west Cork became the centre of attention for the nation. When a 
man in Ballinspittle claimed to have seen a road-side statue of the 
Virgin Mary move of its own accord, thousands descended on the 
village. Some, no doubt, were merely curious onlookers, but a 
great many came to pray at the site of what they believed to be a 
genuine miracle. Perhaps unsurpris- ingly, given the hysteria that 
this kind of thing can engender, other similar phenomena were 
reported around the country. 

Thirty-one years later, media outlets have been reporting a revival 
of sorts. At the beginning of December, an unusual image 
appeared on the front of a house in the Riverview Estate in 
Kilmallock, County Limerick. What looks at first to be a trick of 
the light, or an unusual pattern of paint flaking from the outer wall 
of a house (right), has been deemed by many to be an apparition 
of the Virgin Mary. 

The appearance of this shape was quickly followed by large 
crowds gathering in the estate to pray, say the rosary and hold up 
lighted candles. Some had travelled from Cork and Tipperary to 
do so. 
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This is the second supposed ‘apparition’ in County Limerick in the 
past decade. In 2009, thousands flocked to Rathkeale to pay 
homage to a tree stump ‘in the shape of Our Lady’ 

(top right). Photographs from the time show people kiss- ing the 
stump, as well as wrapping it in rosary beads and conducting other 
methods of veneration. 

I consider it an important principle of humanism to respect the 
religious beliefs, rituals and customs (or lack thereof) of others, 
insofar as they do not unduly impact negatively upon how I 
choose to live my own life. But to my knowledge, a little quiet 
eye-rolling never did any religious person any harm! While I don’t 
claim to know, one way or the other, whether there is a God (or 
indeed whether he has a mother) or whether any one of the 
world’s thousands of religious codes has anything much to them, 
there’s certainly something about these episodes which leads me 
to increase my scepticism. 

Exactly what is it about the human condition that causes 
presumably otherwise rational people to believe that the Virgin 
mother of God-made-man has chosen to appear in west Limerick 
in the form of a tree stump? Is there a ‘want’ in people to believe 
in the supernatural? To believe that we’re not alone? To derive 
comfort from the idea that there is someone or something 
watching over us? (Even if that person chooses to use her 
supernatural powers to shape wood in her own likeness, rather 
than put an end to the causes of war, hunger and other human 
suffering). 

It would appear to speak volumes about the innate desire within 
many people to adopt superstitions and rites to give some 
additional meaning to life. And if one extrapolates upon this, it 
seems logical to consider that this may well be the whole basis for 
religious belief in the first place. 
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However, at least the human beings that existed thousands of 
years ago and first developed the concept of gods and organised 
religions didn’t have the benefit, as we do today, of centuries of 
well-developed logical and rational thought. The kind that might 
allow one to conclude that while a tree stump may seem to be 
vaguely shaped like a woman, it actually more closely resembles a 
badly constructed pancake, so there’s most likely nothing more to 
it. 

But here, it seems, faith is an anomaly. In no other circumstances 
is it considered good, right or virtuous to suspend logic and 
rationality, rather than look for a simple and obvious explanation. 

For example, if several million instances of weather interacting 
with the outer walls of houses in suburban Ire- land occur over the 
course of a number of years, it’s quite likely that some of the 
staining of the surfaces will take the shape of something familiar, 
and that at least one of them may look remotely like the shape of a 
woman. Why anyone would then decide it is the shape of the 
Virgin Mary, rather than Mary Robinson, Kim Kardashian, or any 
other number of candidates, is quite beyond me. Even the local 
Bishop at the time of the Ballinspittle affair declared the moving 
statues phenomenon an ‘illusion’. 

I’m sure he believed in the well-established tenets of the Catholic 
Church, and I like to think he saw the subject as a ridiculous affair 
that did more harm than good to the furthering of his faith. And 
when one considers how ludicrous the idea is that any divine or 
supernatural being might choose to communicate with us via the 
masonry of a house in Kilmallock, you’d imagine he was pretty 
spot on.  

The Human Cost of Austerity Shelley Leggett 
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I DANIEL BLAKE is the story of a man who has a heart attack and 
is pronounced unfit for work by his doctor and his subsequent 
descent into the misery of the government’s Social Services. When 
he tries to claim Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), a 
system to which all who pay National Insurance contribute, he 
spends hours on the phone listening to a mechanical voice telling 
him how he can get more information on the website and they’re 
experiencing an unusually high number of calls. This is 
interspersed with classical music that drives the average person to 
want to throw their phone out the window when they’ve heard it 
for the thousandth time (I know this from experience). Daniel 
doesn’t have a computer, but, ironically, when I checked the ESA 
website it claims that getting in touch by phone is the quickest 
way to make a claim. 

He finally succeeds, only to find he scored a mere 12 points at 
assessment and is, therefore, not eligible for benefit. When he 
queries this, he is told that the ‘decision maker’ will look at his 
claim again and get back to him at some unspecified point in the 
future. 

Daniel now has to try for Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA), where, 
while at the office waiting to make a claim, he encounters how a 
young woman with two children is sanctioned for turning up late 
even when she explains that she is new to the city and got lost. 
Daniel sticks up for her, the police are called, and he and the 
young woman, called Katie, and her children are thrown out. 

He becomes a sort of father figure to her and granddad to her two 
children, and discovers she had to be re- housed in Newcastle 
away from her family due to the housing crisis in London. We see 
her talking to her mother on the phone, telling her the house 
they’re in is quite nice, when it’s actually a freezing cold dump 
where the tiles fall off from around the bath when she attempts to 
clean them. Daniel sticks bubble wrap to the inside of the 
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children’s bedroom in the hope of retaining some heat from the 
winter sun. 

Daniel has to make a claim for JSA online, but he’s never used a 
computer before so we see heartbreaking scenes of this hard 
working, bereaved older man struggling to use one at a job search 
centre. When he can’t get anything to work he asks one of the 
younger people also job search- ing for help and is told: “It’s 
frozen”. “Can we defrost it?” Daniel replies. 

He’s then sent to a workshop to learn how to write a CV, but some 
companies are demanding CVs by Smartphone and Daniel has 
only a handwritten one. His young male neigh- bours, who are 
trying to sur- vive by selling replica trainers, tell him: “Dan – 
they’ll fuck you around. It’s deliberate”. 

He finally gets a recorded message telling him he’s been turned 
down for ESA, and so, despite his doctor saying he mustn’t work, 
Daniel starts looking for a job. But back at the job centre he is 
sanctioned for four weeks because his CV is ‘not good enough’ 
and told that failure to keep signing on and looking for work can 
result in further sanctions of up to three years. Finally realising the 
system is not designed to help, he tells the woman in the JSA 
office: “This is a monumental farce”. 

Daniel takes Katie and her children to a food bank, where Katie 
ends up shovelling food out of a tin into her mouth, because she 
has been skipping meals so that her children get enough to eat. 
Ken Loach, the film’s director, filmed this scene in a real food 
bank, used real JSA of- fices, and his characters are all based on 
real people he interviewed when making the film. Essentially, it is 
about what happens when the State forgets, or doesn’t care, that its 
duty is to do what’s best for its citizens. Ken Loach says it’s about 
the effects of Tory austerity and how the government is using 
hunger to punish people. “The State should be an expression of 
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our best qualities, but, in fact, the State is there to defend the 
status quo of the ruling classes” (Daily Mirror, 20th October, 
2016). 

He feels he must keep telling about the gap between fiction and 
reality. With many vacancies listed on the job matching website, 
which is mandatory for people on JSA to use, either temporary or 
duplicated and in some cases fake (Breadline Britain: The Rise of 
Mass Poverty), it is clear the Government is not telling the truth 
when it claims hard work pays and unemployment is falling. The 
truth is that there aren’t enough jobs to go around, and many that 
exist are largely zero hours and low paid and not enough to fund a 
life. 

At the film premiere actors held up placards saying: “1 in 5 
children go to school hungry”, and “Cuts to benefits, wages, 
pensions...”, while George Osborne claims £50,000 per after 
dinner speech, proving someone has money. The money stolen 
from benefits, wages and pen- sions perhaps? But who is listening 
to Osborne’s lies? Those who stand to benefit from them, I should 
imagine. q 

Deities of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow 
Books 

WHAT is religion? It’s certainly open to liberality of 
interpretation. Take A Little History of Religion, the latest book 

by Richard Holloway. He is the former Bishop of Edinburgh who 
resigned in 2000, declaring his loss of faith and, more recently, 
describing himself as an ‘after-religionist’ with strong faith in
humanity. For him, religion arises in the attempt to answer two 
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basic questions: where did the universe come from, and what 
happens to us when we die? Its answer to the first question is
that the universe was created by a power beyond itself that some 
call God. In response to the second, religion posits that death is 
the entrance to another phase of exis- tence. 

Holloway’s book is an engaging and readable introduc- tion to the 
main religions, beginning with Hinduism, followed by Buddhism, 
Jainism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Confucianism, Taoism, 
Shintoism, Christianity, Islam and Sikhism. At only 237 pages, it 
cannot be more than an appetiser, and the reader who wants an in-
depth study will have to look elsewhere. Nevertheless, it wears its 
learning lightly and is written with clarity and wit. 

It has to be said, though, that Christianity receives the lion’s share; 
indeed, it is covered in more than half of the text. There are 
several chapters covering various histori- cal stages and sects, 
such as the Reformation, the English ‘Middle Way’, Mormons, 
Quakers, Seventh Day Adventists, and Scientologists. The non-
Christian religions are discussed early on and largely fade out of 
the story in the second half. 

On the other hand, what should particularly attract non- believers 
is Holloway’s sympathy for Humanism, which he believes is as 
sound a basis for morality as religion. And, he adds, “secular 
spirituality finds meaning and beauty in this life” (p236). While 
Holloway doesn’t explicitly state that secular Humanism will 
completely replace religion, the thrust of his argument is that it 
would be no bad thing if it did. 

While we may think that Holloway’s conception of reli- gion is 
too narrow, there is no doubt that Yuval Noah Harari’s is much too 
wide. In Homo Deus he defines it as “anything that confers 
superhuman legitimacy on human social structures” (p181). 
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But he then includes communism, liberalism and Humanism as 
religions. Later, he tells us that “the humanist religion worships 
humanity, and expects humanity to play the part that God played 
in Christianity and Islam, and that the laws of nature played in 
Buddhism and Daoism” (p221). Here he repeats the bullshit he 
wrote in his earli- er work Sapiens. It must be stressed again that 

Humanism is NOT a religion, and Humanists do not worship 
humanity because we are all too well aware of its imperfections. 
Nor is our morality based on the principle that “something can be 
bad only if it causes someone to feel bad” (p225). In fact, much of 
chapter 7 of Homo Deus – entitled ‘The Humanist Revolution’ – is 
misconceived. He is correct is suggesting that Humanism has no 
viable alternative today but, as in his earlier work, he is wrong to 
label it exclusively ‘liberal’ rather than a mixture of liberalism and 
socialism. 

Harari argues that Humanism will inspire us to seek immortality, 
bliss and divinity in the 21st century. It is hardly surprising, he 
says, that a humanist civilisation will want to maximise human 
lifespans, human happiness and human power. But attempting to 
realise this humanist dream will undermine its very foundations, 
by unleashing new post-humanist technologies.We are about to 
face a flood of extremely useful devices, tools and structures that 
make no allowance for the free will of individual humans. These 
technological developments will make humans economically and 
militarily useless, for these tasks are based on pattern recognition, 
and non-conscious algorithms may soon excel human 
consciousness (which embraces feelings) in recognising patterns. 

So which is really important: intelligence or conscious- ness? At 
least, for armies and corporations, intelligence is mandatory but 
consciousness is optional. The same may be true in education, the 
law, medicine, pharmacy etc (in 2011 a pharmacy opened in San 
Francisco manned by a single robot). The question is: what will 
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conscious hu- mans do, once we have highly intelligent algorithms 
that can do almost everything better? If intelligence and con- 
sciousness are decoupling, then we will be in the same situation as 
other animals who have suffered at the hands of the possessors of 
superior intelligence. 

What new religions might then fill the vacuum and guide the 
subsequent evolution of our godlike descendants? He suggests 
Dataism – a belief in the power of algo- rithms or data flows – as a 
possible new god of the fu- ture. Will ‘a new race of upgraded 
superhumans’ be in charge or will non-conscious but highly 
intelligent algorithms know us better than we know ourselves and 
do to us what we have done to other animals? 

Harari’s dystopian vision is presented as a warning, but it isn’t 
new. The whole idea of gods implies a gigantic computer (or 
computers) controlling us. Harari is just bringing them back, 
stripped of the consciousness we ascribed to them. Humanism is 
against all gods invented by humans, whether conscious or 
mechanical, and its philosophy of humanness will prevail. BMcC 

Born Again 
12 Steps to Surviving Christian Fundamentalism
(Especially as a gay kid with Tourettes Syndrome)
Step 2: If your church is sending Christian missionaries to 
France, it’s probably a cult Thomas Bryan Rambo 
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Before I reached the age of 5, my fam- ily belonged to the 
culturally motivated religious variety. Church was some- thing my 
parents would have attended every now and then because that’s 
just “what people did”. This church in question was a Southern 
American UMC (United Methodist Church). That means it was 
kind of slow, kind of sleepy. I’m not sure exactly how it began, but 
a ‘Born Again Christian’ faction started fomenting within the 
ranks of this otherwise innocuous flock of perm-haired belles and 
polo-clad gents who just enjoyed a few hymns before their Sunday 
fried chicken. I do know, however, that it began to really take hold 
as a result of the ‘youth camps’ the church hosted every year 
around the beginning of July. 

Parents in the church, with children 18 years and younger, would 
drive about an hour outside Atlanta to a rural camp grounds 
belonging to the FFA (Future Farmers of America). During the day 
it was all rather typical for an American summer camp. 
Swimming, volleyball, outdoor challenges etc... but at night, they 
would indulge themselves in Born Again Christian religious 
extremism. An out-of-town speaker (usually from a BAC mega-
church in another part of the country) was always flown in for the 
week. 

Each night these speakers would in- tend to ‘bring the holy spirit’. 
In BAC language ‘bringing the holy spirit’ is another way to say, 
“get ready, we’re about to get drunk on our belief sysem.” I will 
hopefully be able to illustrate what these sessions actually look 
like in later steps of this series. For now let’s just say most of the 
individuals present during those youth camp nights returned to the 
sleepy Methodist church thinking they’d been ‘saved’ or 
‘delivered from a demon’ and that they were now different people. 
It’s true, they would return from youth camp as different people, 
but only in the way that a drug addicted person is different from 
who they are when they’re sober. BACs even admit this to 
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themselves and talk about it openly as having a ‘mountain top 
experience with God’. 

Fundamentalism spreads like a virus. Here’s a generic example: 
Let’s say there’s a young couple, we’ll call them Johnny and 
Mary. Mid-30s with a 13-year-old daughter named Susan. At 35, 
Johnny’s approaching the top of the ladder in his profession. 
They’re swimming in money. Everyone says Johnny is a maverick 
in his field. He’s a rising star at the firm, or whatever. 

Likewise Mary is playing perfectly the role of the cute American 
housewife. No one knows how to bake cheeseballs like Mary. To 
those looking in, Johnny, Mary and little Susan, are the perfect 
suburban nuclear family. 

Yet despite all of this material gain and professional advance, 
Johnny’s starting to panic. Questions bang around his head like: Is 
this it? Is it all downhill from here? Mary too is boiling beneath 
the surface. It turns out she doesn’t feel 100% fulfilled with 
baking cheeseballs and folding napkins for dinner parties. They 
reach something of a breaking point. Will their marriage collapse? 

During one of their bi-monthly visits to church on Sunday, Mary 
notices an advertisement on the community board. A woman’s 
prayer group meets every Wednesday evening in a church 
member’s home. Maybe she’ll go to that, Mary thinks. She can’t 
talk candidly with her girlfriends at the neigh- bourhood 
clubhouse about her deteriorating marriage with Johnny. They 
wouldn’t understand. Its all ‘keeping up with the Kardashians’. 
Maybe 

these woman at the church prayer group will have some advice for 
her. It’s worth a shot. So she goes. It’s mostly older women. Some 
of them she recognises, but many she’s never seen before. Do they 
even go to the same church? 
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A woman in her 50’s named Mrs. Leeker, is the person Mary 
knows the best. Mrs. Leeker would be considered a family friend 
although Mary has never personally had much interaction with the 
woman. It’s just as well. Mary doesn’t want too much of her 
business spreading around town and the fewer people she knows 
in this prayer group the better. Actually Mary’s starting to regret 
coming to this thing at all. 

“I didn’t know you were saved Mary!” Mrs. Leeker exclaims upon 
greeting her younger acquaintance. Mary’s taken aback. She’s 
never heard that expression before and has no idea how to 
respond. “I... uhh, hi Mrs. Leeker,” Mary stammers. “Yeah, I just 
came to get some advice, I mean prayer, about... well... you see 
Johnny and I, we’re going through a tough time right now”. 

Mrs. Leeker assures Mary she’s come to the right place. Ten 
minutes into the session, though, and Mary’s not so sure. It’s all 
very strange. These women have a peculiar way of speak- ing. 
Almost like a code. They’re talking about ‘the enemy’ and 
‘strong- holds’ and ‘the blood of Jesus’. Mary eventually shares 
her marital concerns with the group and it feels nice simply to talk 
about it with other people. At the end of the night Mary bids good- 
bye to those around her while think- ing to herself that she’s never 
coming back to these weirdos again. Before she gets to her car. 
though, a younger member of the group tracks her down. Mary is 
handed a registration leaflet for the upcoming church youth camp. 
She’s heard of it, but never thought about going. Yeah maybe 
that’s what they need, Mary thinks. They’ll go out into the country 
for a week. Soak up the sun and recharge their batteries. 
Everything’ll work itself out then. So they go to youth camp the 
first week in July. 

Mary, Johnny and Susan, the typical American suburbanite 
triangle, drive through the gates of the Future Farmers of America, 
looking for sun and relaxation to ease a few of their worries. They 
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leave a week later, however, as intoxicated, radicalised members 
of something they don’t even understand. All they know is that 
they feel great and their car is full of ‘mountain top experience’ 
hoodoo. Their lives will never be the same. 

Johnny will probably go back and quit his job to become an 
assistant pastor or BAC youth councillor. Mary’s life will be 
consumed by her BAC status. She won’t be able to function 
without a constant intake of ‘mountaintop experi- ence’. Susan 
will grow into a beautiful young woman, but sadly, in many ways 
she’ll become completely detached from the rest of society. Her 
life will exist mostly within the strict confines of her BAC friends 
and family group. She won’t participate in normal teenage 
growing-up activities like experiment- ing with the opposite sex. 
In fact, Susan probably won’t even kiss a man until her wedding 
day, because even that would make her feel like she was going 
against ‘God’s plan for her life’. 

What I’ve just described is a typical journey an adult BAC family 
might take. The key element here is vulnera- bility. What type of 
person is most at risk of succumbing to a viral infection? Someone 
with a suppressed immune system. Someone who is vulnerable to 
infection. It is emotionally, mentally and sometimes physically 
vulnerable people who are susceptible to BAC dogma (or any 
religious extremism for that matter). 

My mother was eventually drawn into the BAC faction at our 
church for this very reason. To the casual observer it would not be 
so obvious as to why. A highly intellectual woman, who until 
almost her 40th year, displayed no fun- damentalist leanings. It 
was, however, the tragic death of my father which I now believe 
acted as the main catalyst for this shift in her life. His death was 
too much for her to cope with. Sudden- ly she was all alone with 
me and my two older sisters. She can’t be blamed for wanting 
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some relief. So she ‘checked-out’ into the willing arms of religious 
fundamentalism. 

At our church a rift eventually devel- oped between the Born 
Again youth- campers and the other members, whom the youth-
campers now saw as being ‘unsaved’. The BAC faction started 
incrementally imposing greater fundamentalist demands on the 
more rational segment. For example, their desire to have the 
church put-up funds to send a young couple with three kids to 
‘serve the lord’ as permanent christian mis- sionaries in France. 
Yes, France. As in... Europe. The non-Born Again members of the 
UMC asked the question that many of you reading this probably 
are: why does France need christian mis- sionaries? Because most 
people in France are going to hell, of course. At least that’s what 
BACs think. But why are most people in France going to hell? It’s 
because they’re not ‘born again’. You see, BACs view anyone, 
even peo- ple who call themselves christians, who are not 
explicitly a part of the BAC fundamentalist group, as being 
unsaved and therefor not real christians. This includes literally 
every other form of christianity that might fall within the two 
mega groupings of catholicism and protestantism. 

The pinnacle of this BAC/non-BAC conflict came when it was 
discovered that a Methodist church in another state was 
considering conducting same-sex marriage ceremonies. To the 
BACs at our church, that development was prop - erly 
apocalyptic. One of the characteris- tics of someone who has been 
drawn into a BAC cult is that they start to up- hold a literal 
interpretation of things they read in the bible, especially the old 
testament (and even then they cherry- pick for convenience sake). 
Anyone who is functioning within a rational framework should 
easily be able to in- terpret the contents of the old testament bible 
as examples of mythology, log- books of archaic social organising 
ex- periments or just interesting stories that don’t serve much 

JANUARY-FEBRUARY 2017 



more purpose than a Hollywood summer blockbuster. To the BAC 
however, it’s all one thing: god speaking to them. 

So when the old testament mentions something about god not 
liking homo - sexuality BACs externalise that (what they view as) 
a legitimate excuse for homophobic behaviour. They also think 
that if not enough people oppose homo- sexuality then God will 
either cause or allow something bad to happen to their 
geographical location. So in that way BACs actually feel directly 
threatened by gay people. They are literally homophobic. To 
BACs, hurricane Katrina wasn’t just an unfortunate event of the 
natural world, but was in fact a message from God about 
homosexuality because of New Orleans having a large gay pop- 
ulation. 

Don’t get me wrong, I consider all religious behaviour to be cult 
behaviour. But the older, more commonly engaged forms do seem 
to be tempered with a bit of rationality. Not much, but just enough 
to keep them from sliding over the cliff edge. I still don’t think 
any of them has a place in the modern world and I look forward to 
the day when they’re all gone and forgotten. However, the world’s 
generic religious organisations are usu- ally part of larger 
networks that sometimes span the entire globe. This in-and- of-
itself is not a positive thing necessarily, but it does mean that 
individual units of these larger organisations can’t as easily spiral 
down black holes of extremism. 

In our church’s case even this larger network of UMCs couldn’t 
temper the hysteria of the BACs after the gay mar- riage 
developments. Their numbers had grown too large. There was a 
prolonged period of drama-fuelled emergency meetings where the 
BACs demanded reform. It was all to no avail, though. Clearly, 
there now existed two distinct religious groups trying to function 
un- derneath the same roof. So there came a mass BAC exodus! 
Half of the church staged a public walkout. These events were 
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very public indeed, chronicled in local media outlets at the time. 
A verita- ble scandal it all was! But the dust even- tually settled. 
After forming a new church, with a new name, new meeting place 
and new pastors, the BACs were now unfettered to engage in all 
the fun- damentalism their hearts desired. It was officially a cult. 
Every Sunday could now be like youth camp, full of ‘moun- 
taintop experiences’ galore. 

As far as I’m concerned there’s virtually nothing that we need 
religion for any- more. I think humans will let it go. It’s inevitable. 
Yet people are still getting drawn into religious fundamentalism all 
the time. Can we do anything about it? The most effective way, I 
believe, is to stop people from getting to a place of vulnerability. 
But of course everyone is going to be vulnerable during their life 
for thousands of different reasons. We can’t do anything about 
that. 

It’s still incumbent upon non-religious people to engage with the 
individuals around them in a kind and compassion- ate manner. 
You never know, a smile, a nice word, a friendly gesture, might be 
all that a person needs to lift their mood and get them back into a 
rational frame of mind. It’s better that non-religious people 
facilitate these interactions, be- cause believe me, there’s plenty of 
BACs out there who are secretly salivat- ing at the idea of a crying 
woman on the train – a vulnerable woman whom they can sit 
beside; a person in pain they can ‘save’. Non-religious people, you 
are important! You are the antibody to the virus called religion. 
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