Part 1
Religion and Superstition
Chapter 1
Does God Exist? Is Our Vision of God Outdated?
For those who believe, no proof is necessary. For those who don’t believe, no proof is possible.
—Stuart Chase
I don’t know. I just don’t know.
—Larry King
God is unknown; he does not reveal himself to us mere mortals. God is inexplicable, not only more complex than we imagine, but more complex than we can imagine. If we are not even close to understanding the complexities of the universe, how can we possibly understand the entity which created it? The greatest threat to Christianity is not The Da Vinci Code; it is science itself.
—G. R. Pafumi
the title of this book sums up the entirety of its message. Scientific discovery reveals secrets of the universe which sometimes conflict with religious belief and dogma. Often, what we believe does not agree with what we observe in nature and in the universe, whether it be via laboratory experiment, observation with a telescope, the fossil record, or DNA analysis. Not since Galileo has religion had the ability to suppress knowledge and repress new scientific theories and discoveries. Never again will scientific theories be altered by religious philosophy. The same cannot be said about science in relation to religion. Science and discovery will unquestionably change religious beliefs in the future as they have throughout history. Does this imply, as Freidrich Nietzsche said, that “God is dead“? There are just three boldface words on the front cover of the April 8, 1966, edition of Time magazine, “Is God Dead?” There are books readily available on Amazon.com ridiculing the prevailing notion of God. The God Delusion and God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything are two that come to mind. They advocate that God does not exist except in the minds of mortal men.
This is not a book about atheism. This is not another work denying the existence of God, however he is perceived in various religions and cultures. I am not an atheist. I was baptized a Roman Catholic as an infant. I am not an agnostic. I am a follower of deism, believing in something akin to the God of Baruch de Spinoza, the seventeenth century Dutch philosopher. According to Webster’s dictionary, deism is a “movement or system of thought advocating natural religion, emphasizing morality, and in the eighteenth century denying the interference of the Creator with the laws of the universe.” Deism is a religious and philosophical belief that a supreme being created the universe, and that this (and religious truth in general) can be determined using reason and observation of the natural world alone, without a need for either faith or organized religion. Deists generally reject the notion of divine interventions in human affairs—such as by miracles and revelations. But I also identify with pantheism. Pantheism is “a doctrine that equates God with the forces and laws of the Universe.” In pantheism the Universe, or nature, and God are equivalent. It emphasizes the idea that God is better understood as an abstract principle representing natural law, existence, and the Universe, the sum total of all that is, was, and shall be, rather than an anthropomorphic (having human form) entity. If a reader is confused about the difference between deism and pantheism, he shouldn’t feel bad. So am I. So was Einstein.
Deism was the religious view of Albert Einstein. Einstein was asked about his perception of God and whether there was an inherent conflict between religion and science. Einstein, who was Jewish, stated that he believed in God, but that his God did not interfere in our daily lives. Einstein said, “I do not believe in a personal God and I have never denied this but have expressed it clearly. If something is in me that can be called religious, then it is the unbounded admiration for the structure of the world so far as our science can reveal it . . . My position concerning God is that of an agnostic. I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals himself in the lawful harmony of the world, not in a God Who concerns himself with the fate and the doings of mankind.” His feelings about God may appear to have been inconsistent; sometimes claiming to be an agnostic and other times a believer in the God of Spinoza, Einstein’s favorite philosopher. However, his view of God does not coincide with the God commonly perceived by the churchgoing community. Since Einstein did not believe in a personal God, it would be unlikely to see him at shul (the synagogue) on any given Saturday except, perhaps, for an occasional bar mitzvah. It makes sense. Why go to shul and pray? God is not listening. A person would be better off praying to the stars. “When you wish upon a star, makes no difference who you are.”
Einstein was a Jew but his parents were not religious and he attended Catholic elementary school for three years. It was easy to spot little Albert. He was the young lad most likely to get a crack across the knuckles by Sister Mary Grace with her ruler. She often reprimanded him. “Albert this is a Catholic school, not a yeshiva. Take off that yarmulke!” In 1889, family friend Max Talmud, a medical student, introduced the ten-year-old Einstein to key science, mathematics and philosophy texts, including Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Euclid’s Elements (Einstein called it the “holy little geometry book”). Talmud had Albert read and discuss many books with him. These included a series of twenty popular science books that convinced the perceptive little Albert that “a lot in the Bible stories could not be true.” Talmud gave him a textbook about plane geometry which launched Einstein on a course of self-study of mathematics, years ahead of the school curriculum. From Euclid, Einstein began to understand deductive reasoning and by the age of twelve he had learned Euclidean geometry. Soon thereafter, he began to investigate infinitesimal calculus. Einstein realized at a tender young age that the study of science was a much better way to understand the universe than the study of the Bible. Clearly, Einstein did not accept the God of Abraham as his personal God. However he did not deny the existence of God or the concept of a God. He stated, “I’m not an atheist. I don’t think I can call myself a pantheist. The problem involved is too vast for our limited minds. We are in the position of a little child entering a huge library filled with books in many languages. The child knows someone must have written those books. It does not know how. It does not understand the languages in which they are written. The child dimly suspects a mysterious order in the arrangement of the books but doesn’t know what it is. That, it seems to me, is the attitude of even the most intelligent human being toward God. We see the universe, marvelously arranged, and obeying certain laws but only dimly understand these laws.”
It seems Einstein, like me, had trouble distinguishing between deism and pantheism. John Toland, an Irish philosopher, coined the term pantheism to describe the philosophy of Spinoza. Didn’t Einstein say, “I believe in Spinoza’s God”? But he also said, “I don’t think I can call myself a pantheist.” I think agnosticism, deism and pantheism are the religious equivalent of vanilla, chocolate and strawberry ice cream. In the end, vanilla, chocolate and strawberry are all just another flavor of ice cream; agnostics, deists, and pantheists are all just another flavor of nonbelievers in a personal God.
Why does God endow extraordinary intelligence upon the people who are the most likely to deny his very existence?
—G. R. Pafumi
The Nobel Prize winning physicist Paul Dirac once said, “I cannot understand why we idle discussing religion. If we are honest—and as scientists honesty is our precise duty—we cannot help but admit that any religion is a pack of false statements, deprived of any real foundation. The very idea of God is a product of human imagination. I do not recognize any religious myth, at least because they contradict one another.” The Nobel Laureate physicist Richard Feynman, referred to as the smartest man since Einstein, once told a friend, “I was as strong an atheist as he was likely to find.” Here is what the legendary physicist Stephen Hawking had to said about God in his best selling book, A Brief History of Time. “Science seems to have uncovered a set of laws . . . These laws may have been originally decreed by God, but it appears that he has since left the universe to evolve according to them and does not now intervene in it . . . . God chose the initial configuration of the universe for reasons that we cannot hope to understand.” Hawking’s ex-wife called him a “most profound atheist.” To me he sees God much like Einstein and Spinoza did. I find it most interesting and peculiar that people with extraordinary minds, such as Einstein and Hawking, are quite often nonbelievers in a personal God who answers prayers and performs miracles. This begs the question, “Why aren’t popes geniuses?” Why doesn’t God reveal the secrets of the universe to popes and evangelists instead of nonbelievers?
It is important for the reader to understand my feelings and biases about God so that he can understand my perspective within its proper context. Let me start by comparing religion with politics. In modern American politics, liberals are considered the far left, and conservatives, the far right. There is no political center line. Republicans are a bit right of center while Democrats a bit left. This may be an oversimplification but it serves its purpose. In religion, I will define atheists as those at the far left, and theists at the far right. Unlike politics, however, there is a center line in religion, the agnostic. Larry King, the CNN talk show host, is among the most famous of agnostics today. Listeners of his old, late night radio show may remember his response about his belief in God; “I don’t know. I just don’t know!” Since God’s existence cannot be proven, King seems to have the most pragmatic view. In his book, “The God Delusion,” British evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins contends that “a supernatural creator almost certainly does not exist, and that belief in a personal god qualifies as a delusion,” which he defines as “a persistent false belief held in the face of strong contradictory evidence.”
My religious philosophy is a bit right of center, but not far enough right that I believe in what is commonly referred to as intelligent design. Intelligent design asserts that certain features of the universe and of living things are best explained by an intelligent cause, not an undirected process such as natural selection or evolution. Its primary proponents believe the designer to be God. Pope John Paul II partially disagreed with this concept when he addressed the Pontifical Academy of Sciences in October 1996, stating, “New knowledge lead to the recognition of the theory of evolution as more than a hypothesis. It is indeed remarkable that this theory has been progressively accepted by researchers, following a series of discoveries in various fields of knowledge. The convergence, neither sought nor fabricated, of the results of work that was conducted independently is in itself a significant argument in favor of the theory.” However, the Pope also said that theories of evolution were sound as long as they took into account that creation was the work of God. This view tacitly has a trace of intelligent design embedded into it, although the Vatican does not have an explicit intelligent design document. Pope Benedict XVI, John Paul’s successor, went further in advocating something similar to intelligent design by saying that God directs the process of evolution. This suggests that belief in evolution, in the view of the Catholic Church, is endorsable so long as a person believes that it is guided by divine intelligence, i.e., God, and not random chance, i.e., adaptive mutation.
Does God’s intervention explain why the AIDS virus mutates? Patients with HIV in their blood are given a cocktail of drugs to maintain their T-cell count and the efficacy of their immune system. After a while the AIDS virus mutates, and the drugs no longer work. The T-cell count drops. The patients are taken off of the cocktail of drugs, the mutated AIDS virus dies, and the original AIDS virus returns. The cocktail of drugs again works and the T-cell count improves. Does the hand of God mutate the AIDS virus to become immune to the cocktail of drugs, and then mutate it back so that the cocktail of drugs work again? I think not. Is not random mutation the reason that germs mutate and sometimes create new diseases, such as the 2009 swine flu, or develop immunity to drugs designed to destroy them? What about mutating MRSA bacteria? Does God intervene to mutate the Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) bacteria so that some people die as a result of non-random evolutionary mutations, which allow the bacteria to continue to exist in the hostile environment of beta-lactam antibiotics? It appears that believers of intelligent design also believe in the Old Testament’s wrathful and vengeance-oriented God. Perhaps the Pope does too. But the Pope is a New Testament kind of guy!
I believe in a form of intelligent design, but not the one ascribed to by Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI. I like the vision of God proposed by astronomer Carl Sagan. He said, “The idea that God is an oversized white male with a flowing beard, who sits in the sky and tallies the fall of every sparrow is ludicrous. But if by ‘God’ one means the set of physical laws that govern the universe, then clearly there is such a God. This God is emotionally unsatisfying—it does not make much sense to pray to the law of gravity.” He further stated in his book Broca’s Brain, “Some people think God is an outsized, light-skinned male with a long white beard, sitting on a throne somewhere up there in the sky, busily tallying the fall of every sparrow. Others—for example, Baruch de Spinoza and Albert Einstein—considered God to be essentially the sum total of the physical laws which describe the universe. I do not know of any compelling evidence for anthropomorphic [humanlike] patriarchs controlling human destiny from some hidden celestial vantage point, but it would be madness to deny the existence of physical laws.” Sagan was not an atheist. “I’m agnostic” was his response when asked. “An atheist has to know a lot more than I know. An atheist is someone who knows there is no God. By some definitions atheism is very stupid.” I agree. How can anyone know there is no God? Just because it cannot be shown that God does exist, it does not necessarily mean that he does not exist. The null argument cannot be proven by another null argument. A person can’t say with certainty that God does not exist just because his existence cannot be proven.
I must say that although I respect Sagan’s arguments, I don’t regard gravity, the law of gravity, or any other physical phenomenon or law as God. If there is no Creator who created and designed the universe and the laws which govern it, then it seems to me that natural laws are just that: nature not god. Sagan sound like a pantheist and Richard Dawkins may be right when he calls pantheism water-downed atheism. My conception of God is based on a notion I call “an unexplained rigorous authority, or AURA.” Again using Webster’s, I refer to a particular definition of rigorous, the one which says that rigorous means scrupulously accurate or precise. But as a deist, I could also define AURA as “an unexplained religious (or higher power) authority.” As I will discuss later in my book the universe, and by inference God, is not comprehensible to humans. But it is impeccably precise. Since we can’t understand the universe, how can we possibly understand or know anything about the entity which created it? If I were asked about the nature of the cosmos, or God’s existence, I would cite my Glenny-isms (axioms) to express the views I hold dear. (Hey, if Yogi Berra can have his Yogi-sms, I can have my Glenny-isms.) My underlying philosophy can best be summarized by the following two statements:
Man cannot know the unknowable; man cannot prove the unprovable. We live in a twenty-first century world, with a fifteenth century vision of God.
—G. R. Pafumi
It is indeed arrogant of us mere mortals to think that we understand squat about God. God is unknowable. We cannot prove that he exists. But our inability to prove his existence is not a reason to deny him. I suggest that it is too early to deny God’s existence, but too late to continue to believe in a God, and a vision of the universe, that is better suited to the fifteenth century and the Middle Ages.
The Greek astronomer and mathematician Aristarchus of Samos (Greece), 310 BCE-230 BCE (Before the Common or Christian Era), was the first person to present an explicit hypothesis for a heliocentric (sun-centered) description of the solar system. It placed the sun, not the earth, at the center of the known universe. His astronomical ideas were rejected in favor of the geocentric (earth-centered) theories of Aristotle and Ptolemy until they were successfully brought back to life nearly eighteen hundred years later by Copernicus. It was in the sixteenth century that Nicolaus Copernicus, Galileo Galilei, Giordano Bruno, and Johannes Kepler altered our view of the known universe and the solar system from geocentric to heliocentric. This was a major revision in the previous understanding of the cosmos developed by Claudius Ptolemaeus (Ptolemy), a second century Roman citizen of Greek or Egyptian ancestry. Ptolemy’s model of the universe was quite accurate in predicting the location of planets and constellations in the night sky. However he was completely wrong about the earth being the center of the solar system as well as the entire cosmos. Science moved forward. Yet religion continues to toil with a perception of God which was more believable in the time of Copernicus, Galileo, Bruno and Kepler than it is today. Scientists changed the view of the cosmos and, by extension, they changed the view of God believable to the avant-garde intelligentsia of the day. Didn’t Father Heller say this? Perhaps God exists only in the minds of men. If there were no God, I suppose man would have to invent him. Didn’t Voltaire say that? (See the following quotes.) Are we, collectively, Peter Pans? Do we wish to never grow up but to continue to keep our minds in Neverland? Without progress, where would mankind be? Wouldn’t we still be living in caves?
Our image of God strongly depends on our image of the world, and our image of the world continuously changes under the influence of science and scientific discoveries.
—Father Michal Heller, Cosmologist
If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.
—Voltaire
Each day, a man discovers something new about his world, there is one less aspect of the universe whose only explanation can be the intelligent design of The Creator. If God can explain everything, then what is the purpose of scientists, engineers, and creative thinkers? Were it not for science and discovery, we would still be living in caves. Man created his conception of God to explain that which cannot be explained. Scientific discovery dilutes the importance of God’s contribution. We will never completely understand the universe; every question science answers generates new, more complex ones. We will always feel compelled to acknowledge some kind of unknown intelligence to explain that which we cannot comprehend.
—G. R. Pafumi
There is no way to deny that man had a need for a god, a god of some or any type. The philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach and the inventor of modern psychology Sigmund Freud (both atheists) argued that god and other religious beliefs are human inventions created to fulfill various psychological and emotional wants or needs. Voltaire famously said, “If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.” This cannot be denied. Throughout history, god was needed to fill in the gaps between what we know and what we do not know, the proverbial God of the Gaps. The term goes back to Henry Drummond, a nineteenth century evangelist lecturer, and his Lowell Lectures on the Ascent of Man. He chastises those Christians who point to the things that science cannot yet explain (“gaps which they will fill up with God”) and urges them to embrace all nature as God’s work. He speaks of “. . . an immanent God, which is the God of Evolution—infinitely grander than the occasional wonder-worker, who is the God of an old theology.”
The God of the Gaps argument tries to relegate god to the spaces in scientific theories. This, by default, implies that when scientific knowledge increases, the explanation of the universe which can only be attributed to god decreases. This challenges the argument of today’s intelligent designers. They say that since we do not have a complete understanding of evolution or other aspects of the universe, the gaps have to be attributed to an intelligent designer. But what would happen to intelligent design theory if science were able to fill in all of the gaps? What then would be the purpose of the intelligent designer, i.e. God? Intelligent design (ID) advocates want to teach ID in high school science/biology class as an alternative hypothesis to the currently accepted scientific theories of Darwinism. Even the former president, George W. Bush, thinks ID should be part of high school science education.
The August 3, 2005, edition of the Washington Post reported, “President Bush invigorated proponents of teaching alternatives to evolution in public schools with remarks saying that schoolchildren should be taught about ‘intelligent design,’ a view of creation that challenges established scientific thinking and promotes the idea that an unseen force is behind the development of humanity. Although he said that curriculum decisions should be made by school districts rather than the federal government, Bush told Texas newspaper reporters in a group interview at the White House on Monday that he believes that intelligent design should be taught alongside evolution as competing theories.” Unbelievable! He wants to teach our children science fiction in science class! I wonder if George’s wife Laura, a former second grade school teacher, shares this view. I could not find any articles regarding Laura Bush’s opinion of intelligent design, or intelligent cause, when I did a Google search on this topic. Hmmm! Laura speaks volumes by her conspicuous silence. Perhaps George ought to see the play or movie Inherit the Wind, by Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee. The play’s title is derived from the Old Testament (OT) Book of Proverbs, Chapter 11: Verse 29 [11:29],
He that troubleth his own house shall inherit the wind: and the fool shall be servant to the wise of heart.
Inherit the Wind is a fictionalized account of the 1925 “Scopes Monkey Trial” which resulted in John T. Scopes’ conviction for teaching Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution to a high school science class. This was in violation of a Tennessee state law which prohibited the teaching of anything besides creationism in Tennessee’s public schools. It took a long time but now even the U.S. Supreme Court endorses the idea that science fiction based on religion should not be taught in public school science classes. The teaching of creationism was struck a mortal blow by the Court on June 19, 1987, in “Edwards, Governor of Lousiana, et al. v. Aguillard et al.” The “Act” in Louisiana was a little different from Tennessee’s law. In this case, it forbade the teaching of evolution theory in public schools unless accompanied by instruction in “creation science.” The court said, “The Act is facially invalid as violative of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, because it lacks a clear secular purpose.” The implication is that “creation science” is a form of religious philosophy or dogma. The Establishment Clause was written into the Bill of Rights of the U.S. Constitution to specifically separate church and state in America. Perhaps George W might consider taking a class in constitutional law as well as evolutionary science.
Michal Heller is the recipient of the 2008 Templeton Prize. He is a Polish cosmologist, Roman Catholic priest, and currently professor of philosophy at the Pontifical Academy of Theology in Krakow, Poland. (Until 2001, the prize was called the “Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion,” and from 2002 to 2008, it was called the “Templeton Prize for Progress Toward Research or Discoveries about Spiritual Realities.”) He is also an adjunct member of the Vatican Observatory staff. The Vatican Observatory is an astronomical research and educational institution supported by the Catholic Church. Heller had this to say about ID. “Adherents of the so-called intelligent design ideology commit a grave theological error. They claim that scientific theories, that ascribe the great role to chance and random events in the evolutionary processes, should be replaced, or supplemented, by theories acknowledging the thread of intelligent design in the universe. Such views are theologically erroneous. They implicitly revive the old manicheistic error (the error of the doctrine of a cosmic conflict between forces of light and darkness) postulating the existence of two forces acting against each other: God and an inert matter; in this case, chance and intelligent design. There is no opposition here. Within the all-comprising Mind of God, what we call chance and random events is well composed into the symphony of creation.”
Heller should know. His current research is concerned with the singularity problem in general relativity and the use of noncommutative geometry in seeking the unification of general relativity (gravity) and quantum mechanics. He has published nearly two hundred scientific papers not only in general relativity and relativistic cosmology but also in philosophy, the history of science, and the history of science and theology. Heller is the author of more than twenty books. He advocates that “modern theologians should go back to the traditional doctrine that the creation of the Universe was an act that occurred outside space and time.” In other words, creation has nothing to do with the material world in which we currently exist. In his book Is Physics an Art?, Heller writes about mathematics as the language of science and also explores such humanistic issues as beauty as a criterion of truth, creativity, and transcendence (that being beyond comprehension). Is God not transcendent, beyond comprehension by us mere mortals? As a scientist, and even as a Catholic priest, Heller realizes that ID makes no contribution to the understanding of how we evolved from the ape. He said, “Science is but a collective effort of the human mind to read the mind of God from question marks out of which we and the world around us seem to be made.”
At this moment in time, evolution is an incomplete theory and a question mark. But it is the most accurate theory that we now have to explain how man in his present form evolved from the monkey, based on observation, data and DNA analysis. I have only argument with Heller. If the creation of the universe “occurred outside space and time,” then by extension God Almighty also exists outside of space and time. But Jesus lived on our planet, inside of space and time. When he asked God the Father why he had forsaken him, Jesus was addressing God the Father inside space and time (NT Gospel of Mark [15:34]). After the resurrection, Jesus descended into hell and then ascended into heaven. It says in the Apostles’ Creed, “He descended into hell. The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God, the Father almighty.” Aren’t heaven and hell outside of space and time too? They have never been observed or identified in the cosmos. How did Jesus, a manifestation of God Almighty, live inside of space and time while he ascended into heaven to sit on the right hand of God the Father? Doesn’t God the Father live outside of space and time? And if Jesus is sitting at the right hand of God the Father, how does that make Jesus equal to God the Father? Jesus lives inside of space and time while God the Father lives outside of it. I can’t figure this out. Father Heller, please tell us. Inquiring minds want to know. Father Heller’s hypothesis about God the Father, Jesus, and space and time generate more questions than they answer.
ID proponents, including George Bush, want to teach our children science fiction in science class! Is it any wonder that our kids are declining, on a worldwide basis, in science and math, or at least have such little respect for these disciplines? The math skills of United States’ fifteen-year-olds rank twenty-fourth out of the thirty industrialized nations who belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, according to a 2006 international test. They ranked seventeenth in science. Is it any wonder that children in Asia are improving, on a worldwide basis, in science and math? ID and its nonmathematical, nonscientific foundation is not taught in Asian schools. Yes, biological evolution, quantum mechanics (describing three of the four fundamental forces in the universe), and Einstein’s theory of general relativity (describing gravity, the fourth fundamental force) are not complete theories. They are all works in progress. But to suggest that the classical view of a Creator (God) as an alternative explanation of the forces which control the universe is utter nonsense. It has no verifiable basis. Thus it is not science. I say again. Man created his conception of God to explain that which cannot be explained. His historical conception is obsolete in the twenty-first century. It is as obsolete as Native Americans’ one-time thinking that they could get moisture out of a cloud by performing a rain dance to placate a Thunderbird, one of the Native American Gods of Thunder, or the Aztec god Chaac, who was believed to use his axe to strike clouds and produce thunder and rain. A scientifically proven way to get rain out of cloud is by cloud seeding, releasing a fine powder of silver iodide from an aircraft. Native Americans never seeded clouds. They did not understand the chemistry and they had no airplanes. Aren’t we better educated and more sophisticated than Native Americans of times long past? I don’t see how we can be better educated and more sophisticated when there are those who continue to attribute not completely explained physical phenomena, such as evolution, to God.
Native Americans are not alone in believing that praying produces rain. In the central African nation of Cameroon, along the Nigerian border, is the home of the Mofu people. For generations they have been farmers and need drenching rain to grow their crops. According to Mofu tradition, a drought is a sign that their ancestors are angry. If someone commits an offense, such as adultery, or if work remains undone, the chief can’t call for rain from the sky. In a recently dry year, the tribal chief agreed about the need to call for rain. He wanted to waken the stones which make the rain fall. But first he had to judge the adulterers. Also some roofs in the village needed to be repaired before he could waken the stones.
Only members of the chief’s clan know the village traditions and rituals. And only these few are permitted to rub the rain stones, which are among the most powerful objects in the chief’s possession. In order to liberate their magic, the chief feeds the stones with leaves and python fat. The stones also receive the contents of the stomach of a sacrificial goat, along with its blood. This ritual has been handed down through generations of Mofu elders. The rain stones are then returned to their resting place in the chief’s house while the entire village waits for signals from above that their prayers will be answered. The Mofu believe that water and the sun are not the only things required for a successful harvest. There must also be peace and harmony in the spiritual world of their ancestors. The mountains where the Mofu live are a sacred place. Mazengel Rock, one of the highest points, is an important spot for rituals. Here the Mofu pay tribute to the spirits of the mountains to ensure that the crops grow ripe and full. The Mofu are so poor and primitive that they consume insects for food. Children eat many different kinds of insects, depending on the season. They learn at a young age to distinguish between edible and toxic bugs.
The lesson of the Mofu is that even in the twenty-first century there are people on the planet with a knowledge of science which is so primitive that they still believe in rubbing stones for rain. They believe that God starves people if they sleep with persons other than their spouses, and that he also starves them if they have leaky roofs. We “intelligent” folks might think it is foolish that American Indians performed rain dances to Thunderbirds while Aztecs danced to Chaac. But before we laugh at the Mofu, American Fable-believing Indians, or Aztecs (which I shall label the MAFIA), we might consider our own vision of God. People in glass houses should not throw stones. Modern science is less than five hundred years old. It does not provide all of the answers to all of the mysteries of the universe. Religion has been around a lot longer and it does not provide any of the answers to these mysteries. In 2006, Associate Professor Sheila Coulson from the University of Oslo, Norway, found that modern humans, Homo sapiens, had performed advanced rituals (serpent worship) in Africa seventy thousand years ago. (In this case the serpent was a python. And no, not Monty Python. Didn’t Eve sin by venerating the serpent and disobeying God in the Garden of Eden?) Religion has not done a good job of explaining the universe over the last seventy thousand years, and I do not believe it will in the next seventy thousand years. ID has not explained the ascent of man in the past and it will not explain the ascent of man in the future. Before we in glass houses throw stones and laugh at the beliefs of the MAFIA, we might consider our own beliefs which have no scientific basis whatsoever, such as ID. Are the believers in ID any more advanced than the MAFIA? Not! The only difference is that ID advocates replace rain dances and serpent worship with the myths of intelligent design, intelligent cause and irreducible complexity (discussed in Chapter 6). It seems they have not really advanced vey far from the primitive, archaic and ignorant beliefs of the MAFIA.
Human sacrifice is the worst form of deity worship in that it involves the killing of humans including children. (Children are sacrificed because of the presumption that they are pure and innocent.) Wasn’t Abraham asked by God to sacrifice his son to prove his devotion? It says in the OT Book of Genesis [22:2], “And he [God] said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.” Wasn’t Jesus sacrificed by God the Father for our sins? Scientists believe that as recently as about five hundred years ago the “Children of Llullaillaco” were sacrificed in a ceremony marking the annual corn harvest to thank the Incan gods. They were sacrificed by being frozen to death in an icy pit on top of Llullaillaco volcano in the Andes Mountains (in northwest Argentina near the border with Chile). They were dressed in fine clothes and given corn alcohol to put them to sleep, then left to freeze to death at an elevation of 22,080 feet. Each February children were sacrificed to the maize (Indian corn) gods on the mountain tops. In 1999, at the Llullaillaco volcano, archaeologists found the frozen remains of a fifteen-year-old girl they named “la Doncella,” along with a six-year-old boy and a seven-year-old boy. They were sacrificial lambs, or sacrificial children. Reuters reported in June 2004, “Researchers at an archeological site in northern Peru have made an unusually large discovery of nearly three dozen people sacrificed some six hundred years ago by the Incan civilization . . . . The sacrifices were made just decades before Spanish explorers arrived in what is now Peru. Although archeologists regularly find evidence of human sacrifice from Incan and pre-Incan cultures, it is rare to find the remains of thirty-three people in one place. Scientists say human sacrifice was common within the Incan culture, which flourished immediately before the arrival of the Spanish in what is now parts of Peru, Chile, and Ecuador between 1400 and the mid-1500s.”
Even today human sacrifice exists. Some people in India are adherents of a set of theistic philosophies called Tantrism (not to be confused with Tantric Buddhism). Most either use animal sacrifice or symbolic effigies, but a minority continues to practice human sacrifice despite the risk of prosecution. Human sacrifice, in the context of religious ritual, still occurs in other traditional religions, for example, in muti killings in Eastern Africa. (Muti is a term for traditional medicine in Southern Africa as far north as Lake Tanganyika. Muti killings, medicine murder, are not human sacrifice strictly in a religious sense, but rather involve the murder of someone in order to excise body parts for incorporation as ingredients into medicine and concoctions used in witchcraft-Devil worship.) In January 2008, Milton Blahyi of Liberia confessed to being involved in human sacrifices which “included the killing of an innocent child and plucking out the heart, which was divided into pieces for us to eat.”
Why does god want us to kill our fellow humans and his creations? Why does he want us to destroy what he has made? We all know why the Devil wants us to destroy god’s creations. It seems to me that human sacrifice and the concept that this is a way to please and worship the Creator, or the Devil in the case of Muti killings, is a superb illustration as to why superstitions and theism (the belief in a personal god) often harm humanity more than it helps it. Isn’t the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his own son, and God’s instruction to not lay a hand on his son, a lesson to end human sacrifice? In Genesis [22:12], “And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him: for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.” In Genesis [22:13], “And Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son.” The sacrifice of the ram was the end of human sacrifice for Abraham and his descendents. This was the lesson and the message of Abraham. It is too bad other cultures have not adopted this lesson from the Bible sooner.
In a 1949 speech, the British intellectual Bertrand Russell said, “As a philosopher, if I were speaking to a purely philosophic audience I should say that I ought to describe myself as an Agnostic, because I do not think that there is a conclusive argument by which one can prove that there is not a God. On the other hand, if I am to convey the right impression to the ordinary man in the street I think that I ought to say that I am an Atheist, because, when I say that I cannot prove that there is not a God, I ought to add equally that I cannot prove that there are not the Homeric gods.” Russell maintained that religion is little more than superstition and, despite any positive effects that religion might have, it is largely harmful to people. “Religion is based, I think, primarily and mainly upon fear. It is partly the terror of the unknown and partly, as I have said, the wish to feel that you have a kind of elder brother who will stand by you in all your troubles and disputes.” He believed religion and the religious outlook (he considered communism and other systematic ideologies to be forms of religion) serve to impede knowledge, foster fear and dependency, and are responsible for much of the war, oppression and misery that have beset the world. This sounds a lot like the philosophy of Nobel Prize winning physicist Steven Weinberg who said, “Religion is an insult to human dignity. With or without it, you’d have good people doing good things and evil people doing bad things, but for good people to do bad things, it takes religion.” Blaise Pascal (June 1623-August 1662), the French mathematician, physicist and theologian said, “Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.” Russell, Pascal and Weinberg not only have no faith in a personal God, but they view religion as inherently harmful to society. I cannot deliver a good argument to conflict with their view. (Actually Pascal wavered between being a believer and a sensible agnostic. He reasoned, “If God does not exist, one will lose nothing by believing in him, while if he does exist, one will lose everything by not believing . . . seeing too much to deny him, and too little to assure me, I am in a pitiful state, and I would wish a hundred times that if a God sustains nature, it would reveal him without ambiguity.” Note that Pascal wrote this at a time when the Catholic Church’s power was nearly absolute and belief in a personal God was almost universal.)
I have often asked, “What if there is no God? Then why do we kill in his name?” But then we need to recognize that man, not God, created religion. This book was written primarily to question the existence of a commonly-perceived personal God, not to specifically criticize religion. Christopher Hitchens’ book, God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, is among the best at addressing that issue. However, there is a significant change in religious thinking that is taking place in modern America. In June 1954, early in the presidency of Dwight Eisenhower, legislation was enacted adding “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. A little more than half a century later Barack Obama in his inaugural address said, “We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus and nonbelievers.” We have come a long way, baby, when a sitting President acknowledges nonbelievers. I doubt such a statement would ever have been made by George W. Bush or John McCain, had McCain been elected President. This book was written to represent the views of nonbelievers. According to a 2008 survey by the Pew Forum, 92 percent of Americans believe in God. But more than 25 percent of Christians expressed some doubt about the existence of God; 60 percent of Jews had some doubt. Seventy percent of religious Americans believe that many faiths can lead to eternal life while 68 percent said there is more than one true way to interpret the teachings of their own religions.
It does appear that nonbelief, or at least doubt, is increasing. In March 2009, MSNBC reported 15 percent of respondents said they had no religion, an increase from 14.2 percent in 2001, and 8.2 percent in 1990. Not all the “no religion” respondents are necessarily committed atheists or agnostics, but they make up a pool of potential supporters for the “I am not so sure about a personal God” belief. Interestingly, despite the loud voice of the Evangelical right in politics, Christians are a declining segment of the country. In 2008, Christians comprised 76 percent of U.S. adults, compared to about 77 percent in 2001, and about 86 percent in 1990. And deists/pantheists, such as me, are on the rise. People are becoming more educated and less gullible as time passes. Many are questioning a belief and trust in a god with whom no one has ever had any verifiable contact, notwithstanding Moses and the “burning bush.” Is this really any different from believing in Santa Claus? The concept “For those who believe, no proof is necessary” is wearing thin. About 12 percent of Americans believe in a higher power but not the “personal” God at the core of monotheistic faiths. This data is in the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) 2008 from The Program on Public Values at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. As for the believers, in a July 2009 study, The Pew Research Center indicated 31 percent of the public believes “humans and other living things have existed in their present form since the beginning of time,” and another 22 percent believe that “a supreme being guided the evolution of living things for the purpose of creating humans and other life in the form it exists today.” I can’t believe 53 percent of the public believes either in creationism or divine intervention in the human evolutionary process, i.e., intelligent design (ID). For Christ’s sake, it has been 150 years since Charles Darwin published his 1859 book, On the Origin of Species, describing evolutionary theory.
If I have seen farther than other men, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.
Sir Isaac Newton
In this book I will minimize my own views and concepts of God. There is no reason for a reader to believe me or believe in my philosophy. I am not an Oxford University educated theologian or professor of religious studies. I am not a Nobel Prize winning physicist or chemist. I am not an evolutionary biologist. I am a simple man trying to understand the meaning of life and my place in the universe. I no longer believe Popes, clerics, rabbis and evangelical preachers. Most of what they preach is highly-subjective opinion, dogma or propaganda, but not fact. Most religious texts and scripture are myths. Thus I look to the great philosophers and scientists since the Renaissance to be my mentors. (The Renaissance is the transitional movement in Europe between medieval and modern times, which began in the fourteenth century in Italy, and focused on the arts, literature and the beginnings of modern science). I choose to follow their lead. I prefer scientists to philosophers as mentors, however, for the reason that science is subject to far more intense peer scrutiny than philosophy. Science can present testable hypotheses; philosophy cannot. And it can be far more rigorously challenged.
Perhaps in my quest for truth about God, if any can be obtained, I can provide some guidance to the 25 plus percent of Christians and 60 percent of Jews in America who question their most fundamental beliefs in God. There is one additional point I would lke to make about Jewish belief, or lack thereof. The October 26, 1962 edition of Time magazine published the following about David Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister of Israel. “Premier David Ben-Gurion has a persisting intellectual interest in Buddhism, infrequently attends synagogue. But his parliamentary coalition is held together with votes from two religious parties, and he has been unable to prevent Orthodox Judaism from becoming the state religion of a country that is 40 percent agnostic.” Wow! Well over one-third of the Israeli population in his time did not believe in the Hebrew God of Abraham yet the Israeli Declaration of Independence describes the country as a “Jewish state,” although it also provides for full social and political equality regardless of religious affiliation.
Not much has changed since the time of Ben-Gurion. The number of nonbelievers in Israel remains high. A 2004 survey commissioned by the BBC indicated that 15 percent of Israelis are atheists. A 2003 study by Ephraim Yuchtman-Yaar at Tel Aviv University indicated that 54 percent of Israelis identify themselves as secular. According to Peri Kedem of Bar-IIan University (1995), in “Dimensions of Jewish Religiosity,” 37 percent of Israelis are either atheist or agnostic. Arnold Dashefsky, a University of Connecticut professor, found that 41 percent of Israelis identify themselves as not religious. Maybe the Jews know something we Christians don’t. Einstein is only one of many great Jewish scientists who did not believe in the God of Abraham, a personal God. After the Holocaust, it might be expected that Jews would lose or question their belief in God. Ben-Gurion was the Israeli prime minister from May 1948 until December 1953, and then resumed this position from November 1955 until June 1963. The Time magazine article indicating that 40 percent of the Jews in Israel at that time were agnostic came near the end of his second term and less than two decades after the end of the Holocaust. But we are now well over half a century after the end of the Holocaust and the level of non belief or questioning of belief by Jews is up to 60 percent in America. In Israel, 44 percent of the population describe themselves as “secular” according to a 2006 survey. There seems to be no evidence that this trend will change and that Jewish belief will rise even 100 years after the Holocaust.
The most startling of nonbelievers is Mother Teresa. In the book, Mother Teresa: Come Be My Light—The Private Writings of the Saint of Calcutta, it is disclosed that Mother Teresa, born as Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu in Macedonia in 1910, had persistently tried and failed to feel the presence of God during more than fifty years of her life, and consequently felt “lost and empty.” In her darkest moments, she came perilously close to doubting his very existence. In secret letters that Mother Teresa insisted should be burned after her death, but which the Vatican ordered should be preserved for the world, she also described the “darkness, loneliness, and torture” she constantly felt, which made her doubt the existence of Heaven and God. “Where is my faith? Even deep down—there is nothing but emptiness and darkness. If there be God—please forgive me. When I try to raise my thoughts to Heaven, there is such convicting emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my very soul. How painful is this unknown pain! I have no Faith. What do I labor for? If there be no God, there can be no soul. If there be no soul then, Jesus, You also are not true.” This is an excerpt from the book written by Mother Teresa and Brian Kolodiejchuk (2007).
Mother Teresa was beatified in October 2003 by Pope John Paul II and one more verified miracle will get her canonized as a true-blue saint. (Beatification is the last step before canonization when the candidate becomes a bona fide saint.) But according to traditional Catholic theology, getting into heaven requires a belief in the divinity of Jesus. In the NT Gospel of John [6:47], “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me hath everlasting life.” In John [11:25-26], “Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. Believest thou this?” If Mother Teresa did not believe, even if there is an authentication of a dozen miracles, how can we be sure she is in heaven? The canonization of Mother Teresa into a saint (a person acknowledged to be in heaven) would be an explicit statement by the Catholic Church that one does not have to believe in Jesus to get into heaven. In my opinion Mother Teresa is a saint, not because of the miracles which have been attributed to her, but because of the way she lived her life. She dedicated her life to helping the indigent with no expectation of getting into heaven. This is my definition of a saint, although the definition of a saint and its verification does not seem to be set in stone. Mother Teresa would have had a more difficult time being nominated for sainthood under Benedict XVI. In February 2008 the Vatican issued new guidelines aimed at making it more difficult to become a saint. The tougher standards follow the papacy of the late John Paul II, who set a record pace in nominating candidates for sainthood. John Paul II named more saints than all his predecessors combined since the current procedures were instituted in the 1500s. In twenty-seven years as pope, he canonized nearly five hundred saints and beatified 1,338 people. Critics contend that the large number of nominees tended to cheapen the process. It seems to me that a person either is a saint or is not. It is like being pregnant. Isn’t it interesting that the Vatican could change the rules so that Mother Teresa might become a saint under John Paul II but not under Benedict? Maybe Mother Teresa was justified in her doubts about Jesus, and the Church itself.
Perhaps the nonbelievers in America are not so off the mark with their doubts but are modern day Doubting Thomases. In the NT Gospel of John [20:25] “The other disciples therefore said unto him, We have seen the Lord. But he said unto them, Except I shall see in his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe.” In John [20:27], “Then saith He to Thomas, Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands; and reach hither thy hand, and thrust it into my side: and be not faithless, but believing.” In John [20:29], “Jesus saith unto him, Thomas, because thou hast seen Me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed.” Maybe the Catholic Church might want to revise its dogma to acknowledge that doubters, such as Mother Teresa, 60 percent of Americans Jews, and the 15 percent of Americans who are not sure about a personal God, can get into heaven if such a place really exists. In the movie Doubt, a nun (Meryl Steep) accuses a priest (Philip Seymour Hoffman) of child abuse. But her accusations are based on circumstantial evidence. At the end of the movie, she acknowledges to a fellow nun that she has a doubt about whether the priest is actually guilty. In the director’s dialogue which came along with the DVD, the director and screenplay writer, John Patrick Shanley, states that the movie is about how so often in life we have to make decisions based on incomplete information. In the American system of justice, a defendant can be found guilty if the evidence demonstrates guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, not no doubt whatsoever. Defendants are sometimes found guilty based on circumstantial evidence. A smoking gun is not necessary to demonstrate guilt. Circumstantial evidence can only show guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, not no doubt. Analogous to our system of justice, I can’t see how anyone cannot have some doubt about God or the divinity of Jesus. The story of Jesus, and the existence of God, often conflicts with the realities we think we know from science, history or observation. How can anyone not have a doubt about Jesus walking on water or raising Lazarus from the dead? How can anybody be that sure? There are a lot of Doubting Thomases and Mother Teresas out there and their numbers are increasing. At least that is what the polls are telling us.
I would like to conclude this introductory chapter with a clear message for readers. The existence of God cannot be proven. Faith in His existence is just that, faith. Faith does not need proof. “For those who believe, no proof is necessary. For those who do not believe, no proof is possible.” I also wish to assert that the greater threat to Christianity and religion is science, not The Da Vinci Code. I predict the belief in the divinity of Jesus, the only man/God in modern religions, will continue to drop over the next century. No educated person will believe that Jesus was born of a virgin, could defy physics and walk on water, or took a dead Lazarus and raised his four-day-old corpse from the dead. I would bet that today even the Pope himself believes the walking on water or Lazarus rising from the dead sagas are simply myths. It is said that the truth will set you free. Not always. Science will continue to gnaw away at traditional religious beliefs, such as the conception that we were created in God’s image and did not evolve from monkeys. For Christianity and religion to survive, they will need to adapt and alter their dogmas. Belief in God will survive for a long time, I think. I am not so sure about many current religious superstitions. How long can better educated and increasingly dubious Christians believe in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit when even the first commandment explicitly says in Exodus [20:2-3], “I am the Lord thy God . . . Thou shalt have no other gods before Me.”
Unitarianism is the belief in the single personality of God in contrast to the doctrine of the Trinity (three persons in one God). It is the philosophy upon which the modern Unitarian movement was based and, according to its proponents, is the original form of Christianity. Unitarians believe in the teachings of Jesus Christ, as found in the New Testament and other early Christian writings, and hold him up as an exemplar. Adhering to strict monotheism, they maintain that Jesus was a great man and a prophet of God, perhaps even a supernatural being.
But he was not God himself. Unitarians believe in the moral authority, but not necessarily the divinity, of Jesus. Their theology is thus distinguishable from the theology of Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, mainline Protestant, and other Christian denominations which hold the Trinity doctrine as a core belief. Unitarian beliefs about Jesus are similar to Islam which considers Jesus a prophet. Muslims do not believe Jesus rose from the dead on the third day. It says in NT-Corinthians [15:4], “And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures.” Muslims do not accept Corinthians [15:4].
I ask readers of my book to pay attention to the footnote-citations I have embed into the text. I have quoted many scholars and well over 90 percent of my book is not my own thinking. I am a nobody. No one should take what I say as important. Instead listen to what the people, who are far more educated, intelligent, and influential than me, have had to say about God and religion. We are in an unprecedented age of discovery. Note how many of my sources, whether they be a magazine, newspaper or academic journal, have dates of 2005 and later. Much of the research for this book involves discoveries which are less than five or ten years old. Our children and grandchildren will grow up in a society, at least for the educated of our kids, where traditional religious beliefs and old wives’ tales will be seriously challenged. Note how different our generation, at least for the intelligent and educated, perceives this world and the universe as compared to our parents. It will never get better; only worse.
Science will continue to eat into our most fundamental religious beliefs. We can either embrace science, as educated and intelligent people do, or bury our heads in the sand like an ostrich. The choice is ours. People and their children who forge ahead and accept science and discovery will succeed in the next millennium. People who do not accept science will be left behind. Not only will the “no child left behind” idea become a fantasy, but so will no parent left behind as well. The pace of discovery is forging ahead at unprecedented rates. Our kids will be bombarded with new information at a rate that no society in history has ever experienced. If we really want no child to be left behind, then we will have to accept scientific discovery no matter where it takes us. Religion will have to accommodate science, not the other way around. We are no longer in the Middle and Dark Ages when the Catholic Church dominated most of Europe and society. It controlled the books which were published and burned at the stake heretics who challenged Church dogma. Those days are long gone, and I hope will never return. Actually, the Catholic Church now embraces science and no longer attempts to suppress its revelations. Religion itself is obsolete in many ways and it will need to radically adapt if it is going to survive.
The eminent British scientist Richard Dawkins wrote, “We are all atheists about most of the Gods that humanity has ever believed in. Some of us just go one god further.” I think he is saying we no longer believe in the pagan gods of the Romans or Greeks (see table) and yet many of us will not abandon our belief in our current vision of God, whether he be Vishnu, Jesus, Allah, or Yahweh. In a letter to John Adams (April 11, 1823), Thomas Jefferson wrote, “The day will come when the mystical generation of Jesus by the Supreme Being as his father, in the womb of a virgin, will be classed with the fable of the generation of Minerva in the brain of Jupiter.” (Jefferson was a deist, as were several of the Founding Fathers of the United States, such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine and Ethan Allen. It was the American revolutionary Paine who wrote The Age of Reason, a deistic treatise which critiqued institutionalized religion and challenged the legitimacy of the Bible.)
Roman god Greek god What they do
1 Jupiter Zeus Head god/keeper of gate
2 Mars Ares God of war
3 Juno Hera Protect-punishes men/mother god
4 Venus Aphrodite Goddess of love and beauty
6 Mars Demirter Goddess of agriculture
7 Diana Artemis Goddess of hunting
8 Saturn Bacchus God of wine
9 Minerva Athena Warrior goddess
10 Mercury Hermes Messenger/god of trade
11 Pluto Hades God of the underworld/wealth
12 Neptune Poseidon God of the sea
13 Vesta Hestia Goddess of hearth and home
14 Cupid Eros God of erotic love
15 Vulcan Hephaestus God of fire
Throughout history we have changed our view, perception and vision of God. There is no logical reason to expect that it will not change further. Science and discovery will undoubedly accelerate the process.
G.R. Pafumi
I do not expect every human on earth to abandon his belief in god. I only suggest that every human reassess his vision of god and revise it to be more in line with what we presently observe in nature. Dawkins is correct, however, when he said we are atheists about most historical gods. We no longer believe in the pagan, polytheistic deities of the Romans, Greeks, Etruscans, and Egyptians. We do not believe we can get rain out of a cloud by performing a rain dance to a god of thunder. We no longer worship serpents as they did in Africa seventy thousand years ago. We might need to rethink our current vision of God too. How long will it be before Jesus, God the Father, The Holy Spirit, Yahweh, Allah, Shiva, and Vishnu join Thor, Apollo, Odin, Zeus, and Poseidon as gods which are no longer believed to be the true god or gods and no longer worshipped? Note that the present names for God (capital g intended) are based on monotheism while the obsolete gods (small g intended) are based on polytheism. Which of the monotheistic names for god is the true name for God? And how do we know that there are not lesser gods, as there are in Hinduism? Good question!
In 1941, Einstein stated, “Science without Religion Is Lame, Religion without Science Is Blind.” I don’t agree entirely. I believe they are two independent disciplines. Science requires validation by experiment or observation. Faith and religion only require belief, not proof. Thus they are philosophically incompatible and this is the attitude of many modern scientists. I think we should leave God in the pews and science in the laboratory. The god factor should not be considered in science. Intelligent design advocates only create problems when they try to integrate the god factor into evolution. Some physicists maintain the universe in nothing more than a bunch of complex mathematical equations, or at least that a description of the universe only requires sophisticated math. We have not demonstrated, determined, or solved the god equation yet. I doubt we ever will. So let’s leave the god equation out of science because it cannot be defined, any more than division by zero can be defined. Intelligent design advocates try to put god into science yet I am not aware that they have either postulated or even are formulating a method to demonstrate how god influences evolution. They simply maintain that an intelligent designer is needed to fill in the gaps where evolutionary theory has spaces. Each time science makes a new discovery about the universe or life itself, it fills in one of the gaps. What happens if one day science fills in all of the gaps of every scientific theory? Then what is the role of the Creator, aka the God of the Gaps?
Making untested and untestable assertions is not science. It is dogma, philosophy or religion. It requires faith, not truth. If there is a conflict between science and religion, it is because they are two distinctly separate disciplines, with significant philosophical differences. The conflict between science and religion is totally unnecessary and contrived by religious zealots who embrace an unquestioned faith in a Creator. They have no doubt. Skepticism and doubt, while a virtue in science, is a curse in religion. I say again, let’s leave god and religion in the pews and science in the laboratory.
The smartest dog on the world does not have the cognitive ability to add two plus two. He probably never will. He can be taught tricks, like a horse who can appear to add numbers. But this is only a conditioned response, not cognition. The animal merely reacts to a stimulus without thinking about it very much. Usually he gets a reward, such as a bone or a cookie. At this point in our evolution, we do not have the cognitive ability to have a comprehensive understanding of the universe. I do not know if we ever will. Using god as a fudge factor to compensate for our ignorance about certain aspects of the cosmos, or the ascent of man, has been part of the human experience throughout history. Is it not time to leave god and the god hypothesis out of science? There is no place for god in science. He adds nothing to discovery. His existence explains nothing about the cosmos. Science will force us to change our concept of god. This is the focus of my book.
I did not compose this work to either endorse atheism or criticize theism, a belief in a personal god. With nearly six decades on this planet, I engaged in this endeavor to assist me in my own personal journey to assess what I now believe about god in light of a rapidly changing world of science and discovery. I can now say with a great deal of conviction that I am a doubter about the traditional view of god. And I am not alone. A Trinity College survey published in March 2009 predicts that a quarter of Americans will identify as nonreligious in 20 years, as opposed to the 15 percent now who identify as nonreligious and eight percent in 1990. It seems I am not alone in believing that it is time to leave God in the pews and out of a science classroom. And the number of people who believe as I do is increasing. Perhaps after reading this book more people will join the cause and adopt our view. I hope so.
Chapter 2
Obsolete Visions of God; Psychics, Psychos, False Prophets, and Evangelists
The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves, that we are underlings.
—Cassius orating in William
Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar
Destiny is no matter of chance. It is a matter of choice. It is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.
—William Jennings Bryan
For millennia man has believed that the stars could forecast the future and predict our fate. The line “The fault, dear Brutus” from Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar” illustrates my point. People in the time of Julius Caesar believed in astrology. Planets, moons and suns were considered gods. Usually among the most powerful of gods was the sun. If a plant is taken out of a dark room and placed into sunlight, it will turn its leaves towards the sun. It appears to be praying. No one understood photosynthesis in the time of Caesar and that the movement of the leaves is to maximize their exposure to the sun’s rays for the purpose of photosynthesis and plant growth. Ancient Egyptians worshipped Ra, a powerful sun god. In Greek mythology the sun was personified as Helios. In ancient Roman mythology the sun was identified as Sol; later as Sol Invictus. Until after the end of World War II, in the Shinto religion of Japan, the Emperor was thought to have descended from the sun goddess Amaterasu. Amaterasu is also said to be directly linked in lineage to the Imperial Household of Japan and the Emperor, who are considered descendants of the kami. (Kami is the Japanese word for the spirits within objects in the Shinto faith.) It may be difficult to imagine today that the Japanese, as recently as the middle of the twentieth century, would believe their Emperor descended from a sun goddess. After all, if he descended from a goddess, why did he die just like all of the other men who claim to be god or a son of god? But note that the Japanese were, or are, not alone in holding onto simple and naive beliefs about gods and suns. Some Jews, even today, believe the sun has a special place in history and in the cosmos. Jewish tradition holds that the sun returns only once every twenty-eight years to the spot where it stood at the moment of creation. Every twenty-eight years pious Jews assemble to recite the Birkat Hachamah, the blessing of the sun.
The sun is no god. The German-American physicist Hans Bethe received a Nobel Prize by developing the math (in 1939) to show that the sun and all stars about the size of the sun or smaller are a sort of controlled fusion (hydrogen) bomb. The nuclear burning, or fusion, combines four hydrogen atoms into helium. The process is called stellar nucleosynthesis. The reduction in mass from the process emits electromagnetic radiation including photons of infrared light, 50 percent; visible light, 41 percent; and ultraviolet light, X-rays, and gamma radiation, 9 percent.
According to the NT Gospel of Matthew [2:1], wise men followed the Star of Bethlehem to lead them to the birthplace of Jesus. “Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem.” This is the story of the Magi. Magi (“wise men”) is a term used since at least the fourth century BCE to denote a follower of Zoroaster, or rather a follower of what the Greeks associated Zoroaster with, which was principally the ability to read the stars and manipulate the fate that the stars foretold. This is why I used an image of the Magi following a star on the cover of my book. Of the four gospels, only the Gospel of Matthew refers to the Magi. It does not explicitly speak of three wise men, and there are as few as two or as many as twelve Magi in various sources. The Greeks were fascinated by Zoroaster since he was perceived to be the Chaldean (Babylonian) founder of the Magi and inventor of both astrology and magic (the word magic is derived from Magi). Many Chinese Christians believe that one of the Magi came from China. This is to some extent possibly validated by Professor Victor H. Mair at the University of Pennsylvania. He has provided archaeological and linguistic evidence suggesting that the Chinese word wu (shaman, witch, wizard, magician) was a loanword from the Old Persian word maguš, i.e. magician or magi. “The recent discovery at an early Chou site of two figurines with unmistakably Caucasoid or Europoid feature is startling prima facie evidence of East-West interaction during the first half of the first millennium Before the Current Era.” The bottom line is: nobody really knows who the Magi were, how many men made up the Magi ensemble, if they really existed, or where they came from. And today, only a fool would believe that they could read the stars or manipulate fate.
In Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, a major medieval German epic poem composed around 1200 CE, Common or Christian Era, a story is told about the control the stars have over our destiny. “There was a heathen named Flegetanis who was highly renowned for his acquirements. With his own eyes the heathen Flegetanis saw—and he spoke of it reverentially—hidden secrets in the constellations. The heathen Flegetanis could tell us how all the stars set and rise again. To the circling course of the stars, man’s affairs and destiny are linked (emphasis mine). Flegetanis, the heathen saw with his own eyes in the constellations things he was shy to talk about, hidden mysteries. He said there was a thing called the Grail, whose name he had read clearly in the constellations. A host of angels left it on the earth.”
The poem is about the search for the Holy Grail. The search is of little consequence to this discussion. The key is the belief that man’s destiny is linked to the stars. This is astrology, a pseudo (or false) science. Yet, as late as the beginning of the seventeenth century, great scientists such as Tycho Brahe, Galileo Galilei, and Johannes Kepler—now best remembered for their roles in the development of modern physics and astronomy—all held astrology in high esteem. I am always amazed at how many people today, in the third millennium after Jesus, believe in astrology. Two-thirds of U.S. daily newspapers carry horoscopes. Who reads this nonsense? By the way, it is not known for sure if Hitler himself believed in astrology. However, his name became linked with Karl Ernst Krafft, with many believing that Krafft was indeed Hitler’s personal astrologer. Time magazine once identified President Ronald Reagan as a client of astrologer Carroll Righter, who counted Marlene Dietrich, Cary Grant, and Princess Grace among his clients. I guess he was the astrologer to the stars; human stars, not cosmological stars! According to Reagan’s former Chief of Staff Donald Regan, the prime source of astrological direction inside the Reagan White House was being provided by San Francisco star gazer Joan Quigley. In his book “For the Record,” Regan stated that Nancy Reagan planned almost all presidential travel, press conferences, and even the President’s cancer surgery based on information she was receiving from Quigley. Regan made his stunning revelation concerning the President’s use of astrology after being forced out of the White House by Nancy Reagan. But there may some truth to his version of events. The May 3, 2009, edition of USA Today reported in its On This Day column, “On May 3, 1988, the White House acknowledged that first lady Nancy Reagan had used astrological advice to help schedule President Ronald Reagan’s activities.” I can’t believe that the president of the United States would make decisions relating to his schedule based on astrology. It is a damn good thing the country was not at war during his two terms.
In 2008, Gary Stern, a religion reporter for our local newspaper, authored a book, “Can God Intervene? How Religion Explains Natural Disasters.” He was motivated to write this book, in part, because of the Indian Ocean tsunamis that struck in December 2004, in which an estimated 230,000 people perished. The tsunamis were due to an earthquake with a magnitude of between 9.1 and 9.3, the second largest earthquake ever recorded on a seismograph. The resulting tidal waves took many lives and flooded the coastal regions of South and Southeast Asia, including sections of Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand. Stern interviewed nearly sixty religious scholars from many traditions asking the question, “Where was God in the tsunami?” What is most puzzling is why he wrote this book. Religion cannot find rhyme or reason to explain earthquakes. They are natural disasters which have nothing to do with God’s intervention. He does not cause them nor does he prevent them. William Sloane Coffin, the former Yale University chaplain, did not believe that God was responsible for the unexpected car-crash death of his son. He was angry after hearing from a lady that it was the “will of God.” (George Carlin, the comedian and atheist, had some very funny things to say about God’s will.) Giving a eulogy for his son, Reverend Coffin said, “. . . nothing so infuriates me as the incapacity of seemingly intelligent people to get it through their heads that God does not go around this world with his fingers on triggers, his fist on knives, his hands on steering wheels.” But on any given Sunday, I can hear an evangelist on television assert that “God has a plan for us.” What is God’s plan? Is it to kill innocent people in car crashes?
An earthquake, or a tremor, is the result of a sudden release of energy in the earth’s crust which creates seismic waves. Earthquakes are caused mostly by a rupture of geological faults, but also by volcanic activity and landslides. Tectonic earthquakes can occur anywhere within the earth where there is sufficient stored energy to drive a fracture along a fault line or plane. Tectonic plates in the mantle of the earth, just below the crust or surface of the earth, move as the inner earth slowly cools (global warming only occurs above the earth’s surface). The movement is what creates quakes. This has been going on for 4.5 billion years, when the earth cooled enough to have a solid crust. Even the moon has earthquakes, although they are known as moonquakes. Mars, Venus and Mercury in our solar system exhibit evidence of past tectonic activity. These are natural phenomena. What do earthquakes, or moonquakes for that matter, have to do with God? To reiterate Einstein, “I do not believe in a personal God. I believe in Spinoza’s God—not in a God Who concerns himself with the fate and the doings of mankind.”
Religious views of natural phenomena are not limited to earthquakes. The Billy Graham Evangelical Association (BGEA) sent me an e-mail in late February 2009, quoting Graham’s response to a believer’s question, “How do you know the Devil is real? I know bad things happen to us and all that, but that doesn’t prove the existence of the Devil, does it?” Graham replied, “Have you ever honestly stopped to consider just how much evil there is in the world—the famines, the injustices, the natural disasters, the accidents, the wars, the illnesses, and so forth? The total sum of evil and human misery is truly staggering. And frankly, it takes more faith to believe it all happens by chance than to believe it happens because a powerful, evil spiritual being is behind it. Just as the creation bears witness to its Creator, so evil bears witness to its creator: Satan. Don’t think of him as a cute little figure with a pitchfork and a red suit; Satan is ferocious and terrible, and his one goal is to destroy everything that is good.” The Devil has no spear? And he isn’t cute? Say it ain’t so Billy. According to Billy, all of the entropy in the world (chaos, aka disorder, aka the second law of thermodynamics), including natural disasters, is due to the Devil. I think Billy might want to read his Webster’s and look up the term natural disaster. Isn’t nature, or Mother Nature, God? If so, then it is God, not the Devil, who creates natural disasters. Maybe natural disasters occur when God has a bad hair day. Then he might be able to make good use of the classic Flip Wilson excuse, “The Devil made me do it, the Devil made me do it!”
And who is this Devil if he is not “a cute little figure with a pitchfork and a red suit”? You mean, Billy, that he does not have a red costume, pointed ears and a tail, and carry around a pitchfork that looks remarkably like the Trident spear held by the Greek God of the Sea, Poseidon? Perhaps the Devil is a transvestite, that is cross dresser. We all have heard of the “Devil with a blue dress, blue dress, blue dress, Devil with a blue dress on . . . oh sock it to me!” I now wonder if Billy Grahams’ vision of his Devil’s hell is like the one described in Dante Alighieri’s “Divine Comedy”? Dante’s hell consisted of nine concentric circles, culminating at the center of the earth. The more evil a person was while he lived on earth, the lower into the circles of hell he went. I heard that the first circle of hell was for people who committed venial sins like masturbation. A venial sin (meaning “forgivable” sin) is a lesser sin which does not result in a complete separation from God and eternal damnation in hell. A venial sin involves a “partial loss of grace” from God. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church (paragraph 2352), masturbation is a sin. It “is an intrinsically and gravely disordered action.” But it probably is in the venial category. To the Church, jerking off is a little sin. But, it can mount up! I have no idea how the Church came to this conclusion. There is no reference in the Bible (Old Testament, New Testament or by Jesus himself) regarding the sinfulness of masturbation.
I had a female friend who left the convent before her final vows because she eventually realized that she did not have the calling to be a Catholic nun. I asked her what she did to keep her mind off sex since she was, from all outward appearances, a healthy woman. She told me that she was kept very busy and did not have much time to think about sex. But when she had the urge, she was instructed to masturbate. Why is it ok for a bride of Christ (a Catholic nun) to masturbate but if I do it, I could spend eternity in hell just for jerking off, that is unless I confess my sin to a priest and receive absolution? Is Mother Teresa in hell? She was a Catholic nun. Did she pleasure herself with sex toys like the Desperate Housewife Eva Longoria, who has never been shy about her love of vibrators and sex toys? Maybe Mother Teresa is in the first circle of hell for her use of sex toys. Orangutans use dildos made from wood and bark. Ouch! Monkeys jerk off. I wonder if orangutans and monkeys go to hell for masturbating. By the way, I heard that there is a disco in the first circle of hell. For all eternity, a sinner can listen and dance to only one tune, “Burn baby burn, disco inferno, burn baby burn!” I think that would truly be hell. Disco sucks! My jokes notwithstanding, it seems to me that Billy Graham’s vision of the Devil really does sound like something from the fifteenth century.
I have a bigger question for Billy. Let’s return to the issue of moonquakes. If the Devil is responsible for earthquakes and other natural disasters, then he must also be responsible for moonquakes, right Billy? Moonquakes and earthquakes are based on the same natural geological phenomena in both places. Now as I understand, Billy, the Devil creates natural disasters to inflict pain and suffering so that we will abandon God and worship the Devil. Doesn’t Satan want our souls? Isn’t that why God threw Lucifer, the fallen angel, out of heaven? Satan is seen as a rebellious fallen angel or demon who tempts humans to sin or to commit evil deeds. He disobeys God. He rebels against God. Doesn’t he want to be the Supreme Being? As John Milton put it in Paradise Lost: Book I (1667), “Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heaven.” The Bible speaks of someone given the name of “Day Star” or “Morning Star” (in Latin, Lucifer) as fallen from heaven. It connects Lucifer (aka Satan) to Venus, the brightest planet, and also called the “Morning Star” because it is the most visible object in the sky at the crack of dawn. In the OT Book of Isaiah [14:12-15] it says, “How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! . . . For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation, in the sides of the north: I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most High. Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit.”
I suppose these verses mean the arrogant “Morning Star, aka Day Star, aka Venus” (Satan) fell from and out of heaven and wants to bring all of us down to hell. Is heaven higher in the sky than Venus? Is heaven up and hell down? A person on the equator who prays upwards to heaven will, twelve hours later, be praying upward toward the direction where hell was supposed to be before the earth rotated 180 degrees. The up direction for heaven and down direction for hell only makes sense if the earth is flat. Didn’t Columbus prove that the earth was not flat one half millennium ago? No one knows a damn thing about heaven and hell or which direction it takes to arrive there. We know nothing about the Morning Star, aka Satan. This is all myth and superstition. Frankly, nobody intelligent believes in the Devil any more. It seems Billy Graham is the only preacher I have heard of late who spends a lot of time discussing the Devil and his shenanigans. Devil belief is up here with Santa Claus and the tooth fairy. I assume Billy no longer believes in Santa Claus or the tooth fairy. I don’t know why he still believes in a literal Devil.
I immensely enjoyed the narrative describing the inherent nature of the Devil depicted by Mick Jagger and Keith Richards in their 1968 Rolling Stones hit, “Sympathy for the Devil.”
Please allow me to introduce myself, I’m a man of wealth and taste; I’ve been around for a long, long year, stole many a man’s soul and faith
And I was round when Jesus Christ had his moment of doubt and pain; Made damn sure that Pilate washed his hands and sealed his fate
Pleased to meet you, hope you guess my name, but what’s puzzling you is the nature of my game; I stuck around St. Petersburg, when I saw it was a time for a change
Killed the czar and his ministers, Anastasia screamed in vain; I rode a tank, held a generals rank, when the blitzkrieg raged and the bodies stank
Pleased to meet you, hope you guess my name, oh yeah, ah what’s puzzling you is the nature of my game, oh yeah
I watched with glee while your kings and queens fought for ten decades for the gods they made; I shouted out, who killed the Kennedys? When after all it was you and me
Let me please introduce myself, I’m a man of wealth and taste; And I laid traps for troubadours who get killed before they reached Bombay
Pleased to meet you, hope you guessed my name, oh yeah, but what’s puzzling you is the nature of my game, oh yeah
Pleased to meet you, hope you guessed my name, oh yeah, but what’s confusing you is just the nature of my game
Just as every cop is a criminal, and all the sinners saints; As heads is tails just call me Lucifer cause I’m in need of some restraint
So if you meet me have some courtesy, have some sympathy, and some taste; Use all your well-learned politesse or Ill lay your soul to waste.
Messieurs Jagger and Richards present an interesting commentary about the Devil and much of the pain that he has caused throughout history. I was always amazed how well this song could identify and express some of the evils of the past in such a satirical and succinct way. Of course evil is man’s doing and not the Devil’s. I would have thought that these lyrics would more likely to have come from the philosophical side of John Lennon who, in a March 1966 interview, expressed an interesting supposition. “Christianity will go. It will vanish and shrink. I needn’t argue with that; I’m right, and I will be proved right. We’re more popular than Jesus now; I don’t know which will go first—rock ‘n’ roll or Christianity. Jesus was all right, but his disciples were thick and ordinary. It’s them twisting it that ruins it for me.” Mr. Lennon, I too wonder if belief in Jesus’s divinity will go before rock ‘n’ roll. Frankly, “I don’t care what people say, rock ‘n’ roll is here to stay!”
The Rolling Stones’ tune refers to the Crucifixion, the Russian Revolution and World War II. The lyrics say, “I was round when Jesus Christ had his moment of doubt and pain, made damn sure that Pilate washed his hands and sealed his fate.” Modern biblical historians tell us the story of Pilate washing his hands is most likely fiction. (This “washing his hands” nonsense is the basis for Christian anti-Semitism for the last two thousand years.) However I can’t but help seeing the “Devil” playing a part in the Crucifixion. The Gospels say Jesus was tempted by the “Devil” when he was in the desert for the forty days before the Crucifixion, a period Christians refer to as Lent. This is written in the NT Gospels of Matthew 4:1-2, Mark 1:12-13, and Luke 4:1-2. (By the way for the folks who can count, the forty days exclude the seventh day, or the Sabbath; there are forty-six days between Ash Wednesday and Easter.)
Jagger/Richards blame the Devil for war. The verse, “I watched with glee while your kings and queens fought for ten decades for the gods they made,” is an obvious reference to the Hundred Years’ War, lasting from 1337 to 1453, between two royal houses contending for the French throne. Jagger/Richards have a keen sense of history and the Devil, or evil. (By the way, Jagger is an atheist.) Jagger/Richards also had a point of view about God as well as the Devil. It is alluded to in the lyrics which refer to the assassinations of John and Robert Kennedy, “who killed the Kennedys? When after all it was you and me.” The lyrics are a bit of a word play on one of the most famous passages by the philosopher Freidrich Nietzsche. In his book The Gay Science, in section 125 entitled “The Madman,” Nietzsche relates the parable of the madman who is searching for God. He accuses us all of being the murderers of God. “‘Whither is God?’ he cried; ‘I will tell you. We have killed him—you and I. All of us are his murderers . . .’” This is conceptually related to Nietzsche’s more famous quote, “God is dead.” “God is dead” is not meant literally to mean “God is now physically dead.” Rather it is Nietzsche’s way of saying that the idea of “God” (religion and other such spirituality) is no longer capable of acting as a source of any moral code or teleology, the philosophical study of design and purpose. If Nietzsche is right and our concept of God is dead, then surely the concept of the Devil must be dead too. So Billy we can’t blame the Devil for all of the pain, suffering and sin in the world. The Devil is not responsible for our pain and suffering. Much of blame for the pain caused by natural occurances can be placed squarely on the shoulders of entropy. However when we sin, we should not try to justify it by blaming the Devil for his temptation. As the cartoonist Walt Kelly once said by way of his Pogo comic strip, “We have met the enemy and he is us.” We, not the Devil, are responsible for our sins. We are responsible for a great deal of the pain and suffering we inflict upon ourselves as well as others.
An interesting allegory of Devil temptation comes in Oscar Wilde’s only published novel “The Picture of Dorian Gray.” The novel tells of a young man named Dorian Gray, the subject of a painting by artist Basil Hallward. Basil is greatly impressed by Dorian’s physical beauty and becomes strongly infatuated with him. Basil introduces Dorian to Lord Henry Wotton. Lord Henry suggests that the only things worth pursuing in life are beauty and the hedonistic fulfillment of the senses. Realizing that one day his beauty will fade, Dorian expresses his desire to sell his soul to ensure that the portrait Basil has painted of him would age rather than his own body. The portrait serves as a reminder of the effect each evil act has upon his soul, with each sin being displayed as a disfigurement of his portrait and not his own body. Yet Dorian is willing to trade his eternal soul to maintain his youthful good looks in this life. This is vanity, hubris, and one of the seven deadly sins, pride. In the book there is no point at which Dorian makes a direct deal with the Devil. However, Lord Henry’s cynical outlook on life and his hedonistic nature seems to be in keeping with the idea of the devil’s role, that of the temptation of the pure and innocent.
Within that context, whose soul will the Devil steal by orchestrating moonquakes, the Man on the Moon’s? Isn’t the moon made from green cheese? Is the Devil an aficionado of green cheese? I don’t think the Devil resides in nor has he ever visited the moon. There are no souls to steal on the moon. Why go there? Relating earthquakes or other natural disasters to the Devils’ work is fifteenth century thinking. Billy, are you listening?
Here is the real truth about the Devil. The Devil is down in Georgia looking for a soul to steal. If you don’t believe me, ask Charlie Daniels. Following are the lyrics to the 1979 tune he helped to compose. It can be viewed as a southern-boy version of Dorian Gray. In this case a young boy, suffering from hubris and vanity like Dorian Gray, is willing to make a bet with the Devil. He is willing to gamble his soul and eternal damnation for the chance to win a fiddle made of gold. I think Charlie got it right when he sang:
“The Devil went down to Georgia, he was looking for a soul to steal. He was in a bind ’cos he was way behind: he was willin’ to make a deal.
When he came across this young man sawin’ on a fiddle and playin’ it hot. And the Devil jumped upon a hickory stump and said: Boy let me tell you what:
I bet you didn’t know it, but I’m a fiddle player too. And if you’d care to take a dare, I’ll make a bet with you.
Now you play a pretty good fiddle, boy, but give the Devil his due: I bet a fiddle of gold against your soul, ’cos I think I’m better than you.
The boy said: My name’s Johnny and it might be a sin, But I’ll take your bet, your gonna regret, ’cos I’m the best that’s ever been.
Johnny you rosin up your bow and play your fiddle hard. Cos hells broke loose in Georgia and the Devil deals it hard.
And if you win you get this shiny fiddle made of gold. But if you lose, the Devil gets your soul.
The devil opened up his case and he said: ‘I’ll start this show.’ And fire flew from his fingertips as he rosined up his bow.
And he pulled the bow across his strings and it made an evil hiss. Then a band of demons joined in and it sounded something like this.
When the devil finished, Johnny said: ‘Well you’re pretty good ol’ son. But if you’ll sit down in that chair, right there, and let me show you how it’s done.’
Fire on the mountain. Run, boys, run. The devil’s in the House of the Rising sun.
The devil bowed his head because he knew that he’d been beat. He laid that golden fiddle on the ground at Johnny’s feet.
Johnny said: ‘Devil just come on back if you ever want to try again. I told you once, you son of a bitch, I’m the best that’s ever been.’”
Now, that is hubris and vanity! He even dares the Devil to come back and try again. It was a good thing Johnny was a better fiddle player than the Devil. Otherwise he would be sweating it out for all eternity in hell with Dorian Gray!
Billy Joel, the singer/songwriter, and in the spirit of Dorian Gray and hedonism, also had something to say about saints and sinners, and by extension the Devil, in his hit Only the Good Die Young.
Come out Virginia, don’t let me wait, you Catholic girls start much too late
But sooner or later it comes down to fate, I might as well be the one, only the good die young;
They showed you a statue, told you to pray, they built you a temple and locked you away
But they never told you the price that you pay, for things that you might have done . . . . Only the good die young
You might have heard I run with a dangerous crowd, we ain’t too pretty we ain’t too proud
We might be laughing a bit too loud, but that never hurt no one
So come on Virginia show me a sign, send up a signal I’ll throw you the line
The stained-glass curtain you’re hiding behind, never lets in the sun, darlin’ only the good die young
You got a nice white dress and a party on your confirmation, you got a brand new soul, mmmm, and a cross of gold
But Virginia they didn’t give you quite enough information, you didn’t count on me, when you were counting on your rosary
They say there’s a heaven for those who will wait, some say it’s better but I say it ain’t
I’d rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints, the sinners are much more fun . . .
You know that only the good die young
You say your mother told you all that I could give you was a reputation, aww she never cared for me
But did she ever say a prayer for me? oh woah woah
Come out come out come out Virginia don’t let me wait, you catholic girls start much too late
Sooner or later it comes down to fate, I might as well be the one, you know that only the good die young
I love this song. It is my favorite Billy Joel tune. In the midst of the cynicism there is a sense that pleasant and fun things in life are evil. Virginia prays to a statue and hides behind a curtain. The statue is Jesus and the stained-glass curtain (window) never lets in the sun. She counts on her rosary instead of enjoying her youth. Boy can I identify with that as a young devout Catholic child. Virginia’s mom never cared for Billy Joel. She never said a prayer for Billy Joel. That fun and joy are inherently evil and the Devil’s work is preached by so many evangelists and even, to some extent, the Catholic Church I attended. I still can’t jerk off without feeling guilty! All of this God-damned fire and brimstone is crap, or should I say Holy Crap? I think Joel makes a great point in that he’d “rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints; the sinners are much more fun.” Indeed Mr. Joel, only the good die young.
Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves.
—NT Gospel of Matthew [7:15]
Billy Graham is not alone in these primitive notions about God, the Devil, evil and human suffering. Pat Robertson has made observations in the past which also proved senseless and ultimately untrue. In the late 1970s he predicted the end of the world would occur in the fall of 1982. “I guarantee you by the end of 1982, there is going to be a judgment on the world,” he was quoted in a May 1980 broadcast of The 700 Club. Guess what Pat, we are still here. In May 2006 Robertson declared that storms and possibly a tsunami would hit America’s coastline sometime in 2006. He failed to predict Hurricane Katrina which occurred in August 2005. Robertson supposedly received this revelation from God during an annual personal prayer retreat in January 2006. The claim was repeated four times on The 700 Club. I live near the coast Pat. My home is still not under water. I have yet to purchase a canoe. In his January 2, 2007, broadcast of The 700 Club, Robertson said that God spoke to him and told him that “mass killings” were to come during 2007 due to a terrorist attack on the United States. He added, “The Lord didn’t say nuclear. But I do believe it will be something like that.” Hey Pat, under George Bush’s administration, there has not been another attack on American soil since 9/11. Robertson warned that hurricanes were likely to hit communities that offended God. In September 1989, Hurricane Hugo struck Guadeloupe, Montserrat, St. Croix, Puerto Rico, South Carolina and North Carolina in the 1989 Atlantic hurricane season, killing 109 people and leaving near 100,000 homeless. I wonder what these people did to offend God. Hurricane Katrina of the 2005 Atlantic hurricane season was the costliest hurricane, as well as one of the five deadliest, in the history of the United States. At least 1,836 people in seven states lost their lives (plus 705 missing) in the actual hurricane and in the subsequent floods, making it the deadliest U.S. hurricane since the 1928 Okeechobee Hurricane. The storm is estimated to have been responsible for $81.2 billion (U.S. 2005 dollars) in damage, making it the costliest tropical cyclone in U.S. history. I guess there must have been a lot of sinning going on between Florida and Ohio for God to express such wrath. Robertson predicted “earthquakes, tornadoes, and possibly even a meteor” would hit Orlando for inviting gays to Disney World. San Antonio evangelical Pastor John C. Hagee blamed Hurricane Katrina on a vengeful God angered over a gay pride parade in New Orleans.
How about disease? Televangelist Jerry Falwell had this to say about AIDS—“AIDS is not just God’s punishment for homosexuals, it is God’s punishment for the society that tolerates homosexuals.” He saw the hand of God in the HIV/AIDS epidemic. After Ellen DeGeneres came out as a lesbian, Falwell referred to her in a sermon as “Ellen DeGenerate.” These are the words of a Christian preacher? I wonder what Jesus would think about Falwell. Jesus taught us to hate the sin, not the sinner. Even though Jesus never addressed the issue of homosexuality according to the four Gospels, Falwell was obsessed with this issue. I wonder what version of the Bible he read. His loathing of gays does not sound like the words which would come out of the mouth of the Man from Galilee. By the way Jerry, scientists have observed one thousand five hundred species of animals engaging in homosexual behavior. How come they don’t all get AIDS? Maybe Larry Flynt, publisher of Hustler magazine, was correct when he called Jerry Falwell, Jerry Fartwell!
Pat Robertson’s predictions of the end of the world are not unique. People have been listening to stories predicting the end of the world and Armageddon since the time of John the Baptist. According to the NT Gospel of Matthew [3:1-3] “In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, And saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. For this is he that was spoken of by the prophet Esaias, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.” In the NT Gospel of Mark [1:15], Mark speaks, “‘The time has come,’ he (John the Baptist) said. ‘The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!’” This was the predicted coming of the messiah, but there was no Armageddon. The Hebrew messiah never arrived. The angels did not descend from heaven, slay the Roman legions, and reestablish the Kingdom of David as predicted in the Hebrew Bible, Old Testament to Christians. He did not establish the kingdom of heaven on earth.
In a February 2009 letter seeking donations, the Billy Graham Evangelical Association (BGEA) also offered advice to the faithful. It kind of reminded me of Cher when she and her family were “Gypsies, Tramps and Thieves.” Her “Papa would do whatever he could, Preach a little gospel, sell a couple bottles of doctor good.” After all, God is not only a business for evangelists. It was a business for Cher’s family too. In Billy’s letter addressed “Dear Friend” it says, “When Christ returns, He will defeat the enemies of God and establish the throne of David on earth. He Himself will become the king, sitting on David’s throne in Jerusalem as He rules the world for a thousand years . . . There will be a thousand years of peace . . . There will be no poverty, no famine, and no hunger during his thousand years. This will be a time of great abundance. The Devil will be bound, and his deceptions and lies will be gone.” There you go again Billy talking about the Devil. If Jesus will come a second time and rule for a thousand years, then he probably ain’t coming anytime soon. The most recent astronomical calculations show that the earth has at least two billion more years to go before our galaxy approaches Andromeda and begins exchanging particles in what will be the “greatest show on earth.” It will make the July 4th fireworks show that Macy’s puts on every year look like a cheap firecracker display. I hate to tell Billy, but Jesus is not returning anytime soon. I got it from a good source. Jesus missed the bus! When I went to Catholic school, I was told to be prepared for the Second Coming, but not its date. I was never told in Catholic school that the Second Coming is imminent. This is the official position of the Roman Catholic Church, which is a far more reliable source of information about Jesus Christ and scripture than the BGEA.
In a mid April 2009 email I received from the BGEA, a reader asks, “Why doesn’t God stop all the evil in the world? I know we’re supposed to believe that God is kind and loving, but I just lost my six-year-old nephew to leukemia, and it’s hard to keep believing in a loving God.” Billy Graham answers, “I have pondered questions like this most of my life, and to be honest, I still don’t have a full answer to this difficult problem. Someday, we will understand; but not now. God never intended for evil to have a grip on this world; death was not part of his original plan. But death is a reality, and it reminds us just how terrible sin is. Someday, however, all evil and death will be banished, and Christ will rule forever.” (Billy, I thought Christ would rule for one thousand years. But then, what do I know?) Billy can’t understand why God allowed the six-year-old to die from leukemia, but somehow he knows that, “God never intended for evil to have a grip on this world; death was not part of his original plan.” How does Billy know God’s original plan for the world? Does he talk to God? Does God talk to Billy? Perhaps Billy should consult a psychiatrist and get tested for schizophrenia. Even the Pope doesn’t know God’s plan. If he did, it might help the Pope solve the Middle East peace problem.
In July 2009, I received another newsletter from the BGEA. It reminded me of the Father Guido Sarducci routine “Vita est Lavorum,” life is a job (which I have included in the last chapter, “Godly Jokes”). The letter included a message from Franklin Graham (Billy’s son). It said, “Franklin Graham shares some thoughts on what we will do when we get to Heaven: First of all, the Bible says we’re going to worship God and reign with him. He’s also got specific jobs for us to do. So, we’re not going to be just sitting up there playing a harp. But we’re not going to get tired. We’re not going to have sore feet. We’re not going to be sick. Listen, God’s got a plan, and our minds can’t even begin to conceive all that he has for us because he loves us and he gave his son Jesus Christ.”
Why doesn’t God share his plan with the Pope, who I was told in Catholic school was Jesus’ representative on earth? And why doesn’t God engage robots like General Motors, instead of having us work when we get to heaven as Franklin Graham suggests. GM uses robots to make complex cars. Surely God can make a robot to do simple household chores so we can relax for eternity when we get to heaven. I always wondered why God (or God the Father) spoke to people in the Old Testament but not to people in the New Testament (excluding conversations with Jesus)? Why doesn’t God speak to people today? Could it be that God only speaks to Billy these days? Does God really talk to only Billy or Franklin Graham (B&F)? Who would believe such nonsense? Does God text message B&F? Why doesn’t God get a Twitter account and share his plan with all of us directly? Why do we need B&F to tell us God’s plan? Believing that God talks to B&F is as silly as believing that Mormon founder Joseph Smith got golden plates with revelations on them from the God-sent angel Moroni (which will be discussed shortly). I hope God’s plan for me is to sexually satisfy all of the horny widows in heaven who haven’t been getting any lately. I don’t really want a day job. I expect to live permanently on a generous social security stipend when I get to heaven since God should have an unlimited godly budget. I don’t want to work in heaven. I did enough work in this life. I hope that is God’s plan for me. God does not speak to Billy or Franklin Graham. This crap from Billy and Franklin is just that, crap. I find it hard to believe that Billy and Franklin actually believe what they say, or even in a god. Billy and Franklin are both educated and intelligent. They act like they are nonbelievers and frauds. They do not expect to go to heaven because I don’t believe they believe in heaven. Otherwise, they are simply just fools to believe the nonsense they spew. And, Franklin Graham is no fool. Graham has been criticized for the amount of money he makes. From just two sources of income alone, he earned $1.2 million in 2008. Like his father, he is a rich man. Rich men don’t get to go to heaven. Read the NT Gospel of Matthew [19:24]. Quoting Jesus it says, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.” Therefore I conclude they must not believe in heaven. If they did, they would give up their wealth and follow Jesus.
The January 2009 BGEA newsletter states, “There’s a growing sense among Christians around the world that the return of the Lord Jesus Christ is near. Many signs point to this. If we could roll back the heavens like a scroll, we might see Jesus already standing and ready.” Who makes up this stuff? The apostle St. Paul thought that the Second Coming of Jesus was immanent 2,000 years ago. He was executed, probably beheaded, during Emperor Nero’s persecution of Christians. He died disappointed that Jesus never returned. He was as wrong as Billy Graham about this anticipated event. The Essenes, a sect of Jews at the time of Jesus, awaited the end of the world; they were wrong too. And, what is the purpose of the Second Coming? The February letter said Jesus would defeat the enemies of God. Who are the enemies? Who is Jesus going to defeat? We are not at war with any power that could remotely threaten our democracy. The Cold War is over, or haven’t you noticed Billy. Don’t tell me the Billy Graham Crusades are now going to try and recapture Antioch and Jerusalem like the soldiers of the First Crusade did at the end of the eleventh century. Two of the veterans of the First Crusade founded The Knights Templar, essentially a mercenary army officially endorsed by the Catholic Church and who fought in the subsequent crusades. So, which Templars will Billy’s Crusades deploy? I became a “soldier for Jesus Christ” through the sacrament of Confirmation when I was thirteen years old. Billy can’t count on me. I am a Roman Catholic and my commander-in-chief is the Pope. And where the hell was Jesus and his army when the Japanese attacked us at Pearl Harbor and the Nazis killed six million Jews in the Holocaust? That would have been a great time for Jesus’ military to come and destroy fascism, a clear enemy of God as well as the western democracies. Had Jesus and his army killed the Nazis and kept Jews out of the gas chambers, I can assure Billy that the Jews would have rethought their position and accepted Jesus as the true messiah. Then there would be only one type of Judaism now, Jews for Jesus.
Pat Robertson was wrong when he predicted the end of the world. And Billy, and/or his son Franklin, the BGEA president, are taking a lot for granted when they says many Christians believe the Second Coming is imminent. This is most definitely not true of Catholics, who make up nearly half of the Christians in the world. I have been a Catholic since my baby baptism. I started going to church when I was nine and continued to attend nearly every Sunday and holy day of obligation until I was almost twenty-five. I had four years of Catholic religious education, up to three hours per week. I never once heard a nun or a priest, in Catholic school or at Sunday Mass, suggest that the end of the world was near. All kinds of nuts said the end of the world would come at the turn of the century, Y2K. It didn’t happen. The Vatican put out two press releases to deal with this nonsense in 1998. On April 22, 1998, Pope John Paul II stated that Christian eschatology (the study of its religious beliefs concerning all future and final events-End Times) is “a historical process which has already begun and which is moving toward fullness. The apocalyptic images of the eschatological discourse of Jesus concerning the end of all things must be interpreted as being symbolic. They express the precariousness of the world and the sovereign power of Christ who holds the destiny of humanity in his hands. History is moving toward its end, but Christ has given no chronological indicator. However, the attempts to predict the end of the world are illusory and misleading [emphasis mine]. Christ has assured us only that the end will not arrive before his saving work has reached its universal dimension, through the proclamation of the Gospel.” The May 26, 1998, press release added, “‘We do not have information on the date of this event.’ He [the Pope] came to this conclusion after a brief review of all the references in the Bible relating to the end of the world, beginning with the book of Exodus and ending with the vision of the Apocalypse, not ignoring the prophecies of Ezekiel. For this reason, ‘it is necessary to be patient in waiting for Jesus resurrected.’” Billy, this was the Pope talking. Maybe Billy should consider taking on the Pope as his new rabbi! But maybe not.
It is most amazing that just before the turn of the twenty-first century, the Pope is reading prophesies in the Bible as if they was any truth value to them. Can he be that ignorant, or superstitious? Does he really believe that the Bible can predict the future? It cannot. Why do we think that the prophesies from scripture, such as the Bible or the Dead Sea Scrolls, are anything more than myths, like those of the Greeks, Romans or Norse? How could people two thousand years ago, that is those who wrote the Bible or other scripture, know more about the end of the world or the universe at large than modern scientists? How could they phophesize about the future? Once an educated person recognizes the Bible as essentially a book of stories and myths, it loses much of its relevance since large potions of it are historically inaccurate and cannot be corroborated prior to about 1000 BCE. The only thing believers have to go on is blind faith and little else. This is definitely fifteenth century thinking.
I personally don’t find the idea of a Second Coming terribly appealing to the souls of the dearly departed. My father died over one-quarter of a century ago. He died a horrible death from diabetes. (By the way I never blamed God or lost my faith in God because of my father’s suffering. He was born with a genetic defect which surfaced as juvenile, Type 1, diabetes when he was twenty-six years old.) In the last five years of his life, he lost his eyesight, could hardly walk, and suffered kidney failure which required dialysis three times per week. He suffered a lot. If ever there was a time that I considered euthanasia merciful, it was then. He is not the only person to die in pain. Dr. Jack Kevorkian, sometimes unfairly referred to as “Doctor Death,” had many such patients. Let’s assume my father made it to heaven. Why the hell would he want to come back to this veil of tears? Will his soul come down from heaven to rejoin his body? That might require Houdini since my father was cremated. His ashes are in an urn. And he doesn’t have bones like a skeleton in a grave. Will his body materialize and come out of the urn like a genie? Will he have a body with no bones like a genie? Why would dead people who once had osteoporosis, cancer, polio, Parkinson’s, ALS, MS or muscular dystrophy want to return to earth? If our hope is to make it to heaven, and if we get there, why come back? Why would a person want to leave heaven, while basking in the ecstasy of being in the presence of God the Father, to return to an earth full of suffering and pain? Oh yeah, I forgot. When Jesus returns there will be an earth with no suffering and pain! But isn’t that heaven? The souls of God-fearing people are already in heaven. They have already been judged by God. So what is the need for a judgment day, when the body rejoins the soul? Why would people already in heaven want to rejoin their mortal bodies which endured pain and suffering? I think my dad will stay in heaven even after the Second Coming. He never liked to travel anyway. Besides, my father loved to play pinochle with his brother firemen. I don’t think he would want to break up the game. I say again, if the objective of life is to get to heaven, then why not just stay there after admittance? Why return to this veil of tears?
And where are we going to put all of the people after the Second Coming? There are an estimated 6.8 billion people on the planet at present. When I think of all the past and future generations, I have to conclude that the earth will be one hell of a crowed place after Jesus returns. And if Jesus reigns in peace for a thousand years, then what? More wars? And what will Jesus do after he has been here one thousand years and before the earth, as well as the whole solar system and our entire Milky Way galaxy, merges with the galaxy Andromeda in two billion or more years? And what about “no poverty, no famine, and no hunger” during his thousand years? Will there be famine and hunger after a thousand years? There are plenty of starving people in the world right now. Billy, go to Africa, North Korea, or parts of China. Where are we going to get the food for all of the people who have returned from the dead at the time of the Second Coming? Perhaps we should be investing in oceanic hydroponic farms instead of windmill farms right now. There are going to be a lot of mouths to feed after the Second Coming. Of course Jesus may have one hell of a caterer in his rolodex. Maybe that is how we will all eat. Could it be that Jesus will use the caterer from The Last Supper? That was a good size crowd and the caterer put on one hell of a spread. The Second Coming of Jesus, as preached by Billy Graham and others, doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. It seems redundant. I guess it is one of the holy mysteries, as they used to call them when I went to Catholic school.
Near the end of the January 2009 letter, Franklin Graham asks readers to “Pray faithfully for the new president of the United States [Barack Obama], that he will listen to God and not man.” I think the former president George Bush did just that. He has discussed, for instance, how Jesus helped him to stop drinking. But Bush’s conversations with God get even more graphic. In an October 6, 2005, press release, the British Broadcasting Company reported, “President George W. Bush told Palestinian ministers that God had told him to invade Afghanistan and Iraq, and create a Palestinian State a new BBC series reveals . . . Abu Mazen, Palestinian Prime Minister, and Nabil Shaath, his Foreign Minister, describe their first meeting with President Bush in June 2003. Nabil Shaath says: ‘President Bush said to all of us: ‘I’m driven with a mission from God. God would tell me, ‘George, go and fight those terrorists in Afghanistan.’ And I did, and then God would tell me, ‘George, go and end the tyranny in Iraq . . . And I did. And now, again, I feel God’s words coming to me, ‘Go get the Palestinians their state and get the Israelis their security, and get peace in the Middle East.’ And by God I’m gonna do it. Abu Mazen was at the same meeting and recounts how President Bush told him: ‘I have a moral and religious obligation. So I will get you a Palestinian state.’” Yet it appears that Bush did not listen to God’s complete message. Bush once called the war on terror a “crusade” after the 9/11 attacks. What the hell was he thinking? Didn’t he realize what that word meant to Muslims? And he was saying this as a Christian leader of the West. I don’t think God told him to characterize the war in Iraq as a crusade. Maybe George needs a hearing aid, or some instruction to improve his listening skills. I bet Billy was disappointed that George did not listen fully to God’s complete message when he heard him refer to the war on terror as a crusade.
I wished George would have left Jesus in the Washington National Cathedral and kept him out of the White House. His evangelical religious attitudes resulted in a ban on embryonic stem-cell research using federal funds, a ban he put in place in August 2001. He supported an amendment to the Constitution banning same sex marriages. He advocated teaching intelligent design (ID) in science class. The February 25, 2004, edition of the Washington Post reported, “President Bush called yesterday for a constitutional amendment restricting marriage to the union of men and women, asserting that gay marriage would weaken society.” We have already discussed Bush’s views on ID. During the presidential campaign, Obama said, “I think it’s a mistake to try to cloud the teaching of science with theories that frankly don’t hold up to scientific inquiry.” Bush was also anti abortion. The Mexico City Policy, reinstituted by Bush in January 2001 during his first week of office, was an intermittent United States government policy that required all nongovernmental organizations who receive U.S. federal funding to refrain from performing or promoting abortion services as a method of family planning in other countries (except in the case of rape, incest, or life threatening conditions). In his first week in office, Obama overturned the ban on embryonic stem-cell research and rescinded the Mexico City Policy once again. Obama is pro choice when it comes to the abortion issue. He is obviously not trying to appeal to evangelical and conservative voters.
As a Catholic by baptism and tradition, I am not pro abortion. But being antiabortion is inherently prejudicial against the folks at the lower end of the economic scale. If Paris Hilton needs an abortion and can’t get one in America, Paris can fly to Paris. What happens to the “little people, the poor people” who live in, say, the South Bronx, an economically underprivileged area or, to be politically correct, economically distressed? The South Bronx is heavily populated with minorities. Will underprivileged pregnant women be forced to go to underground abortion butchers where they could die of complications such as shock, infection, or lack of proper medical expertise, procedures, and equipment? Wasn’t that the theme of the movie The Cider House Rules where a doctor (Michael Caine) ran an illegal abortion clinic during World War II so that pregnant women would not have to contend with abortion butchers? I say again, being against abortion is inherently prejudicial because it affects the most vulnerable, who are often economically distressed minorities. I guess the readers of the BGEA letter did not pray hard enough to get Obama to listen to God instead of the people who elected him into office.
In the 1963 movie “The Cardinal,” the issue of abortion was addressed. It presented an interesting dilemma. The sister of a Catholic priest becomes pregnant and is going to have an illegitimate child. She wants to have an abortion and terminate the pregnancy since she is expected to die in childbirth. Her brother, who is a priest, will not give her his permission for the operation because of Catholic doctrine. The woman will not have the abortion without her brother’s approval and subsequently dies. Now, let’s change the scenario a little. Let’s say the pregnant woman is married and has two very young children. She has to die, according to Catholic dogma, and leave her husband to find a new mommy for their kids and hope that the new mommy will love her kids the way she, the biological mommy, does. The husband will lose his wife and life partner. Why is the life of a pregnant woman, the well being of a husband, and the emotional development of two young soon-to-be-motherless children worth less than the life of a fetus? The answer, as I learned in Catholic school, is that God wants as many children as possible to be born who can worship him. Then there will be more souls that might get to heaven to continue to worship him. These intangible souls of unborn children (assuming there are such things) are more important than the life of a living human being according to Christian theology. What kind of God would want a woman to die in childbirth and leave her husband and two young children to fend for themselves? This sounds more like the Old Testament wrathful God than the loving God I hoped had created the universe. The Church’s policy on abortion in circumstances like these is unreasonable and unfair. This is the only case where the Church supports a person’s the right to die. In pregnancy, a woman not only has a right to die, but she has the obligation to do so should the pregnancy or childbirth be deemed by her doctors to be highly dangerous and probably or surely fatal.
Now let’s deal in reality. On March 9, 2009, a nine-year-old girl who was carrying twins, and whose stepfather is suspected of raping her, underwent an abortion despite complaints from Brazil’s Roman Catholic Church. Abortion is illegal in Brazil, mainly due to the influence of the Catholic Church. Brazil is the country with the world’s greatest number of Roman Catholics. But judges can make exceptions if the mother’s life is in danger or the fetus has no chance of survival. The director of the public university hospital where the abortion was performed said the pregnancy, which was in its fifteenth week, posed a serious risk to the girl, who weighed eighty pounds. But Marcio Miranda, a lawyer for the Archdiocese of Olinda and Recife in northeastern Brazil, said the girl should have carried the twins to term and had a Caesarean section. “It’s the law of God: Do not kill.” She was nine years old for Christ’s sake. I did not think most girls even began menstruation at that age. (Menstruation begins earlier than it did 15 to 20 years ago due to health and dietary changes.) Nine-year-olds do not have a developed pelvis so that childbirth can be quite painful and is often dangerous. Many young girls experience this problem in Africa where twelve-year-old girls are commonly married. How can the Church say that the life of a living child is worth less than the life of a fetus? This young child has already been traumatized by the rape. Should she also have to deal with pregnancy, morning sickness and childbirth at such a young age? She not only risks a possible death in childbirth, but perhaps irreparable psychological damage to her psyche. I am not pro abortion. But this case clearly demonstrates that the Church values the life of an unborn fetus more than the life of a living and breathing juvenile. This is nuts and, in my opinion, barbaric. The abortion is the lesser of two evils. The taking of the life of a fetus is preferable to the possible taking of the life of a nine-year-old. This is my view and position on the matter. I do not see how any reasonably intelligent person can argue the other side of this predicament.
I do not believe that the abortion issue is clear black and white and do think not all abortions should be performed. I am against third trimester abortions in almost any circumstance. It seems to me that a woman should know she wishes to terminate a pregnancy in the first two trimesters, or six months. Why wait until the last minute when a fetus could suffer a horrible death. In Ohio, when a pregnant woman is murdered, a double murder is not charged unless there is oxygen found in the fetus’s lungs, which means it could have lived on its own. Babies have been born less than six months after conception. This puts those births squarely in the second trimester. Thus third trimester abortions are a type of murder, as far as I can see. Does it make a difference if the fetus is killed by a murderer or terminated by a licensed physician? When does life begin and when does a fetus have rights? In Ohio, it is when the fetus can breathe and live without dependence on its mother. This is a reasonable demarcation point and I think should also be applied as to when abortions can no longer be performed. According to scientists at the University of California in an August 2005 press release, a review of medical evidence had found that fetuses likely don’t feel pain until the final months of pregnancy. The researchers reviewed dozens of studies and medical reports and said the data indicate that fetuses likely are incapable of feeling pain until around the seventh month of pregnancy, when they are about twenty-eight weeks old. The seventh month is in the third trimester. Unless a woman is likely to die in childbirth, or unless a baby is expected to be severely handicapped, a third trimester baby who can breath, live outside of the mother in an incubator, and probably feel pain in an abortion, should not be terminated, in my view. This seems to me to be first degree, premeditated murder. After all, both the physician and the mother have participated in planning the extermination of a fetus. I don’t advocate prison for offenders. I just wish the medical industry would spend more time saving fetuses and less time terminating what are, in essence, nearly complete humans. Antiabortion advocates ought to focus more of their attention here, me thinks.
I never understood Bush’s position on embryonic stem-cell research. He would rather destroy frozen embryos than use them for research. Either way they will cease to exist. He seems to care deeply for embryos, less than one millimeter in size and not quite human, but advocates the death penalty for fully grown felons who are most human. Karla Faye Tucker is a perfect case. Karla Faye was an abused woman who participated in a brutal murder. While on “Death Row” she repented and found God. (It’s too bad people don’t find God before they end up on Death Row!) When Pope John Paul II urged Bush to grant mercy to Tucker, Bush responded disingenuously in a letter to the Pope, saying “Ms. Tucker’s sentence can only be commuted by the Governor if the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles recommends a commutation of sentence.” (Yeah, this is the same Pope with whom Bush enjoyed photo op sessions when he was President.) Among others who appealed to the State of Texas on her behalf, in addition to John Paul II, were Waly Bacre Ndiaye, the United Nations commissioner on summary and arbitrary executions; the World Council of Churches; Italian Prime Minister Romano Prodi; the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Newt Gingrich; televangelist Pat Robertson; and Ron Carlson, the brother of Tucker’s murder victim Debbie Thornton. Karla Faye Tucker was visited by many celebrities who believed her conversion to be genuine, including Sister Helen Prejean, author of Dead Man Walking. Sister Prejean wrote a scathing article about Bush and his handling of Karla Faye in her 2004 essay, Death In Texas. Most people believe that Bush had the political clout to likely get the Texas Board to make such a recommendation to commute her sentence to life without parole. Instead Bush allegedly mocked her. In a 1999 interview, Bush was asked by Tucker Carlson of Talk magazine about what he thought Karla Faye would say if Karla Faye were asked, “What would you say to Governor Bush?” “‘Please,’ Bush whimpers, his lips pursed in mock desperation, ‘don’t kill me.’” This was reported in The Houston Chronicle on August 10, 1999, Bush’s home state. George Bush seems to figuratively cry for frozen embryos that could be used in critical embryonic stem-cell research. I wonder if he ever cried for Karla Faye. I wonder how Bush could believe in the sanctity of life by protecting frozen embryos yet endorse capital punishment (the taking of a life) while governor of Texas, a state which executes more prisoners than any other state. I wonder how Bush could believe in the sanctity of life by protecting frozen embryos, yet endorse the torture of prisoners at the Guantanamo Bay Detention Camp. It seems to me that if a person is against abortion and against using embryos for stem-cell research then, to be consistent, he must also be against capital punishment.
Like many people of my generation, I remember the day President Kennedy was assassinated. I was in eighth grade English class. My teacher was Miss Ackerly. I will remember that day for the rest of my life. I also remember the day Karla Faye was executed. I was watching Larry King Live on January 14, 1998, when I first learned the story of Karla Faye. The following month on February 3, 1998, I watched the CNN news channel to see if Karla Faye would really be executed. The execution took place. She was the first woman executed in Texas since 1863. After the news broadcaster said she was pronounced dead at 7:45 p.m. EST, I wept. For me that was “the day the music died.” Karla had a sweet face with the demeanor and optimism of a child. She looked like the girl next door. Her life could have been spared and used to show other recalcitrant young women that drugs and alcohol can have dire consequences. But that was not to be. I wept as I sang to myself, “Bye, Bye, Miss American pie.” Let me say for the record that I am in favor of capital punishment in cases of horrendous crimes such as first degree murder and murder/rape, especially of children. But the punishment should fit the crime. In the OT Book of Exodus [21:24] it says, “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot”; [21:25] “Burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” I don’t agree with the philosophy of Tevye, the lead character in Fiddler on the Roof. I do advocate an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth even if it means “that way the whole world will be blind and toothless” (dialogue from Fiddler). Karla Faye Tucker’s execution did not seem to fit the crime, in my view. She seemed to have truly repented and mercy should have dictated that her life be spared. The ultra-religious Governor George Bush obviously did not see it that way.
I now wish to discuss the truly false prophets. A great place to start is with Joseph Smith Jr. He is the founder of the Latter Day Saint (LDS) movement, also known as Mormonism, and an important religious and political figure during the 1830s and 1840s. Smith is a wonderful study in false prophetism because it is so easy to demonstrate that he is not a prophet but a liar, pedophile, criminal, and opportunist. Only a moron could possibly believe that Smith was in any way a prophet or in any way delivering true messages from God. Except for the parts of the Book of Mormon which were plagiarized from the Old Testament, the rest, which was based on revelations from mythical golden plates, is utter nonsense. Twenty-one chapters of the prophet Isaiah were copied by Smith (Chapters 2-14, 29, and 48-54). They represent about one-third of the OT Book of Isaiah and less than two and one-half percent of the total Book of Mormon. Thus 97.5 percent of the Book of Mormon is crap, or should I say Holy Crap!
As already stated, parts of the Book of Mormon seem to be nothing more than a simple plagiarism of the Old Testament. There are critics who question the presence of verses from Isaiah in the Book of Mormon. They often assert that many Book of Mormon verses were copied from the King James Bible, thus making it a fraud. One such critic is author Grant H. Palmer, who wrote An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins (2002). Palmer said, “When I look at the Book of Mormon, I really don’t see an ancient text. We see a large chunk of the King James Bible, in this book that’s reportedly to be ancient record of a people that lived 2,500 years ago in ancient America.” According to the Mormon theology, the golden plates are a book of bound and engraved metal plates that Smith said was his source for the Book of Mormon. A few witnesses testified that they saw the plates, but Smith said he returned them to an angel after translating them. Therefore if they really existed, they are not available for researchers to examine. Well, duh! There is a better and much simpler explanation as to the whereabouts of the plates. The golden plates never existed in the first place. By comparison, the source texts which make up the Hebrew and Christian Bibles are available 2,000 or more years after they were written. The source texts have been copied and saved for scholars to evaluate, use in research and compare to historical evidence discovered in archaeological digs. No one ever saw the golden plates which make up the Book of Mormon except Joseph Smith and a few of his buds. The Book of Mormon is nonsense and people who believe that it is truth are morons. Is it any wonder that there are no Mormon Nobel Laureates in the sciences?
Following is a brief description of Joseph Smith written by freelance writer Allen Butler in May 2007 on the Associated Content website. “On March 20, 1826, Joseph Smith Jr. was brought before the justice of the peace in Bainbridge, New York. In court records he is referred to as ‘Joseph Smith the Glass looker.’ The charge: disturbing the peace.” Glass looking involves looking into a piece of glass or a stone. It allows a person to see secrets revealed from others and is used in money digging to find buried treasure. “Glass lookers were not uncommon in New York farm country in the 1820s. They were shysters and con men who claimed that by looking into a piece of glass (or sometimes a special stone) they could see things others could not, including the locations of buried treasure. They would then charge poor farmers for this service to aid them in finding these great treasures supposedly buried beneath the ground. Arad Stowell, son of Josiah, testified that he had personally tested Joseph Smith’s abilities and saw clearly that it was nothing but a con job. With his testimony and that of two other men involved with Josiah Stowell, Joseph Smith was found guilty of disturbing the peace. Documents found in the archives of the court in Bainbridge in 1971, however, verified that Smith indeed was brought to trial as a glass looker and was convicted for his crime. Smith was a convicted con man prior to his creation of the [Mormon] Church—the details of his confidence trickery are similar to those of the story of Joseph Smith finding and translating the golden plates which would become the Book of Mormon.” I bet Smith could have been a great Bible salesmen or a deliverer of God’s message in tent revivals, especially in the Bible Belt, had that been his calling.
One of the most unsubstantiated parts of the Book of Mormon is the history of the Jaredites. The Jaredites are a people written of in the Book of Mormon, principally in the Book of Ether. In the Book of Ether the Jaredites are described as the descendants of Jared and his brother in the time of the Tower of Babel. According to the Book of Mormon, the people fled across the ocean via boats and established an ancient civilization in the Americas. The existence of the Jaredites is rejected by mainstream historians and archaeologists. According to the Book of Mormon, the prophet Lehi lived in Jerusalem during the reign of King Zedekiah (approximately 600 BCE). Lehi was an Israelite (Hebrew, ancestor to modern Jews) of the Tribe of Manasseh, and father to Nephi, another prominent prophet in the Book of Mormon. In the First Book of Nephi, in the Book of Mormon, Lehi and his son Nephi lead their families out of Jerusalem and across the sea to the “promised land” (the Americas). Mormon scholar Hugh Nibley has suggested that he was a merchant and contemporary of the Seven Sages, or Wise Men of Greece. The families of Lehi, his friend Ishmael and another man named Zoram left Jerusalem some time before its destruction by the Babylonians in approximately 587 BCE. Lehi’s group proceeded southward down the Arabian Peninsula until they reached a location called Nahom. Ishmael is reported to have died by this time, and he was buried at this location. (I wonder if Smith confused Ishmael with the Ishmael of the Old Testament, the firstborn son of the prophet Abraham and a prophet in Islam. In the OT Book of Genesis [16:11], “And the angel of the Lord said unto her, Behold, thou art with child and shalt bear a son, and shalt call his name Ishmael.” In Genesis [21:13], “And also of the son of the female slave will I make a nation, because he is your seed.” Both Jewish and Islamic traditions consider Ishmael as the ancestor of the Arab people.) From Nahom, the group proceeded in an eastward direction across the desert until they reached a fertile coastal region they named Bountiful, where Lehi’s son Nephi was instructed by the Lord to build a ship for the purpose of sailing across the ocean to the “promised land.” The party of men, women and children along with their animals boarded the ship (an ark?) and sailed until they reached the Americas.
I’ve got to say, this story sounds suspiciously like the story of Noah and the Ark. Is this more of Smith’s plagiarism, such as the twenty-one chapters he copied from Isaiah? To the best of my knowledge there are not now, nor have there ever been, any archaeologists who’ve searched for artifacts from the Jaredites in the United States; not even from the Mormon Brigham Young University. Why search for artifacts which don’t exist in the first place? No serious anthropologist, archaeologist or paleontologist is investigating the historical accuracy of the stories in the Book of Mormon. Why should they? The stories are pure fiction and no person investigating the historical record would waste his time looking for artifacts or trying to piece together a history which has no basis in fact, such as the stories in the Book of Mormon. In the Hugh Nibley books There were Jaredites and The World of the Jaredites, Nibley argues the Jaredites came across the Pacific Ocean. Milton R. Hunter has argued for an Atlantic Ocean crossing. What nonsense! These guys are debating the path of an ocean crossing which never occurred in the first place. They can’t even agree how the Jaredites got here or where they settled, as if there were any truth to this fable. Why didn’t Smith put that information in the Book of Mormon? Didn’t God tell him? The only “evidence” of the history of the Jaredites is in the Book of Mormon. And that ain’t evidence. That’s no record. It is nonsense. And there is no historical record of the Hebrews being great sailors, such as the Phoenicians of a similar period. Only a Mormon moron would waste time trying to find Jaredite artifacts. Fact: the first Jews (twenty-three to be exact) to reach the future United States arrived in 1654, at the Dutch port of New Amsterdam (now New York City or Manhattan Island), although there were a few Jews who reached other parts of the Americas with Columbus in 1492. None were Jaredite Jews or Israelites. Fact: other than the Book of Mormon, there is no other historical or Biblical record about Jared or the Jaredites. Why? Jared and the Jaredites never existed.
Then there are the Lamanites, a term used to identify one potential group of ancestors to American Indians. Native Americans are believed to be descendents of these early Judeo-Israelite colonists, according to the Book of Mormon. Many, but not all, archeologists believe Native Americans are most closely related to the Clovis people. They are Siberians or Mongols who came to North America over the Bering land bridge which thirteen thousand years ago connected northeastern Asia with North America via Alaska and eastern Siberia. The Book of Mormon claims Israelites are the ancestors of Native Americans. The existence of the Lamanites is not generally accepted by non-Mormon historians or archaeologists. According to Mormon archaeologists, their job is to find the true story of how the Indians got here. And this is what they have been trying to do for fifty years. They’ve excavated sites in Guatemala and in the neighboring Mexican state of Chiapas. They’ve never found any artifacts which would back up their claims. Oh, what a surprise!
Next we have the Mulekites, descended from Mulek. Mulek was the only surviving son of Zedekiah, the last King of Judah after the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem. The Book of Mormon states that after escaping from Judah, Mulek traveled to present-day America and set up a new civilization there. More crap! There is no record of a Mulek in the Hebrew Bible, Old Testament to Christians. And finally we have the Nephites. The Nephites were a group of people descended from or associated with Nephi, a prophet who, according to the Mormon text, left Jerusalem at the urging of God circa 600 BCE and traveled with his family to the Western Hemisphere, arriving in the present-day Americas around 589 BCE. Mormon scholars (now there’s an oxymoron) generally believe that the Nephites settled somewhere in present-day Central America after fleeing their homeland. The Book of Mormon describes the Nephites as an initially righteous people who eventually fell into wickedness (sounds like Sodom and Gomorrah) and were utterly destroyed by their brother Lamanites circa 385 CE. There is not one shred of evidence that Native North or South Americans, Lamanites, Nephites or Mulekites are descendents of Semitic Jews from the Middle East. Native North or South Americans have Asian DNA. The Book of Mormon can’t explain this discrepancy. Frankly all Joseph Smith needed to do when he was composing the Book of Mormon was to open his eyes and look around. If he had taken a good look at Native Americans he would have realized that they don’t look like Jews from the Middle East. But there is a clear resemblance to Asians.
Smith got all this stuff from the angel Moroni. Smith claimed Moroni visited him on numerous occasions, beginning on September 22, 1823. The angel was the guardian of the golden plates, which Smith said were buried in a hill near his home in western New York, and which he said were the source material for the Book of Mormon. (I wonder if Moroni was a guardian angel. Do Mormons believe in guardian angels as we Catholics do?) Three witnesses besides Joseph Smith said they saw Moroni in visions in the year 1829. Several other witnesses said they had their own vision. Is it only me who sees the symbolism of the first five characters in the name of Smith’s angel? For those of you who are visually impaired it spells moron! There is also a late Jaredite king in Mormonism named Moron, who interestingly enough did not live in the “land of Moron” according to the Book of Ether. In the Book of Mormon, Book of Ether [11:14] it states, “Ethem did execute judgment in wickedness all his days; and he beget Moron. And it came to pass that Moron did reign in his stead; and Moron did that which was wicked before the Lord.” The Lord did not seem to favor Moron, since he seems to have kept losing then regaining his kingdom to rivals and finally he “dwelt in captivity all the remainder of his days [11:18].” I guess Moron really was a moron. He wasn’t smart enough to not act wickedly and keep God on his side. Had Moron lived to modern times, he might have been called Moron, the Mormon king! He sounds a little like Quasimodo, the “king of fools” in Victor Hugo’s classic The Hunchback of Notre-Dame.
Smith makes other idiotic claims. He claimed by revelation that the Garden of Eden was in western Missouri. This would throw off the first part of the Book of Genesis. For instance, Noah would have left in the ark from Missouri and sailed East to some location in the Middle East so he could eventually settle on Mount Ararat. In the biblical account Noah most likely sailed north to Mount Ararat not east. This presumes that Noah lived relatively near the Garden of Eden, which is believed to have been somewhere near modern Baghdad in Iraq. The spot Smith claims was chosen for the Garden of Eden is Jackson County, Missouri, where Independence now stands. It was occupied in the morn of creation by Adam and his associates, who came with him for the express purpose of populating the earth. When I studied the Bible, on the morning of creation there was no Adam and there was no Eve, nor anyone else. Who the frig are the associates to which Smith refers? And where did they come from to populate the earth, Mars? Plus Adam and Eve were not born on the morn of creation, the first day. Adam and Eve were created on the third day or the sixth day. Smith should have read the Hebrew Bible, Old Testament to Christians. Smith copied parts of the Bible from the King James Version (KJV). Apparently Smith couldn’t read or his version of events was lost in translation when it made it to the Book of Mormon. Here is what it says. In the OT Book of Genesis [1:27], “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them. [1:31] And God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good. And the evening and the morning were the sixth day.” Adam was created on the sixth day according to scripture in chapter one of Genesis. In the second chapter of Genesis, here is what happened on the first day [2:4], “These are the generations of the heavens and of the earth when they were created, in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.” On the second day, [2:5], “And every plant of the field before it was in the earth, and every herb of the field before it grew: for the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was not a man to till the ground.” On the third day, [2:7], “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” In the second chapter of Genesis, Adam was created on the third day. The morn of creation is day one. Smith read your Bible, KJV. The Book of Genesis puts Adam’s creation at either day three or day six (another Biblical inconsistency) but not day one, the morn of creation. Either Joseph Smith couldn’t read or he needed a new prescription for his reading glasses.
Smith was not only a charlatan, but a bigamist and child molester as well. On the website wivesofjosephsmith.org, apparently endorsed by the Mormon Church, there is a concise biography of the thirty-four wives of Smith. Smith married thirty-one of the thirty-four on or after he was thirty-five. Maybe he knew he was on borrowed time. He was thirty-eight years old when he was killed in Illinois. Had he lived, he might have had more wives than a sultan. Five of Smith’s wives were older than forty; eight were 31-40, his peer group; ten were 21-30; and eleven were 14-20. Except for Fanny Alger, all of Smith’s twenty-year-old and younger wives were married to him when he was nearly thirty six or older. Fanny was sixteen and Smith was twenty-eight at the time of their marriage. Flora Ann Woodworth was also sixteen at the time of her marriage to Smith; Helen Mar Kimball was fourteen; Nancy Winchester was fourteen, maybe fifteen. The fourteen year olds married Smith when he was thirty-seven, within the last thirteen months of his life. In Smith’s generation, the average age for a women to marry was twenty-one.
In today’s world, Smith would be locked up as a criminal like Warren Jeffs. Jeffs was the president of the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (FLDS Church) from 2002 to 2007. Jeffs gained international notoriety in May 2006, when he was placed on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List for unlawful flight to avoid prosecution. He fled from Utah state charges related to his alleged arrangement of extralegal marriages between his adult male followers and underage girls. He was arrested in August 2006, in Nevada, and agreed to be taken to Utah for trial. In May and July 2007, the State of Arizona charged him with eight additional counts—including sexual conduct with minors and incest, in two separate cases. His Utah trial, which began early in September 2007, lasted less than a month, and on September 25, he was found guilty of two counts—of being an accomplice to rape, by arranging the marriage of a fourteen-year-old girl to her nineteen-year-old cousin. On November 20, 2007, he was sentenced to imprisonment for ten years to life and has begun serving his sentence at the Utah State Prison. On May 27, 2008, the Smoking Gun Web site released images of Jeffs with two under-aged wives, one of which was twelve years old, celebrating one-year anniversaries in 2005 and 2006. Jeffs was born in 1955, indicating he was fifty years or older when the photos were taken. He has yet to be tried in Arizona.
Joseph Smith married both of his fourteen-year-old wives in Missouri. In Missouri, a person under age fifteen cannot marry without approval of a judge in the county where the marriage license is sought. The statute states that the judge should grant approval only upon a showing of “good cause” and that unusual conditions make the marriage “advisable.” I can’t imagine any modern judge in Missouri giving permission to a fourteen-year-old female teenager to marry a thirty-five year old man. If the marriage was performed without a judge’s approval, I would bet that Smith today would be charged with statutory rape, child molestation, child endangerment, corrupting the morals of a minor, or some combination of the above. It is also quite possible that charges of bigamy would be brought because of its extent in Smith’s case.
Smith was killed by a vigilante mob on June 27, 1844. The mob was partly incited by a Nauvoo, Illinois city newspaper article which asserted the “opinion that Smith had once been a true prophet, but had fallen by advocating polygamy, exaltation, and other controversial doctrines; the opinion that Smith, as both Mayor of Nauvoo and President of the Church held too much power, which was further consolidated by the overwhelmingly Mormon make up of Nauvoo’s courts and city council, who intended establishing a theocracy via the Council of Fifty; and the belief that Smith had corrupted women by forcing, coercing, or introducing them into plural marriage.” An armed group of men with blackened faces stormed the jail where Smith and three other Mormon prisoners were being held in an upstairs room without bars. Both Hyrum (Smith’s older brother) and Joseph Smith had pistols that had been smuggled in by friends the previous day. As the mob broke into the room, Hyrum was shot in the face and killed. Smith discharged all six barrels of his pepperbox revolver and wounded three men. But they continued to fire at Smith and the other Mormons. As Smith prepared to jump from the second floor, he was hit by a ball from the door and fell from the window. On the ground he stirred a bit. Four men fired and killed him. Charges were brought against five accused leaders of the mob that had killed Joseph and Hyrum Smith. They stood trial in May 1845. The defense argued that no individuals could be held responsible because the assassins were carrying out the will of the people. The jury, which included no Mormons, acquitted the defendants. I guess they felt justice was served and the assassins did indeed carry out the will of the people.
Smith seemed to represent a threat to the Nauvoo community of the day. He had a revelation which told him, “as pertaining to the law of the priesthood . . . if he have ten virgins given unto him by this law, he cannot commit adultery, for they belong to him, and they are given unto him; therefore he is justified; he cannot commit adultery, for they are given unto him; for he cannot commit adultery with that that belongeth unto him and to no one else.” Eleven of Smith’s wives had a living husband at the time of their marriage to Smith. That made Smith and his wives bigamists in addition to adulterers. And I severely doubt that any of those already-married eleven wives were virgins. What about the ten virgins? Where are they to be found? In young women of course. The townsfolk feared that their virginal daughters were at risk from Smith and the Mormon religion. So they killed him and his brother. This is vigilante justice. It is also called frontier justice, and was not Illinois the frontier in 1844?
Smith was succeeded by Brigham Young who, without realizing it at the time, followed the future advice of Horace Greely to “Go West.” Young brought the Mormons to Utah where he espoused the Mormon version of the “Mark of Cain.” In Christianity and Judaism the curse of Cain and the mark of Cain refer to the Biblical passages in Genesis where God declared that Cain, the firstborn son of Adam and Eve, was cursed for the murder of his brother Abel. God placed a mark upon him to warn others that killing Cain would provoke the vengeance of God. The OT Book of Genesis [4:15] says, “And the Lord said unto him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. And the Lord set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him.” God did not want anyone to seek revenge on Cain for Cain’s killing of Abel. This of course begets the question who could kill Cain? The only living people at that time were Adam, Eve and Cain. Not only is the Book of Genesis fiction, it is bad fiction. The story of Cain and Abel was not well thought out. It does not pass muster. It does not add up.
The Mormon interpretation of “the curse of Cain,” or the curse of black skin that befell Cain’s descendant’s, is even more absurd and is clearly not the same as the “mark of Cain” set upon Cain by God himself. In the Book of Moses (also written by Joseph Smith) in section [7:8] it says, “and there was a blackness [which] came upon all the children of Canaan, that they were despised among all people.” Young preached that “the Lord put a mark upon him [the Negro], which is the flat nose and black skin.” Although Mormon doctrine teaches this as a revelation from God, this particular teaching was radically different from the views widely held by most Evangelical Protestant groups in the United States during and before the life of Joseph Smith. In their interpretation, the curse of dark skin came upon the children of Cain, not Cain himself, because they practiced genocide on the people of Shum. It was not the result of the mark placed upon Cain by God. Statements concerning the curse of Cain clearly identified both the mark and the curse with the “Negro” race, according to Evangelical Protestant as well as Mormon belief. Without question, Smith and Young both identified black people of African heritage as descendants of Cain. Throughout his ministry, Young maintained his view that black skin was part of the curse of Cain, and that black people were still under that curse.
Under Young black men could not become ministers in the Mormon Church. In 1852 while addressing the Utah Territorial Legislature Young stated, “Any man having one drop of the seed of [Cain] in him cannot hold the priesthood and if no other Prophet ever spoke it before, I will say it now in the name of Jesus Christ. I know it is true and others know it.” On October 9, 1859, he again addressed the curse of Cain, as well as an additional curse of slavery, known as the curse of Ham, stating, “Cain slew his brother. Cain might have been killed, and that would have put a termination to that line of human beings. This was not to be, and the Lord put a mark upon him, which is the flat nose and black skin. Trace mankind down to after the flood, and then another curse is pronounced upon the same race—that they should be the ‘servant of servants;’ and they will be, until that curse is removed; and the Abolitionists cannot help it, nor in the least alter that decree.” Jesus would never have agreed with what Brigham asserted. Jesus ministered to the weak, the poor and the downtrodden. He shook hands with lepers. He would never have excluded any group of people, including Blacks, from his ministry. And he would not have approved of any form of slavery or discrimination. In 1863, Young stated, “Shall I tell you the law of God in regard to the African race? If the white man who belongs to the chosen seed mixes his blood with the seed of Cain, the penalty, under the law of God, is death on the spot. This will always be so.”
Old Brigham justified keeping black men out of the Mormon ministry by also citing the curse of Ham (also called the curse of Canaan). It refers to the curse that Ham’s father Noah placed upon Ham’s son Canaan after Ham “saw his father’s nakedness” because of drunkenness in Noah’s tent. It is related in the OT Book of Genesis [9:20-27]. The “curse of Ham” had been used by some members of Abrahamic religions to justify racism and the enslavement of people of Black African ancestry, who were believed to be descendants of Ham and Canaan. Hebrews have tried to rationalize Israel’s enslavement of the Canaanites using Ham’s curse as an excuse. The curse of Ham is about white people turned black. But in reality DNA evidence shows just the opposite. Some Black Africans turned white. I call this the curse of Eggs. There are now two curses: the curses of Ham and Eggs!
Brigham Young was responsible for a priesthood ban which prohibited all men of black African descent from holding the priesthood. Mormon parishioners of African descent could not participate in certain Mormon temple rites. The first statement by Young about a priesthood ban in the Mormon Church was made on February 13, 1849. The statement which refers to the curse of Cain as the reason for the policy was given in response to the question, “What chance is there for the redemption of the Negro?” Young responded, “The Lord had cursed Cain’s seed with blackness and prohibited them the Priesthood.” These racial restrictions remained in place until September 1978, when the policy was rescinded by Spencer W. Kimball. In a June 1978 letter to the officers of the Church, Kimball stated, “all worthy male members of the Church may be ordained to the priesthood without regard for race or color.” In September 1978, The First Presidency of the Mormon Church “announced that a revelation had been received by President Spencer W. Kimball extending priesthood and temple blessings to all worthy male members of the Church. President Kimball has asked that I [President N. Eldon Tanner] advise the conference that after he had received this revelation, which came to him after extended meditation and prayer in the sacred rooms of the holy temple, he presented it to his counselors, who accepted it and approved it. The First Presidency, recognizing Spencer W. Kimball as the prophet, seer, and revelator, and president of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, proposed that, as a constituent assembly, it accept this revelation as the word and will of the Lord.” The motion was passed unanimously in September 1978.
How could Kimball receive a different revelation from Young? There are no new revelations any more than there are new interpretations of scripture. Scripture is as scripture was written. It is to be taken at face value. God doesn’t talk to Kimball or anyone else. If there are new understandings of scripture, not interpretations or revelations, they can only be derived from the discovery of some previously unknown document or documents such as the Dead Sea Scrolls, which revealed previously unknown information. Interpretations are by definition nothing more than spin, especially new ones. The revelations Young got were nonsense from the get go. Kimball should have removed the bans or restrictions on blacks in the Mormon Church simply because Young was wrong, not due to a made up story about a new revelation from God or a new interpretation of Mormon beliefs. There was nothing new. Kimball should have just said, “Young was wrong and had no idea what he was talking about when it came to blacks and the ‘curse of Cain.’ And now we will amend our policies to make an intolerable injustice correct.” But he did not say this. I am not surprised. Churches and their leaders rarely confess their own sins.
There is one additional and far more relevant quote I would like to cite about blacks in the Mormon Church. It is relevant because it came from a black man and Mormon Church member. The black journalist, author, and church member Darius Gray stated in the May 2007 PBS documentary, The Mormons-Part II, “I think the most damning statement came from one of the presidents of the church, the third president of the church, John Taylor. Basically, he said that the reason that blacks had been allowed to come through the flood, the flood of Noah, was so that Satan would have representation upon the earth, that black folks were here to represent Satan and to have a balance against white folks, who were here to represent Jesus Christ, the savior. How do you damn a people more than to say that their existence upon the earth is to represent Satan?” How can Mormonism make such statements and in any way call itself Christian. There is nothing Christian about what Taylor said about blacks and because of my relationship with the Almighty, I can assure everyone that Jesus does not endorse this philosophy. Instead he damns it. Jesus believed that we are all God’s children. Taylor ought to read the Bible, New Testament. Jesus said blessed are those who believe. He did not say blessed are those white people who believe.
I don’t understand why any black man would want to be a member, much less a priest, of a religion that preaches racism, bigotry, and utter nonsense. Why would any black woman want to be a member of such a church? Only a moron would believe that Kimball got his message from God just like it takes a moron to believe that old Brigham did. These assertions about blacks come out of the Book of Mormon, a scripture which is widely regarded by the academia as having no historical significance whatsoever. If Young and Kimball really had revelations from God, they would know that black people were here first. White people, and for that matter all races and ethnic groups, evolved from black people over the last sixty thousand years (this will be discussed thoroughly in Part II-Science and Discovery). The position of the Mormon Church about blacks and banning them from the priesthood or from performing certain rituals is nothing more than simple racism and existed during the tenure of Kimball as well as Young. Also, had Smith really gotten messages from God in the golden plates, God would have told him that there was no Adam and Eve, thus no Cain and Abel. The Old Testament of the Bible, and the people that wrote it, have a problem with chemistry. Adam was formed out of “dust from the earth.” If he were made from dust, he would be silicon based. Silicon makes up 25.7 percent of the crust of the earth. Silicate materials, which contain silicon and oxygen, make up ninety percent of the crust of the earth. All life on this planet, plant or animal, is based on carbon.
The people who composed the Bible, just like Brigham Young, did not understand chemistry. But if God were truly involved in the creation process of humans as described in the Book of Genesis, surely God would have gotten the chemistry right and sent it along to Smith through one of the golden plates. He might have sent the plates to Young too. Then Young would have had a real revelation; that there is no Adam and Eve. He would know that the account of Adam and Eve is fiction and that we are made of carbon, not silicon and dust from the earth! Finally, and most importantly, he would know that there are no significant differences between blacks and whites, except for minor cosmetic dissimilarities. God would have also revealed the stain, or curse, of Cain is pure nonsense. There is no historical Cain. He might have told Young to read Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species except that the book was not published until 1859, and Young banned blacks from the priesthood in 1849, ten years earlier. Young never took the opportunity to read Darwin, and most likely would have branded Darwin a heretic since Young believed man was created in God’s image. It’s a good thing for Darwin that he stayed out of Utah, or Young might have had him burned at the stake! Catholic theology has its nonsense, such as purgatory and limbo. But it was written when people were extremely ignorant, at least as judged by today’s standards. The Book of Mormon was first published 180 years ago. What is the Mormons’ excuse for believing that the Mormon Book of Moses is the word of God and that “there was a blackness [which] came upon all the children of Canaan?” Being is moron is the only excuse I can figure.
Let me not suggest that Mormonism is a bad religion. It brought us the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. They bring the world so much joy every Christmas Eve. And I do not want to live in a world without Donny and Marie! Mormonism is no better and no worse than any other religion, in my view. Any religion that preaches for us to love one another the way Jesus loved us is a good religion. However, there are conflicts between Mormonism and other religions. It pisses off a lot of people. Mormon missionaries try to convert Latinos to the LDS faith. Latinos are overwhelmingly raised Catholic, but the Mormon Church has been aggressively reaching out to them by touting the religion’s heavy focus on family and community. The Mormon Church’s proselytizing in Latin America (inducing someone to convert to one’s own religious faith) has alienated the local Catholic hierarchy. Another problem beyond proselytization is posthumous baptisms. In November 2008 Fox News reported that Holocaust survivors were through trying to negotiate with the Mormon Church over posthumous baptisms of Jews killed in Nazi concentration camps. They said the church has repeatedly violated a thirteen-year-old agreement barring the practice. Baptism by proxy (of the dead) allows faithful Mormons to have their ancestors baptized into the church, which they believe reunites families in the afterlife. Mormon theology holds that non-Mormons will have another chance to accept the gospel after death. But they must still be baptized with water. In May 2008, the Vatican ordered Catholic dioceses worldwide not to give names and other data in parish registers to members of the Mormon Church. The Vatican did not want deceased Catholics baptized posthumously by the Mormons. The Vatican directive called baptisms for the dead a “detrimental” practice and directed each Catholic diocesan bishop “not to cooperate with the erroneous practices of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.”
I find this conflict amusing, if not insane. Mormons believe you have to be baptized with water as a Mormon to get to heaven. The soul stays on earth until it receives a Mormon baptism. The Catholic Church believes that the soul leaves the body at the time of death. (I don’t know where the Mormons think my dead father’s soul is since he was cremated. Perhaps it is lost in space. It is not in his grave, since he does not have one.) Why should the Pope give a rat’s ass if some Mormon wants to baptize a dead Catholic with only his name and related personal data? If the soul has already left the body, as it is believed according to the Catholic tradition, then the Mormon is baptizing nothing but a human’s remains, i. e. dust and bones (ashes to ash, dust to dust)! Who the frig cares? If a Mormon wants to baptize my dead father, let him. I would say, “Knock yourself out!” I don’t think God cares one way or another. Both the Mormon and Catholic Churches act as if the soul is something tangible. Is the soul made of bosons? (A boson is a subatomic particle whose spin is zero or an integral number, including gauge and Higgs bosons. A Higgs boson is the particle thought to confer mass—substance—to every other particle.) Perhaps Mormons have discovered that souls are comprised of the Higgs boson, also known as “the God particle” because it is so elusive and, like God, has yet to be observed. Does the Higg’s boson give the soul mass like it does to an elementary particle in physics? Could it be that the Mormons have discovered the God particles which make up our souls and this is why they wish to baptize dead people? Do the Mormons know something that His Holiness the Pope doesn’t?
It seems to me that all concerned are forgetting the most fundamental belief of all modern religions, that is that there is only one God. If he wants us to be baptized, then baptism by one church is as good as any other. This whole discussion was trying to show that Mormon beliefs are based on the Book of Mormon. The Mormon Book has been pretty much discredited as historically and archaeologically accurate. It is not valid. Any potentially accurate parts of the Book of Mormon are copied from the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament to Christians) or the New Testament. And much of the Old and New Testaments are historically or archaeologically inaccurate as well. Whether a person is a Catholic, a Protestant or a Mormon, only a religious zealot would believe in a literal translation of the Bible. God did not write, direct the writing, or influence the composition of the Bible in any way. It was written by people, fallible people with all of their biases and prejudices. This entire conflict between the Catholic and Mormon churches can only be described as moronic.
A discussion of modern day religious cult leaders and false prophets leads to Jim Jones. James Warren “Jim” Jones (May 1931-November 1978) was the founder of the Peoples Temple, which is best known for the November 18, 1978, death of over nine hundred Temple members in Jonestown, Guyana, along with the deaths of nine other people at a nearby airstrip in Georgetown. Jones was born in Indiana and started the Temple in that state in the 1950s. Jones and the Temple later moved to California, and both gained notoriety with the move of the Temple’s headquarters to San Francisco in the mid 1970s. The Jonestown incident is one of the largest mass suicides in history and the greatest single loss of American civilian life in a nonnatural disaster until the events of September 11, 2001. One of those who died at the nearby airstrip was Leo Ryan, who became the only Congressman murdered in the line of duty in the history of the United States.
In 1965, Jones claimed that the world would be engulfed in a nuclear war on July 15, 1967. The end of the war would result in a new socialist Eden on earth, and that the Peoples Temple needed to move to Northern California for safety. Accordingly, the Temple began moving to Redwood Valley, California. By the early 1970s Jones began deriding traditional Christianity as “fly away religion,” rejecting the Bible as being white men’s justification to subordinate women and subjugate people of color, and stating that it spoke of a “Sky God” who was no God at all. Jones also began preaching that he was the reincarnation of Jesus of Nazareth, Mahatma Gandhi, Buddha, Vladimir Lenin, and Father Divine (an African American spiritual leader from about 1907 until his death in 1965). By the spring of 1976, Jones began openly admitting, even to outsiders, that he was an atheist. In 1951, Jones had become a member of the Communist Party USA. In 1960, Indianapolis Mayor Charles Boswell appointed Jones as a director of the Human Rights Commission. Jones was a civil rights activist and wildly cheered at a meeting of the NAACP and the Urban League when he yelled for his audience to be more militant, and climaxed with “Let my people go.”
Jones started building Jonestown in 1974, as a means to create both a “socialist paradise” and a “sanctuary” from the media scrutiny which had started in 1972. Regarding the former goal, Jones purported to establish Jonestown as a benevolent model communist community stating, “I believe we’re the purest communists there are.” In that regard, like the restrictive emigration policies of the then Soviet Union, Cuba, North Korea and other communist republics, Jones did not permit members to leave Jonestown. Jones was respected by some for setting up a racially mixed church which helped the disadvantaged; 68 percent of Jonestown’s residents were black. Among the people who Jones brushed elbows with include: former U.S. Vice President Walter Mondale, former Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley, former California Governor Jerry Brown, former U.S. First Lady Rosalynn Carter, and former mayors of San Francisco Willie Brown and George Moscone.
In November 1978, U.S. Congressman Leo Ryan led a fact-finding mission to Jonestown to investigate allegations of human rights abuses. Ryan’s delegation included relatives of Temple members, an NBC network news reporter, an NBC cameraman, and reporters for various newspapers. The group arrived in Georgetown, Guyana, on November 15, and traveled by airplane to Jonestown, arriving on the seventeenth. The delegation left hurriedly in the afternoon of November 18, after Temple member Don Sly attacked Ryan with a knife. The attack was thwarted, bringing the visit to an abrupt end. Congressman Ryan and his people succeeded in taking with them fifteen People’s Temple members who had expressed a wish to leave. As members of Ryan’s delegation boarded two planes at the airstrip, Jones’ “Red Brigade” armed guards arrived in a tractor-pulled trailer and began shooting at the delegation. The guards killed Congressman Ryan and four others near a twin engine Otter aircraft. At the same time, one of the supposed defectors, Larry Layton, drew a weapon and began firing on members of Ryan’s delegation that had already boarded another aircraft. An NBC cameraman was able to capture footage of the first few seconds of the shooting at the Otter. Later that same day 909 inhabitants of Jonestown, 276 of them children, died of apparent cyanide poisoning resulting in, as previously stated, the greatest single loss of American civilian life in a nonnatural disaster until the terrorist suicide attacks on 9/11.
Jones told Temple members that the Soviet Union, with whom the Temple had been negotiating a potential exodus for months, would not take them after the Temple had murdered Ryan and four others at the nearby airstrip. Jones wanted to go to the Soviet Union due to human rights abuse allegations being investigated by Ryan. The reason given by Jones to commit suicide was consistent with his previously stated conspiracy theories of intelligence organizations who allegedly were conspiring against the Temple, that men would “parachute in here on us,” “shoot some of our innocent babies,” and “they’ll torture our children, they’ll torture some of our people here, they’ll torture our seniors.” Jones and several members decided that the group should commit “revolutionary suicide” by drinking cyanide-laced grape flavored Flavor Aid (often misidentified as Kool-Aid) along with a sedative. When members apparently cried, Jones counseled, “stop this hysterics. This is not the way for people who are Socialists or Communists to die. No way for us to die. We must die with some dignity.” Jones can be heard saying, “Don’t be afraid to die,” that death is “just stepping over into another plane” and that “[death is] a friend.” Jones concludes: “We didn’t commit suicide, we committed an act of revolutionary suicide protesting the conditions of an inhumane world.” According to escaping Temple members, children were given the drink first and families were told to lie down together.
Mass suicide at Jonestown had been previously practiced on a regular basis in simulated events called “White Nights.” (During at least one such prior White Night, members drank liquid that Jones falsely told them was poison.) In the end Jones was found dead in a deck chair with a gunshot wound to his head that Guyanese coroner Cyrill Mootoo stated was consistent with a self-inflicted gun wound. However, Jones’ son Stephan believes his father may have directed someone else to shoot him. An autopsy of Jones’ body also showed levels of the barbiturate Pentobarbital which may be lethal to humans who have not developed physiological tolerance.
The tale of Jim Jones is one of megalomania, opportunism, drug addition, sexual obsession, and abuse of people with weak personalities. The abuses were reported in a Time magazine article about Jones (December 11, 1978), a few weeks after the Jonestown mass suicide. “He would force a child to eat his own vomit. He banned sexual activity between Peoples Temple members but was voraciously bisexual himself and obsessed with bragging about the size of his penis.” While Jones banned sex among Temple members outside of marriage, he engaged in sexual relations with both male and female Temple members. “He once boasted that he had sex with fourteen women and two men on the same day. He claimed that he detested engaging in homosexual activity and did so only for the male temple adherents’ own good—to connect them symbolically with himself.” The article also noted that the move to the former Soviet Union was a delusion. “A delegation from the [Temple] commune talked twice with Feodor Timofeyev, the Soviet press attache in Georgetown, about a possible move, but a memo of that meeting shows the Russians offered little encouragement.”
It is so sad that people of little education, intelligence, or self confidence fall into the traps led by religious cult leaders such as Jones. History repeats itself. Heaven’s Gate was an American UFO religion based in San Diego, California and led by Marshall Herff Applewhite (1931-1997) and Bonnie Nettles (1927-1985). On March 26, 1997, police discovered the bodies of thirty-nine members of the Heaven’s Gate cult, all of whom had died by apparent suicide. The group’s end coincided with the appearance of the comet Hale-Bopp in 1997. Investigators disclosed that about a half-dozen of the eighteen men of the cult who died had been surgically castrated, including group leader Applewhite. The group demanded celibacy of its members and avoided any suggestion of sensuality. In a farewell video, one cult member said his death would bring him “just the happiest day of my life. I’ve been looking forward for this for so long.” A woman who appeared to be in her twenties looked intently into the camera and said, grinning broadly, “We are all choosing of our own free will to go to the next level,” according to the story in the March 29, 1997, edition of the New York Times.
Some people never seem to learn that the oddball practices of any religion, especially one led by a charismatic leader, are not a religion at all but a cult. Cults have little or nothing to do with God or the worship of God, although they often start out that way. Inevitably the leader ends up basking in his own power and exploits the very people for whom he is supposed to lead and set an example. Often it is the women and children, usually the weakest and most vulnerable, that are exploited the most. Yet people still keep abiding by false prophets, as they have since antiquity. As it says in the NT Gospel of Matthew [7:15], “Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves.” Whether it is a local religion/cult or a television evangelist, it is all the same to me. The cult leader or the evangelist is the one who benefits the most from the transaction. It is the little people who get screwed. As Pete Seeger wrote, “When will they ever learn, when will they ever learn?”
Psychics are the next stop in my discussion about false prophets. Perhaps the best known psychic today is Sylvia Browne. Browne (born Sylvia Celeste Shoemaker in October 1936) is a best-selling American author on the subject of spirituality and performs as a psychic and medium. She has made several appearances on Larry King Live, was a weekly guest on The Montel Williams Show and hosts her own hour-long show on Hay House Radio, discussing paranormal issues and giving callers advice in her role as a psychic.
In 1992, Browne and her estranged husband were indicted on several charges of investment fraud and grand theft. The Superior Court of Santa Clara County, California, found that Browne and her husband sold securities in a gold-mining venture under false pretenses. In at least one instance, they told a couple their $20,000 investment was to be used for immediate operating costs. Instead, the money was transferred to an account for their Nirvana Foundation for Psychic Research. Browne pled no contest to securities fraud and was indicted on grand larceny in Santa Clara County, California, on May 26, 1992. Sylvia and her estranged husband Kenzil Dalzell Brown pleaded no contest to a felony charge of securities fraud, made restitution, and received one year probation each. Dalzell Brown’s disposition included “County Jail four months with credit for time served of twenty-one days,” while Sylvia’s included two hundred hours of community service.
Browne has made many false public predictions. She claimed that Bill Clinton was falsely accused in the Lewinsky scandal (proved incorrect), that George H. W. Bush would defeat Bill Clinton in the 1992 U.S. presidential election (Bush lost), and that child abductee Shawn Hornbeck was dead (he was found alive more than four years after he was abducted). On Larry King Live March 6, 2001, Browne agreed to take James Randi’s challenge in which he offered $1 million for proof of psychic phenomena. James Randi (born August 1928, and using the stage name of The Amazing Randi) is a stage magician and scientific skeptic best known as a challenger of paranormal claims and pseudoscience. On September 3, 2001, Randi appeared with Browne on Larry King Live, and she again accepted the challenge. To date, she had not been tested and James Randi keeps a clock on his website recording the number of weeks that have passed since Browne accepted the challenge. As of 2009, Browne has said that she has found it increasingly difficult to contact the Foundation or respond to Randi’s enquiries. On January 4, 2008, it was announced that the prize would be discontinued on March 6, 2010. (Randi seems to feel tying up a million bucks for nine years is long enough. He will then be free to use the money for other purposes.)
I find Brown’s assertion that “it is increasingly difficult to contact the Foundation” as absurd. I did not know that The Amazing Randi is James Randi. I thought Randi was his first name, and I thought it was spelled Randy with a Y. I typed “The Amazing Randy” into Google, and the first hit I got was JREF. I never heard of JREF, but I clicked on it anyway. It took me directly to the James Randi Educational Foundation (JREF) website. I clicked on “Contact Us” and sent Randi an e-mail. He has his personal e-mail address on the site. The entire process took less than two minutes from start to finish. I had found a way to contact Randi in under 120 seconds. He responded to me, a complete stranger, in less than thirty-six hours. He was not waiting to hear from me like he was waiting to hear from Browne. I emailed Randi and asked if I could call him. He sent me his direct phone number (I did not want interference from his secretary or receptionist). I thought I had his personal, nonpublic phone number. It turned out to be the same phone number that was available on his site. This was in November 2007. The phone number is the same today and is still readily available on the JREF website. How can Brown, a psychic, talk to dead people on the other side but not be able to obtain Randi’s direct phone number when it took me less than two minutes to find it. And I did not even know Randi’s real name? And I ain’t no God-damned psychic. A better question is why Browne wastes her time selling consultations for a few hundred dollars per hour when she could make $1 million in ten minutes if she could prove to Randi her paranormal powers. Inquiring minds want to know Sylvia!
Then there is Larry E. Joseph, author of Apocalypse 2012, with his predictions of devastating earthquakes, record-breaking tsunamis, category 5 hurricanes, spiking global temperatures and world war. Predictions of how the world will all end have been around for thousands of years. In book Apocalypse 2012, Joseph revealed the curious fact that 2012 has been pinpointed as a pivotal, perhaps cataclysmic, year in human history by ancient sources and contemporary science alike. Joseph claims he investigated this chilling correlation with an open mind and skeptical eye. He delved into historical and spiritual materials as diverse as the Book of Revelation, the I Ching (the Chinese classic text), and the Islamic Hadith. He examined the ancient Mayan Long Count Calendar, the source of the 2012 prophecies, and then traveled to the jungles and highlands of Guatemala to work with Mayan shamans who confirm the five thousand-year-old vision. In a scientific research city in the heart of Siberia, he met with geophysicists who contend that the solar system is moving into a highly charged interstellar energy cloud. And at the tip of South Africa, he interviewed physicists and psychics who are trying to make sense of the fact that the earth’s magnetic field is vanishing. Joseph concluded that we are in a race against time. Apocalypse 2012 is claimed to be an authoritative and deeply unsettling appraisal of just how close the earth, or at least our species, might be to extinction. This book reminds me of a dozen cartoons I have seen in such prestigious newspapers as the Wall Street Journal, which depict an old bearded man holding up a sign stating, “Repent, repent, the end of the world is coming.” The old man looks and sounds a lot like John the Baptist, who also prophesized that the end of the world was imminent. That was two thousand years ago. And yet we are still here. I think both Larry Joseph and John the Baptist need a new doomsday calendar.
The 2012 doomsday prediction is a present-day cultural meme proposing that cataclysmic and apocalyptic events will occur in the year 2012. (A meme is an idea that spreads from person to person within a culture.) The doomsday scenerio has been disseminated in numerous books, internet sites and TV documentaries. The forecast is based primarily on what is claimed to be the end-date of the Mesoamerican or Mayan Long Count calendar. It identifies a day by counting the number of days passed since a mythical creation date that corresponds to August 11, 3114 BCE in the Gregorian calendar. The world is supposed to last 5,125 years and terminate on December 21, 2012 (note there is no zero year; 3,114+2012=5126). The prognostication incorporates warnings from climate experts and other environmental scientists that the earth has reached a tipping point that could generate mass extinctions, as well as other interpretations of assorted legends, scriptures and prophecies. This is the basis for Joseph’s book.
A story in the November 16, 2009, edition of the New York Times had this to say about the publicity created by the movie 2012. “Most of what’s claimed for 2012 relies on wishful thinking, wild pseudoscientific folly, ignorance of astronomy and a level of paranoia worthy of ‘Night of the Living Dead,’ Ed Krupp, director of the Griffith Observatory, in Los Angeles, and an expert on ancient astronomy, wrote in an article in the November issue of Sky & Telescope. ‘I get angry at the way people are being manipulated and frightened to make money,’ Dr. [David] Morrison said. ‘There is no ethical right to frighten children to make a buck.’ Dr. Morrison said he had been getting about 20 letters and e-mail messages a day from people as far away as India scared out of their wits. In an e-mail message, he enclosed a sample that included one from a woman wondering if she should kill herself, her daughter and her unborn baby. Another came from a person pondering whether to put her dog to sleep to avoid suffering in 2012.” Soothsayers predicting the end of the world are not only frauds, but they are evil for the fear they generate with their scenarios based on sheer nonsense. And why doesn’t the world end in 2013? Isn’t 13 supposed to be the unlucky number? I wonder why the Pope doesn’t issue a 2012 apocalypse letter saying we do not know when the world will end just like the previous pope did for Y2K.
Historian Richard G. Kyle notes that predictions of the imminent end of the world have a very long history, with hundreds of documented examples. Some are associated with religious prophecies, others with astronomical events such as comets or eclipses, and others with calendar events such as the millennium. Terrence and Dennis McKenna wrote in their book The Invisible Landscape (1975) that “evolution will accelerate and end in the year 2012.” Needless to say, only idiots and morons believe in this nonsense. And I am quite certain that there is not a government on the face of the planet with a contingency plan for “Doomsday 2012.” I am always amazed how many gullible people there are in the world who spend good money to buy books based on this nonsense. I guess P.T. Barnum was right. Indeed, “There is a sucker born every minute.” And there are plenty of psychics and evangelists in this world ready to relieve the suckers of their hard-earned cash.
James Van Praagh (born 1958 in Bayside, New York) claims to be a spiritual medium. He has written several best-selling books dealing with spirituality and alleged spirit communication. They have been translated into over fifty languages worldwide. In December 1997, Van Praagh became the first medium to appear on Larry King Live to promote his first book “Talking To Heaven.” Critics of Van Praagh accuse him of using the mentalism technique of cold reading to simulate psychic powers. Cold reading is essentially the process of making educated guesses by prompting the believer. (Why do psychics need to engage in cold reading anyway? If they were truly psychic, they could read people’s minds by telepathy.) Sceptics point to several incidents in which Van Praagh’s claims have been wrong, such as when he suggested to the parents of the abductee Shawn Hornbeck that the boy’s body might be found in a railroad car. Hornbeck was found alive four years later, having been abducted but not killed, and the kidnapper was not a railroad plant worker as Van Praagh had suggested. Fortunately for Shawn, neither his parents nor the police believed Van Praagh or Sylvia Browne. They never gave up hope that Shawn was still alive. Van Praagh responded by asserting that his messages are often vague and hard to interpret. Sometimes he mistakes their meaning, often reinterpreting them after the fact to fit new information. After the fact? Why does a psychic need to interpret information he is supposed to foresee after the fact? His reinterpretation to fit the facts after the fact is part of the scam. The messages are not vague. They don’t exist, except in the minds of the “little people” who believe that Van Praagh has psychic ability. Does a person need to be a rocket scientist to figure this out?
A person is either a psychic or not. It is like being pregnant. Van Praagh appears to be a fraud. A real psychic would never be wrong or need to reinterpret facts. If he were getting true messages from beyond, wherever the hell that is, he would not have to interpret them. Real messages would be explicit. He was as wrong about Shawn Hornbeck as was Sylvia Browne. They are both showmen like Liberace. And like Liberace, they laugh all the way to the bank when they take the people’s money. At least Liberace, known as Mr. Showmanship, put on a good show. People who believe in physics are such fools. Belief in psychic powers is pure superstition. Mr. Seeger, “When will they ever learn, when will they ever learn?” The CIA has given up on psychics and ESP. And I am not aware of any major police organization, such as NYPD, LAPD, or Scotland Yard which presently use psychics to solve cases. “Officially, the NYPD does not solicit help from psychics,” according to a department spokesman. The LAPD issued this statement, “The LAPD has not, does not, and will not use psychics in the investigation of crimes, period. If a psychic offers free information to us over the phone, we will listen to them politely, but we do not take them seriously. It is a waste of time.” I think NYPD and LAPD would prefer to call David Caruso and his CSI:Miami team! As for Scotland Yard, “The Yard does not endorse psychics in any way. There is no recorded instance in England of any psychic solving a criminal case or providing evidence or information that led directly to its solution.”
John Edward is the last of the psychics I will discuss. This topic is beginning to bore me. And it makes me angry to think that so many people are silly and gullible. John Edward McGee Jr. (born October 1969 in Glen Cove, New York), is an American television personality, and purported psychic medium. He is best known for his TV shows Crossing Over with John Edward and John Edward Cross Country. Both shows are premised on Edward communicating with the spirits of deceased relatives of people in the audience. Edward published his first book, One Last Time, in 1998. His related appearance on Larry King Live later in the year prompted enough phone calls to overload the show’s switchboard. The next year Edward had his own show. Critics of Edward assert he performs the mentalist technique of cold reading. Choosing the first reading from a two-hour tape of edited shows, magician and debunker James Randi found that just three of twenty-three statements made by Edward were confirmed as correct by the audience member being read, and the three statements that were correct were also trivial and nondescript. I need not say more. In the first episode (Talking to the Dead) of the series Penn & Teller: Bullshit!, Penn and Teller called Edward and James Van Praagh “psychic scumbags.” They spend most of the episode discussing cold reading and show that good editing can make a cold reader’s performance more impressive. Penn then describes Edward as “The biggest douche in the universe.”
As world class magicians Penn and Teller, like James Randi, have shown how Edward and other psychics create the illusion of talking to the dead when there is no truth to these assertions. If the little people listened more to Randi and Penn and Teller, and less to the psychics, they might see the psychics for what they really are: frauds. There has never once been a scientifically monitored experiment to demonstrate the power and veracity of psychics. And I doubt there ever will be. Nearly half of all Americans today (46 percent) claim to believe in the myth of Creation, according to a May 2006 Gallup Poll. Most Americans would be far better off if they would view psychics, evangelists, and traditional views of religion with the same level of skepticism which intelligent-design advocates view Darwin and the theory of evolution. Isn’t it about time that people stop believing in fairy tales? Creation is a fairy tale. So is much of the Bible, especially the Book of Genesis. New scientific discovery will not substantiate the veracity of the Bible. It will do just the opposite. Live with it.
All religions are founded on the fear of many and the cleverness of the few.
Stendhal
Chapter 3
2001: A Space Odyssey; What About Science, God, and Religion
Man created the notion of God to fill in the gaps between those aspects of the universe which could not be otherwise explained. We will never have a complete explanation of the cosmos.
—G. R. Pafumi
The primary subplot of the delightful movie 2001: A Space Odyssey is modern man’s first encounter with extraterrestrial life. The retired theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking, Isaac Newton’s successor as the Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at the University of Cambridge, was asked the question, “Are we alone?” His response: probably not! “Primitive life is very common and intelligent life is fairly rare.” Arthur C. Clarke, the author of the novel 2001 and perhaps the most famous writer of science fiction since H.G. Wells, gave this view of intelligent life and extraterrestrial visitors. (Yes this is the same Arthur C. Clarke who, in 1945, co-conceived the idea of the geosynchronous communications satellite which today brings us television from outer space.) Although most scientists disagree with him, Clarke said, “It is highly probable that earth has been visited many times in the past and will be visited many times in the future, although what we think are flying saucers aren’t from space, but are probably atmospheric phenomena. When there are really flying saucers from outer space, we’ll know it.” Arthur, to date there is not one iota of evidence of E.T.s appearing on earth, except in the minds and testimony of men. Like our current vision of god, it cannot be relied upon. And just to emphasize my point, in December 2009, Britain’s Ministry of Defense closed down its UFO operation since it was expensive to maintain and there were no UFOs found. UFOs are no longer considered a security risk by the British. The Ministry said it had found no evidence of a threat to Britain or proof of the existence of extraterrestrials.
What would alien life look like, Steven Spielberg’s E.T.? Hawking and most scientists agree that any alien form of life would not only be stranger than we imagine, but would also be stranger than we can imagine. So is the universe. Yasushi Kawarabata, the Japanese film critic, reviewed 2001 and wrote, “This is a kind of religious film, because the producer brings forth a concept of God to differentiate between the small efforts of mankind and the unfathomable vastness of the universe.” It seems to me that the universe is not only stranger than we imagine, but it is also stranger than we can imagine. It is much larger and weirder than most humans can envision. Clarke made a similar point about the strangeness of the universe. He noted that, “Nature has a lot of surprises up her sleeve . . . . She does not give up her secrets easily. She always turns out to be richer, more complex, fuller of surprises than we could possibly have dreamed.”
Another subplot of the movie relates to men, their technology, and their machines. The astronauts in the movie are on a mission to reach Jupiter to understand why signals being sent from a monolith found on the moon are aimed toward Jupiter. The monolith is a beacon. It is designed to alert the extraterrestrials who put it there when man had achieved sufficient technology to leave the third rock from the sun (earth) and could travel far enough into space to reach his closest astronomical neighbor. The mission is under the control of the supercomputer HAL 9000. HAL has been programmed to interact, entertain (such as playing chess), and generally manage the daily lives and routines of the astronauts on board, including those in long-term hibernation. HAL, it seems, has also been programmed to exhibit human emotions and act as if it were human. Well into the journey HAL becomes too human. Growing paranoid (for some unknown reason), he makes up a story about a faulty piece of equipment to maintain the respect of the astronauts. A less emotional supercomputer on earth catches HAL’s lie and alerts the crew of his deceit. The crew decides to render HAL inoperative. HAL detests the witnesses to his humiliation, discovers their plan, and restores his ego by vengeance, successfully killing all but one crew member.
Does this plot strike a familiar note? It reminds me of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, with the obvious difference that 2001 was written in 1967-68 and Frankenstein was composed in 1816-17. Although Hollywood’s various versions of Frankenstein diverge widely from Shelley’s novel and original concept, they all are based on a Dr. Frankenstein assembling a humanoid creature by connecting various pieces of human corpses. He successfully brings it to life only to be repulsed and terrified by its monstrous ugliness. Frankenstein abandons and flees his creation. He then decides to destroy the “fiend” or “demon” (as he calls his creation), but in the end it is Dr. Frankenstein who is destroyed. Frankenstein and 2001 are about, in part, science and discovery gone awry. Science can be used for good, but also for evil.
It seems some religions, especially the Catholic religion, once saw science as a Frankenstein too. It successfully suppressed scientific thought for at least two centuries. The Church not only persecuted Jews and Muslims throughout the Dark and Middle Ages; scientists raised their ire as well. It continues to this very day. In a June 2006 interview, Stephen Hawking related the story of the late Pope John Paul II at a 1981 cosmology conference held at the Vatican. He told scientists that they should not study the beginning of the universe because it was the work of God. I can hardly believe it. He actually asked scientists to stop doing fundamental research. The Pope said, “It’s ok to study the universe and where it began. But we should not inquire into the beginning itself because that was the moment of creation and the work of God.” Hawking then joked he was glad John Paul did not realize he had presented a paper at the gathering suggesting how the universe began. “I didn’t fancy the thought of being handed over to the Inquisition like Galileo.” (I suspect Steven Weinberg and Richard Dawkins would have also been tuned over to the Inquisition had they lived a half millennium ago.) Hawking knows popes. In 1975, Hawking received a medal from Pope Paul VI lauding the “young scientist for distinguished work.” In 1986 John Paul II admitted him to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences. Hawking cited John Paul’s assertion that, “God chose how the universe began for reasons we could not understand.” It seems the Pope’s desire is for scientists to not try and find out. John Paul II insisted faith and science could coexist. In 1996, in a message to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, he said that Darwin’s theories were sound as long as they took into account that creation was the work of God (an intelligent designer) while conceding that Darwin’s theory of evolution was “more than a hypothesis.” But Hawking questioned whether an almighty power was needed to create the universe. “Does it require a creator to decree how the universe began? Or is the initial state of the universe determined by a law of science?” Hawking’s groundbreaking research on black holes and the origins of the universe suggest space and time have no beginning and no end, which begs the question, “What then is the role of the Creator?” Carl Sagan, in his introduction to Hawking’s book, A Brief History of Time, wrote that the Hawking model of the universe “with no edge in space, or beginning in time” left “nothing for a Creator to do.”
How about evolution? There is no evidence of intelligent design or intelligent cause in our evolutionary history. Science finds no evidence of this. Why do Evangelical Christians and the Catholic Church want intelligent design taught to our children, in or out of science class? What are they afraid of? Are they concerned that a lack of belief in God’s direct part in the ascent of man will lead to such a drop in moral and ethical values that we will be creating future Frankenstein monsters? The Pope does not want man to go where no man has gone before and meddle in God’s work and creations. He asks physicists to stop researching black holes. He wants scientists to abandon embryonic stem-cell research, despite the significant medical advances already achieved. Had a quadriplegic Christopher Reeve (aka Superman) lived long enough, embryonic stem cells might have let him walk again. Stem cells can be created from human skin but they tend to turn cancerous. Perhaps this will change. But for now, we should not abandon research utilizing stem cells created from embryos when they promise so much hope to the Christopher Reeves of the world.
Matters of life and death are not simple. We say that all life is precious, but many nations execute criminals, including the United States. How many times has a soldier jumped on a grenade to save his buddies? Isn’t he committing suicide, previously a sin in Catholic dogma? Isn’t he taking a life; his own? If he trades his own life to save one or more of his buddies’ lives, isn’t that a worthwhile, noble and altruistic exchange? (Of coarse it can be argued that the soldier is not committing suicide but sacrificing his own life for the sake of his buddies. And this is what we believe Jesus did for us.) He will undoubtedly get a medal, although he won’t be around to accept it. If I had a child with a birth defect or some other serious, deadly malady, and I was told his mother and I could improve his condition greatly by creating an embryo, and then destroying it for the stem cells, I would do it without batting an eye. Destroying an embryo to save a child’s life, or to significantly improve the life of an existing human being, especially a child, is an intelligent, worthwhile, and fully ethical trade off, in my view. It is no different than my prior argument that abortion should not be prohibited by the Church for Catholic mothers expected to die in childbirth.
Mankind has certainly had its share of Frankensteins from its creations. Splitting the atom created the worse type of WMD (weapon of mass destruction). But nuclear technology can also be used for the benefit of man in medicine and power generation. The internal combustion engine revolutionized travel and the transport of goods. We cannot live without our cars, trucks, buses, and trains. We are also choking on the emissions they create, not to mention global warming. The Catholic Church opposes artificial insemination and in vitro fertilization because these procedures interfere with the natural course of conception. That is great for guys with high sperm counts or women with healthy eggs. The Church holds the same position about surrogate motherhood. For some couples, there is no choice other than artificial means.
None of these artificial means of conception and birth would be possible without medical technology and scientific advances. The Church holds that artificial insemination, in vitro fertilization, and surrogate motherhood are immoral because they involve sexual acts that are procreative but not unitive, that is tending to produce a union. Rightful conception, the Church says, must respect the inseparability of the two meanings of the sexual act. I guess sensual pleasure is not included in the Church’s meaning of sex. The psychological and the physiological benefits of sex are not included either. Damn! Artificial conception and birth was not a problem before man created conception through artificial means. Surrogate motherhood, one form of “artificial means, does have its problems. Remember the protracted legal battle to win custody of Baby M? A surrogate mother, Mary Beth Whitehead-Gould, gave birth in 1986 to a baby girl who became known as Baby M. Whitehead-Gould, who lives on Long Island, subsequently changed her mind since she had grown attached to the child and didn’t want to give her up to the New Jersey couple who had contracted with her to have the baby. The case ended up in court. In court she won visitation rights but lost the legal battle to keep Baby M. Surrogacy can indeed be a Frankenstein in the minds of some folks.
Where will it end? How long will it be before we will need to make life and death decisions based on something other than religious principles? Prosecutors in some jurisdictions are reluctant to seek the death penalty in capital crime cases because of the expense of getting a conviction. Juries want something more than guilt beyond a reasonable doubt when they recommend a sentence of death. Most prosecutors do not have unlimited financial resources. In cases of capital punishment the issue is economics not technology. But let’s move to life-extending medical devices. At the moment all states, and even the Church, accept the right to not use life-support equipment when there is no hope of a patient’s recovery. Many people have signed living wills, essentially right-to-die documents, which allow doctors to turn off their respirators when they are brain dead or terminally ill. But an unconscious or comatose person with no brain wave activity who has not signed such a form has no such rights. Remember Terri Schiavo? She was comatose or semi-comatose for nearly fifteen years. She was kept alive with feeding tubes and other apparatus. Allowing her husband to remove life-support equipment led to a legal battle which lasted seven years. Aside from the terrible emotional toll that it took on her husband and her parents, who did not want the feeding tubes removed, it cost a fortune to keep her alive. In 2004 John Paul II stated that health care providers are morally bound to provide food and water to patients in persistent vegetative states. Her parents argued about whether their daughter, as a devout Catholic, would wish to go against the Church’s teaching. This would never have been a problem without the Frankenstein of modern medical technology. Like Frankenstein’s creature, issues arose which may not have been not anticipated during its creation. In this case, it was the Pope’s interpretation of what God wants which exacerbated the problem and prolonged the agony for all concerned. How does the Pope know what God wants? For nonbelievers, this issue might not arise.
So the obvious question arises, when do we pull the plug? This situation will only get worse as technology is invented which can keep people alive longer and with a wider variety of medical maladies. The problem thus arises which is similar to the death sentence problem of prosecutors. It essentially boils down to money. Almost all new medical technologies are increasingly expensive and can tax the health-care system, especially by the patient who cannot afford to pay. But let’s take a person who can afford to pay. Suppose a conscious person with a terminal illness wishes the right to die and not burden his family either emotionally or financially. Instead of draining all of his financial resources to continue to exist, he would rather not live with a poor or terrible quality of life. Should he have the ability to end his life and be taken off of a respirator even if he knows it means certain death? Should he be forced to live the life of an invalid and use up resources that could be better spent taking care of his wife or perhaps sending his grandchildren to college? These are easy questions to ask, but much harder questions to answer. Doctors can now keep a brain-dead person alive almost indefinitely with respirators. Again I say, when do we pull the plug? It seems to me, bringing God into the picture creates more problems than it solves. If we accept the deist view of a nonpersonal God, then God will not care one way or the other but leave the decision the individual concerned. He will not care because he does not interfere in our personal daily lives. To reiterate Einstein once again, “I do not believe in a personal God. I believe in Spinoza’s God—not in a God Who concerns himself with the fate and the doings of mankind.”
Science and technology keeps pushing the edge of the envelope and religion too often wants to halt its progress. Giordano Bruno, born 1548, was an Italian philosopher best-known as a proponent of heliocentrism and the infinity of the universe. Heliocentrism is the theory that the sun is at the center of the solar system or the universe, which were perceived to be the same thing in Bruno’s day. He was burned at the stake as a heretic by the Roman Inquisition in February 1600. Bruno believed (using Copernicus’ scientific explanation) that the earth revolves around the sun, and that the apparent daily rotation of the heavens is an illusion caused by the rotation of the earth around its axis. Bruno also held that because God is infinite, the universe would reflect this fact in boundless immensity. Bruno also asserted that the stars in the sky were really other suns like our own, around which orbited other planets. (Jesus was he ahead of his time. The first confirmation of a planet orbiting a star other than our own sun occurred in 1995.) He suggested that such beliefs in no way contradicted scripture or true religion. Bruno was not only a genius, he was also a prophet! How else could Bruno, the last of the great naked-eye astronomers, know that the universe was boundlessly immense, that the stars are no different than our own sun, or that there are planets like our earth orbiting other stars.
In 1584, Bruno published his two most important works. Bruno’s infinite universe was filled with a substance—a “pure air” or ether—which offered no resistance to the heavenly bodies which, in Bruno’s view, rather than being fixed, moved under their own impetus. He completely abandoned the idea of a hierarchical universe. The earth was just one more heavenly body as was the sun. God had no more relation to one part of an infinite universe than any other. Bruno’s god was as present on earth as he was in the heavens. He was a god subsuming in himself the multiplicity of universal existence. He was not a remote heavenly deity. I bet Einstein would have respected Bruno’s vision of god.
Bruno also affirmed that the universe was homogeneous, made up everywhere of four elements (water, earth, fire, and air). The stars were not composed of a separate quintessence. Essentially the same physical laws would operate everywhere. Space and time were both conceived as infinite. (Now he sounds like Stephen Hawking.) There was no room in his stable and permanent universe for the Christian notions of divine creation and Last Judgment. Under this model our sun was simply one more star and the stars were all suns, each with their own planets. Bruno viewed the solar system of a sun/star with planets as the fundamental unit of the universe. According to Bruno, infinite God necessarily created an infinite universe, composed of an infinite number of solar systems, and separated by vast regions full of ether because empty space could not exist. It is now believed dark energy fills that empty space (discussed in the section on science and discovery). Comets were not momentary creations, divine instruments or heavenly messengers. Bruno’s cosmology is marked by infinite magnitude, homogeneity, and isotropy, with planetary systems distributed evenly throughout the universe. (He also sounds a lot like Carl Sagan with Sagan’s vision of god and the cosmos!) I wonder where the world might be today had Bruno’s visions of the universe not been suppressed? It is astonishing that he had such a modern conception of the heavens nearly half a millennium ago when our scientific knowledge of the cosmos was damned close to zilch and the telescopes of the day were most primitive. And he did not even have a telescope. He used his naked eyes.
Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) was an Italian physicist, mathematician, astronomer, and philosopher who played a major role in the Scientific Revolution. His achievements included improvements to the telescope, and the resultant astronomical observations, and support for Copernicanism. Galileo has been called the “father of modern observational astronomy,” the “father of modern physics,” the “father of science,” and “the father of modern science.” His contributions to observational astronomy include the telescopic confirmation of the phases of Venus, the discovery of the four largest satellites (moons) of Jupiter, and the observation and analysis of sunspots. Galileo also improved compass design.
Galileo’s support of Copernicanism was controversial within his lifetime. The geocentric view had been dominant since the time of Aristotle (384-322 BCE) and the controversy engendered by Galileo’s presentation of heliocentrism as proven fact resulted in the Catholic Church’s prohibition of its advocacy as an empirically proven fact. This was because it was not empirically proven at the time and was contrary to the literal meaning of Scripture. Galileo was eventually forced to recant his heliocentrism and spent the last years of his life under house arrest on orders of the Roman Inquisition. Galileo defended heliocentrism, and claimed it was not contrary to certain passages in Scripture. He took St. Augustine’s position on Scripture: not to take every passage literally. Galileo openly questioned the veracity of the OT Book of Joshua [10:13], which said that the sun and moon remained unmoved for three days to allow a victory to the Israelites. “And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until the people had avenged themselves upon their enemies. Is not this written in the book of Jasher? So the sun stood still in the midst of heaven, and hasted not to go down about a whole day.” Did God violate his own laws of physics? If so, why did he create them in the first place? Violations of physical laws have never been observed by scientists. If the sun and moon stood still and had no forward momentum, they should crash into each other due to gravitational attraction. But they did not. If gravity was suspended even for a moment, then why didn’t Joshua, as soon as he moved and exerted a force upon the earth, float upwards and get forever lost in space? Did Joshua depart from the universe, and space and time, for a moment and then return when the sun and moon began to move again? This story doesn’t make sense even in the time of Joshua!
Gravity is everywhere. Otherwise it does not exist at all. Gravity can’t exist on the sun and the moon if it does not also exist on the Earth. What about Newton’s first law of motion, inertia? Every object in motion tends to remain in motion unless an external unbalanced force is applied to it. Did Joshua apply an unbalanced force upon the sun and the moon to halt their forward momentum? Where could he have possibly obtained a force many times that of our most powerful modern hydrogen bombs to stop the sun and the moon? The Bible does not address this issue or why Joshua did not end up lost in space. Of course the writers of the Old Testament did not have to consider the gravity problem. It wasn’t even discovered yet! Newton’s first law had yet to be articulated although it was quite similar to Galileo’s beliefs about inertia. Due to a complete lack of understanding by the Inquisition about how the universe functions, Galileo was found “vehemently suspect of heresy,” having held the opinions that the sun lies motionless at the center of the universe; that the earth is not at its center and moves; and that one may hold and defend an opinion as probable after it has been declared contrary to Holy Scripture. He was ordered to be imprisoned. The sentence was later commuted to house arrest due to the intervention of the Archbishop of Siena (Ascanio Piccolomini). The sitting pope, Urban VIII, resisted all efforts to grant him a pardon.
In 1741 Pope Benedict XIV authorized the publication of an edition of Galileo’s complete scientific works. It wasn’t until 1758 that the general prohibition against works advocating heliocentrism was removed from the Church’s “List of Prohibited Books,” a list of publications prohibited by the Roman Catholic Church. The List was abolished on June 14, 1966, by Pope Paul VI. All traces of official opposition to heliocentrism by the Church disappeared in 1835, when works advocating heliocentrism were finally dropped from The List. In October 1992, John Paul II lifted the edict of inquisition against Galileo and said the church’s denunciation of Galileo’s work had been a tragic error. I guess this means Galileo was finally allowed to enter heaven. The Pope officially conceded that the earth was not stationary. (Galileo’s inquisitors maintained that scripture indicated the earth was stationary.) The Church finally acknowledged that the earth revolves around the sun. This was the result of a study conducted by the Pontifical Council for Culture. The Pontifical Council for Culture has expertise in astronomy? I thought astronomy was science, not culture. In any event, I can’t say how relieved I am to know that I can now accept the theory that the earth revolves around the sun, not vice versa, and still have an opportunity for salvation! I don’t want to go to hell. I hear they have lousy air conditioning down there. Or is it up there? I suppose it is all relative, as Einstein would say. Hmmmm!
The guy who started all of this heliocentric crap (or should I say Holy Crap) was Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543), a part-time Catholic cleric and the first astronomer to formulate a comprehensive heliocentric cosmology which replaced the earth as the center of the universe. Copernicus’ major theory was published in the book “On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres” in 1543, the year of his death, though he had arrived at his theory several decades earlier. At original publication, Copernicus’ epoch-making book caused only mild controversy and provoked no fierce sermons about contradicting holy Scripture. It was only three years later, in 1546, that a Dominican, Giovanni Maria Tolosani, denounced the theory in an appendix to a work defending the absolute truth of Scripture. In March 1616, in connection with the Galileo problem, the Church’s Congregation of the Index (which decided which books made The List) issued a decree suspending Copernicus’ book until it could be “corrected,” on the grounds that the supposedly Pythagorean doctrine that the earth moves and the sun doesn’t was “false and altogether opposed to holy Scripture.” The same decree also prohibited any work that defended the mobility of the earth or the immobility of the sun, or that attempted to reconcile these assertions with holy Scripture.
This persecution of scientists by the Church reminds me so much of modern-day evangelists who preach that AIDS is God’s retribution to homosexuals. They quote holy Scripture as the source of this nonsense. According to some evangelical preachers, homosexuals are Sodomites. And we know what happened at Sodom and Gomorrah. In Genesis [19:24], “Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven.” Its déjà vu all over again! Evangelical preachers are simpatico with certain members of the Catholic Church who are also doing the condemning. They could find a friend in Gerhard Maria Wagner. Wagner was appointed auxiliary bishop of Linz, Austria by Pope Benedict XVI on January 31, 2009. Amidst controversy over his views that sin caused Hurricane Katrina, Wagner resigned on February 15, 2009. He had a short bishopdom due to public pressure. He was convinced that the death and destruction caused by Hurricane Katrina in early 2005, was “divine retribution” for New Orleans’ tolerance of homosexuals and laid-back sexual attitudes. He commented: “It’s no coincidence that in New Orleans all five abortion clinics as well as night clubs were destroyed.” Wagner seems to have not mentioned that schools, churches, and hospitals were destroyed in the hurricane as well. I guess this means there were sinners in the schools, churches and hospitals too.
Evangelical preachers might also connect with Reverend Joseph Illo, the pastor of St. Joseph’s Catholic Church in Modesto, California. He said, “If you are one of the 54 percent of Catholics who voted for a proabortion candidate, you were clear on his [Barack Obama’s] position, and you knew the gravity of the question, I urge you to go to confession before receiving communion. Don’t risk losing your state of grace by receiving sacrilegiously.” Is God a Republican? Why didn’t God Almighty get John McCain elected president? It’s déjà vu all over again! In October 2004, Catholic World News reported, “A consultant to the Vatican has said Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry has incurred the penalty of excommunication from the Catholic Church. The consultant made his statement in a highly unusual letter to Marc Balestrieri, a Los Angeles canon lawyer who formally sued John Kerry in ecclesiastical court for heresy. Balestrieri, who launched his case earlier this year by filing a heresy complaint in Kerry’s home archdiocese of Boston, told EWTN’s ‘World Over’ program on Friday that he had received an unusual, indirect communication from the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith regarding the pro-abortion stance. That communication provides a basis, he said, to declare that any Catholic politician who says he is ‘personally opposed to abortion, but supports a woman’s right to choose,’ incurs automatic excommunication. The current action could be significant as it could undercut the entire debate over denying Communion to pro-abortion politicians.” On November 22, 2209, the Associated Press reported, “Roman Catholic Bishop Thomas Tobin has banned [U.S. Congressman] Patrick Kennedy from receiving Communion, the central sacrament of the church, in Rhode Island because of the congressman’s support for abortion rights. ‘The bishop instructed me not to take Communion and said that he has instructed the diocesan priests not to give me Communion,’ Kennedy [said].” He we go again, the Church sticking its nose where it ain’t ought to be.
The Catholic Church cannot keep its priests from molesting children, but it wants to interfere in American politics and tell American citizens how to vote. In 2004, America’s Catholic bishops, with research help from the John Jay College of Criminal Justice at the City University of New York, admitted that 10,667 Catholics had accused 4,392 priests of sexual abuse from 1950 to 2002. However note that advocates for abuse victims say the number is probably far higher because many victims opted not to come forward. The Catholic Church in America has paid more than $2 billion through 2008 in settlements to victims, causing some dioceses to file for bankruptcy. The total may well reach $3 billion. The Catholic Church in Ireland is expected to pay out about $1.6 billion to individuals who were molested and physically abused while under its care, according to a May 2009 story on MSNBC. The abuse goes back to the 1930s, and includes fourteen thousand persons. Pedophile priests have destroyed the lives of too many people and the church itself. Perhaps Christopher Hitchens is accurate in the title of his book, “God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything.”
It does appear that religion, priests and preachers often seem to poison everything! The Catholic Church should mind its own business and keep its sacred nose out of American politics, especially U.S. presidential elections. The same hold true for all religions. Religion should also keep its nose out of scientific discovery and debate. Religion has nothing to contribute to scientific knowledge and discovery. Its opinions are irrelevant.
Throughout most of human existence, God was often the best, and sometimes the only, explanation for many aspects of the universe; today He explains nothing.
—G. R. Pafumi
Science speaks of facts without having absolute certainty: Religion speaks of absolute certainty without having facts.
—Source Obscure
Chapter 4
For the Bible Tells Me So;
But Which Bible? What is Truth?
We live in a twenty-first century world, with a fifteenth century view of God. Unquestioning belief is a virtue in religion, but a curse in science and discovery.
—G. R. Pafumi
One of the truly bad effects of religion is that it teaches us that it is a virtue to be satisfied with not understanding.
—Richard Dawkins
Just think of the tragedy of teaching children not to doubt.
—Clarence Darrow
THe apostle Matthew’s most famous passage in the NT Gospel of Matthew [7:15] is: “Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.” There are at least fifteen English-language versions of this quote since there are at least fifteen English-language versions of The Bible. Count them. There are more.
International Standard Version: Beware of false prophets who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are savage wolves.
New International Version: Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves.
New American Standard Bible: Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.
God’s Word® Translation: Beware of false prophets. They come to you disguised as sheep, but in their hearts they are vicious wolves.
King James Bible: Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.
American King James Version: Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.
American Standard Version: Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravening wolves.
Bible in Basic English: Be on the watch for false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inside they are cruel wolves.
Douay-Rheims Bible: Beware of false prophets, who come to you in the clothing of sheep, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.
Darby Bible Translation: But beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but within are ravening wolves.
English Revised Version: Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravening wolves.
Webster’s Bible Translation: Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves.
Weymouth New Testament: Beware of the false teachers—men who come to you in sheep’s fleeces, but beneath that disguise they are ravenous wolves.
World English Bible: Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravening wolves.
Young’s Literal Translation: But, take heed of the false prophets, who come unto you in sheep’s clothing, and inwardly are ravening wolves.
There are more translations. I am only looking at some of the Bibles readily available today online and in English. I have not quoted the German version of the Bible translated by Martin Luther and his associates, first printed with both testaments in 1534. Sorry I don’t spreken ze deutsche. There is also The Zürich Bible, based on the translation by Huldrych Zwingli and first published in 1531.
As for the original Bibles converted to English, The Great Bible was the first “authorized version” issued by the Church of England in the reign of King Henry VIII. The Great Bible was prepared by Myles Coverdale, working under commission of Sir Thomas Cromwell, Secretary to King Henry VIII and Vicar General. In 1538, Cromwell directed the clergy to provide “one book of the bible of the largest volume in English, and the same set up in some convenient place within the said church that ye have care of, whereas your parishioners may most commodiously resort to the same and read it.” Although called the Great Bible because of its large size, it is known by several other names as well: the Cromwell Bible, since Thomas Cromwell directed its publication; Whitchurch’s Bible after its first English printer; and the Chained Bible, since it was chained in “some convenient place within the said church.” It has also been termed less accurately Cranmer’s Bible, since Thomas Cranmer’s preface appeared only in the second edition. (Cranmer [July 1489-March 1556] was a leader of the English Reformation and Archbishop of Canterbury during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI. The English Reformation was the series of events in sixteenth century England by which the Church of England first broke away from the authority of the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church.)
The Authorized King James Version is a translation of the Bible begun in 1604 and first published in 1611 by the Church of England. In 1525, William Tyndale, an English contemporary of Martin Luther, completed a first-pass translation of the New Testament for which he paid the ultimate price (he was tried on a charge of heresy in 1536, condemned to death, and burned at the stake). Over the ten years following 1525, Tyndale revised his New Testament in the light of rapidly advancing Biblical scholarship and embarked on a translation of the Old Testament. Tyndale’s translation was the first printed Bible in English. Much of Tyndale’s work ultimately found its way into the King James (Authorized) Version of the Bible. The work of fifty-four independent scholars revised existing English versions of the pre-King James Bible by drawing significantly on Tyndale’s translations.
In January 1604, King James I of England convened the Hampton Court Conference where a new English version was conceived in response to the perceived problems of the earlier translations as detected by the Puritans, a faction within the Church of England. It was preceded by The Bishops’ Bible, an English translation of the Bible produced under the authority of the Church of England in 1568. It was substantially revised in 1572, and this revised edition was to be prescribed as the base text for the Authorized King James Version of 1611. The Geneva Bible is one of the earliest translations of the Bible into the English language, predating the King James translation by fifty-one years. It was the primary Bible of the sixteenth century protestant movement and was the Bible used by William Shakespeare, John Knox, John Donne, and John Bunyan, author of Pilgrim’s Progress. It was one of the Bibles taken to America on the Mayflower. It was used by many English Dissenters and by Oliver Cromwell’s soldiers at the time of the English Civil War. (English Dissenters were English Christians who separated from the Church of England.) Because the language of the Geneva Bible was more forceful and vigorous, most readers preferred this version strongly over the Bishops’ Bible.
As is evident by the above descriptions, there are many versions of the Bible and they all do not necessarily agree with each other in terms of text, form, or content. This is due, in part, to the process known today as spin. No, James Carville and George Stephanopoulos were not the first spin doctors. For instance, Martin Luther’s translation of the Bible was the first major edition to have a separate section called the Apocrypha. This term is usually applied to the books from Scripture which were considered by the Church as useful, but not divinely inspired. Books and portions of books not found in the Hebrew Tanakh (Bible) were moved out of the body of the Old Testament and into this section. Luther placed these books between the Old and New Testaments. For this reason, these works are sometimes known as inter-testament books. The Books 1 and 2 Esdras were omitted entirely. Many twentieth century editions of the Luther Bible omit the Apocrypha section. Book 1 Esdras is regarded as apocryphal (lacking veracity) by Jews, Catholics and most Protestants. So it is easy to see why different versions of the Bible say different things. They were written by different spin doctors who spoke different dialects or languages, or were from differing cultures and eras. And we haven’t even gotten into the inconsistencies in the original scrolls that are the basis for the Bible, the Textus Receptus (Latin for “received text”). This is the name subsequently given to the succession of printed Greek texts of the New Testament which constituted the translation base for the original German Luther Bible. It is also the basis for the translation of the New Testament into English by Tyndale in the King James Version and for most other Protestant Reformation-era New Testament translations throughout Western and Central Europe.
In the 1982 book Holy Blood, Holy Grail, the authors (Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln) point out discrepancies in the four Gospels according to their interpretation. This book has the same premise which is the basis for Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, a fictional story about the marriage of Jesus to Mary Magdalene and whose descendents led to the Merovingian dynasty ruling from 457 to 751 CE. This idea has been exhausted debunked by journalists and historians as a hoax created by Pierre Plantard (1920-2000). Plantard, a French draftsman, was best known for being the principal perpetrator of the Priory of Sion (in French Prieuré de Sion) deception, in which he created fabricated evidence that he was a Merovingian dynast (hereditary ruler) and the “Grand Monarch” prophesized by Nostradamus. The ruse was anchored in his false pretension to the French throne. The various Grand Masters of the Priory of Sion included Sir Isaac Newton, the poet and novelist Victor Hugo, the composer Claude Debussy, and, of course, Leonardo Da Vinci. In Brown’s book Da Vinci was supposed to have invented a cryptex, a cylindrical device for transporting secure messages. It conceals the truth about the “Holy Grail.” In this case the Holy Grail was not a chalice, which held the wine turned to blood of Jesus, but evidence which proved that Jesus did not die on the cross but married and had children with Mary Magdalene.
The hypothesis of Holy Blood, Holy Grail is not accepted as a legitimate interpretation of the Bible and the other texts about the life of Jesus. But it, much more than The Da Vinci Code, provides extensive relevant history, especially about the Cathars. The Cathars have been depicted in popular books, such as Holy Blood, Holy Grail and The Da Vinci Code, as a group of elite nobility somehow connected to “secrets” about the true nature of the Christian faith, although there is no critical proof of such secrets ever being kept. They did not believe Jesus moved to France with Mary Magdalene and had children and later descendents. But they indeed did have a different view of Jesus than traditional Christianity. The most essential reason to understand the history of the Cathars is their fundamental disagreements with the Catholic Church as well as with general Christian beliefs. They did not accept the Church’s interpretation of the “resurrection” as the physical rising of a dead body from the grave. Cathars vehemently repudiated the significance of the Crucifixion and the Cross.
The dogma of the Trinity and the sacrament of the Eucharist (the consecration of bread and wine) were rejected as abominations by the Cathars. The Trinity doctrine states that God is a Triune God, existing as three persons but one being. Isaac Newton disagreed with the concept of a Triune God also. In the 1690s Newton wrote a number of religious tracts (papers) dealing with the literal interpretation of the Bible. He felt the Triune (Holy Trinity) was a violation of the First Commandment, OT Book of Exodus [20:2-3] “I am the Lord thy God which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” Twice he entered into his journal (diary) his nonacceptance of Jesus as being equal to God the Father. I too cannot rectify the notion of Jesus being equal to God the Father in my own mind. When Jesus said, Matthew [27:46] “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me,” or Luke [23:46] “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit,” it does not sound like he is equal to God the Father nor is he in control of his own destiny, no different from us mere mortals. His words suggest he was subject to God’s will like the rest of us. He had no part in the decision making process to be crucified. Jesus being equal to God the Father sounds to me like the fallacy of “separate but equal.” This is argument white people used to justify segregation by suggesting black people were equal to whites in society even though they had to utilize such things as “colored only” facilities or services. They were definitely separate, but in no way equal.
This discussion about the Triune also reminds of a lecture I heard in Catholic school. The instructor, a Catholic nun, said that the Holy Trinity was a holy mystery that was not to be understood but just accepted. We were not to emulate Doubting Thomas’ unwillingness to believe Jesus rose from the dead until he felt the wounds on Jesus’ body. (Without Doubting Thomases, there would be no progress in human civilization.) I accepted the Triune hypothesis or mystery when I was a lad. I also believed in Santa Claus, the tooth fairy and the Easter bunny. By the time I was eleven years old, I no longer believed in any of these fantasies. And I no longer can accept the Triune hypothesis as a mystery to be accepted when it cannot be explained or verified. If the nun who taught us students the mystery of the Triune can’t explain it, then it appears that she doesn’t understand it either. Unlike me, she wishes to believe in a concept that makes little sense to a person with a reasonable level of intelligence, education, or skepticism. So what makes it so? Was it because at the First Council of Nicaea, held by Emperor Constantine in 325 CE, Jesus was declared coequal, coeternal, and cosubstantive with the God the Father? Was it because in 381 CE Jesus was reaffirmed to be a man as well as God himself? The Nicene Creed states Jesus “came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man.” As Richard Dawkins points out in The God Delusion, “one of the truly bad effects of religion is that it teaches us that it is a virtue to be satisfied with not understanding.” This is similar to what Ralph Waldo Emerson contemplated. He said, “All I have seen teaches me to trust the Creator for all I have not seen.”
The First Council of Nicaea was convened in Nicaea, in present-day Turkey, by the Roman Emperor Constantine I in 325 CE. Constantine was the first Christian Roman emperor. His reign was certainly a turning point for the Christian Church. In 313 CE Constantine announced toleration of Christianity in the Edict of Milan, which removed penalties for professing Christianity (under which many had been martyred in the previous persecutions of Christians). It returned property which had been confiscated by the government. Constantine decreed (on March 7, 321) dies Solis—day of the sun, “Sunday”—as the Roman day of rest This is why the Christian Sabbath is celebrated on Sunday, not Saturday. His Council was historically significant as the first effort to attain consensus in the Church through an assembly representing all of Christendom. The purpose of the council was to resolve disagreements arising from within the Church of Alexandria. The disputes were over the true nature of Jesus in relationship to the God the Father. In particular arguments arose whether Jesus was the literal son of God or a figurative son of God like the other “sons of God” in the Bible. The specific word trinity is never mentioned in the Bible.
The decisions made at Nicaea were eventually reratified at the First Council of Constantinople (381) after several decades of ongoing controversy about what is the true nature of Holy Trinity. They couldn’t agree. The language used was that the one God exists in three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit); in particular it was affirmed that the Son was consubstantial (of one substance) with God the Father. The Creed of the Nicene Council made statements about the full divinity and full humanity of Jesus, thus preparing the way for discussion about how exactly the divine and human come together in the person of Christ. The Council of Nicaea insisted that Jesus was fully divine and also fully human. What it did not do was make clear how one person could be both divine and human, and how the divine and human were related within that one person. The Council of Nicaea rejected theologies that entirely ruled out any humanity in Christ, affirming in the Nicene Creed the doctrine of the Incarnation (the embodiment of a deity or spirit in some earthly form) as a part of the doctrine of the Trinity. The second person of the Trinity became incarnate (human) in the person Jesus and was fully human. The Triune is a concept devised by the Councils and is only tangentially related to the original texts of the Bible. It seems that the Councils didn’t really understand, nor could they adequately and rationally explain, the entire notion of the Triune any better than could my Catholic nun schoolteacher.
Only a boob will find salvation on the boob tube.
—G. R. Pafumi
So who really understands the nature of Jesus? A religious person should take a look at some of the inconstancies in the New Testament and make up his own mind. He might then no longer believe in a literal interpretation of the Bible. I point these out because people often are lazy and, if they took the time to read the Bible for themselves, they would realize it does not always make sense. Instead they let other people tell them what the Bible says, such as modern day Elmer Gantrys, i.e., television evangelists. Modern day evangelists serve a function. They preach the prosperity gospel to the gullible morons who give them money, sometimes with a credit card via a toll-free telephone number. The only people who benefit from the teaching of the prosperity gospel by evangelists are the evangelists themselves. What have the evangelists done for the poor man or woman, usually a minority, except to take his or her money, what little of it he or she has? Do the evangelists tithe, or give ten percent of their income, to their churches like they ask of their flocks? And even if they did, they would be tithing money from the people who donated it. And how would parishioners know? Many evangelists keep their financial records confidential. No one knows how much money comes in, how much goes out, and where the money goes when it leaves. Only an idiot would give money to a church or an evangelist who does not make his financial records public, just as only an idiot would throw his money into the toilet. People get what they deserve. Before a person sends money to a television evangelist he really should watch the movie Elmer Gantry, the story of a charismatic preacher largely modeled after Billy Graham. And just like many TV evangelists, Gantry did not account to his flock for the money he collected from them either.
God is a business; a big business. And Jesus is its most profitable franchise. Jesus is the McDonald’s of evangelism!
—G. R. Pafumi
The prosperity gospel preaches to “sow a seed for your need” and “God will repay you hundred fold.” People give because they expect payback, to get repaid in spades. They do it for their own personal gain, not altruism. Isn’t there a Chinese saying, “the best gift is the gift given anonymously without expectation of an acknowledgment or reward?” Expecting payback is certainly not the philosophy of Jesus. I was watching Pat Robertson who is back on the air with The 700 Club. He presented a story of a couple who tithed. Their fortune increased so much that they increased their tithing from the usual ten percent of their income to something higher. It inspired me to give. So I gave. I wrote a short poem as my tithe to Pat for my prosperity.
Those who tithe, Have a brain that’s lithe (easily swayed), And a mind that’s blithe (heedless)
Of course, the only one who gains from tithing is the preacher in the pulpit or on the boob tube. Robertson once threatened to sue anyone who called him a TV evangelist as he prefers to be described as a businessman. Indeed he is a businessman. His business is selling Jesus to fools. It is no different than the really stupid people who send thousands of dollars to Nigeria or other African countries. They receive an email stating they have won a lottery or are needed to help get a million or more dollars out of Africa due to the death of some wealthy person. Their payoff would be hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars. So they send a few thousand bucks hoping to make millions. Idiots! If it sounds too good to be true, it is. It always is. A fool and his money are soon parted. And there is no end of preachers or shysters willing to take a fool’s money. Greed truly does rule the world of avaricious simpletons.
Greedy and manipulative evangelists follow the lead of the medieval Catholic Church when attemping to exploit their flocks. When the Bible was translated into Latin by the Church, the little people could not read it and make their own interpretation. The Church did not want people to read the Bible and then ask questions about the inconsistancies. And note that the Latin Catholic Bible was not similar to the Bible Tyndale translated which eventually became the basis for the King James Version. That is how the Church controlled the little people. It was a sin, punishable by death, to translate or sell a Bible that was translated into the vernacular. Two bookmakers in Venice (father and son) were persecuted by the Roman Inquisition for such a deed. The father retired and the son disappeared. The son was presumably executed for owing and/or selling Bibles translated into German and Italian. When the King James Version of the Bible was published, it became an instant best seller. It still is the best selling book of all time. If a person really wants to know about God or Jesus, or for that matter Abraham or any other Biblical figure, he should read the Bible for himself, examine the inconsistencies, and make up his own mind instead of listening to an evangelist on the telly. Faith in a literal translation of the Bible will rapidly decline for most intelligent believers after they have read the inconstancies. This is a major reason why I quote scripture so extensively in my book. I say again, the only persons who gain from the money sent to television ministries are the TV evangelists themselves and their family and/or associates. Only a boob will find salvation watching the boob tube. Following is my take on the Bible and some of the questions I have asked about it. Following also are some of the inconsistencies I have observed. Don’t expect to hear such criticisms of the Bible from TV preachers while they are trying to fleece the “little people” over the national airwaves.
Let’s start by asking the question, “How did Mary and Joseph decide to name their unborn child Jesus?” According to the account delivered in the Gospel of Luke, Mary learns from the angel Gabriel that she will conceive and bear a child called Jesus. According to NT Gospel of Luke [1:31-38], here is how it happened. “And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus; He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David; He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end; Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a virgin? I do not know a man;’ The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born of you will be holy; he will be called Son of God; And now, your relative Elizabeth [wife of John the Baptist] in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren; For nothing will be impossible with God;’ Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.’ Then the angel departed from her.”
In the Gospel of Matthew, the impending birth is announced to Joseph in a dream, in which he is instructed to name the child Jesus. According to Matthew [1:18-25], “Now the birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise: When as his mother Mary was espoused to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Ghost. Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, and not willing to make her a public example, was minded to put her away privily. But while he thought on these things, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost. And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins. Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel [Hebrew for Messiah], which being interpreted is, God with us. Then Joseph being raised from sleep did as the angel of the Lord had bidden him, and took unto him his wife: And knew her not till she had brought forth her firstborn son: and he called his name Jesus.”
Was Jesus born in Bethlehem? In John [7:40-43], “Of a truth this is the Prophet. Others said, This is the Christ. But some said, Shall Christ come out of Galilee? Hath not the scripture said, That Christ cometh of the seed of David, and out of the town of Bethlehem, where David was? So there was a division among the people because of him.” In Matthew [2:1-6], “Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem, Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him. When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born. And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet, And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel.”
The birth of Jesus in Bethlehem may have been a convenient ploy to attract potential Jewish converts and get them to accept Jesus as the messiah prophesized in the Hebrew Bible, Old Testament to Christians. In the OT Book of Micah [5:2] it says, “But you, O Bethlehem, are only a small village in Judah. Yet a ruler of Israel will come from you, one whose origins are from the distant past.” The Hebrew messiah was supposed to be a descendant of the great King David. Guess where David was born. Yes, Bethlehem. The messiah was to be born in Bethlehem. Thus if Jesus was The Messiah that the Jewish people were awaiting to reestablish the Kingdom of David, he needed to be born in Bethlehem by prophesy.
There is an interesting side note to be made here. In Matthew [2:6] it says, “But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.” In the Book of Micah [5:2] it says, “But you, O Bethlehem, are only a small village in Judah. Yet a ruler of Israel will come from you, one whose origins are from the distant past.” The Gospel of Matthew was written around 75 CE, more or less. The book of Micah was written around 725 BCE, a difference of roughly eight centuries. If I were Micah, I think I would sue Matthew for plagiarism! Oh, wait a minute. Most people throughout that period could not read or write, probably including Micah and Matthew. But it doesn’t make that much difference anyway, since there were no laws prohibiting plagiarism at that time! It is said history repeats itself. Scripture repeats itself too. It seems there are few original thinkers in the world, even in Biblical times. And doesn’t the concept of God sacrificing “his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life,” Gospel of John [3:16], sound suspiciously a lot like the Biblical story of Abraham? Abraham nearly sacrificed his firstborn son to prove his devotion to God. And why does God want us to kill our fellow man and his creations? Why does he want us to destroy what he has made? Is God a sadist deriving pleasure from us harming the people we hold dearest? I think we need to address this question to the loving God that most New Testament Christians believe in because, quite honestly, I don’t get it. Frankly, this New Testament God sounds a lot like the wrathful and iresome Old Testament God.
When was Jesus born? Most scholars think it was 4 BCE, since this was the year that King Herod the Great died. The range is from 7-2 BCE. When did Jesus die? If he was born in 4 BCE, and was thirty-three years old when he was executed by the Romans, his death would be in 30 CE. (There is no zero year. The calendar goes from 1 BCE to 1 CE and bypasses zero.) The range is from 26-36 CE. The ranges of his birth and death vary from one source to the next. So forget about Christmas Day, December 25, as the day of his birth. We know even less about which day Jesus was born than we know about the year in which he was born. The date of Jesus’ birth is quite arbitrary. The date may have been chosen to correspond with a Roman festival. Note that December 25 is four days after the winter solstice (from Latin solstitium, “the sun stays still”), with the days starting to become visibly longer and the nights shorter. December 25 would also have been a logical date to choose since it is the day of the rebirth of the sun, imagery then utilized by the Christian community. Some Christians accept the idea that Sol Invictus (the Roman state-supported sun god created by the emperor Aurelian in 274 CE) may be behind the date of Christmas, with the idea that the early church “baptized” the holiday by imbuing it with a new, Christian meaning. Who knows? What were Jesus’ last words? In the Gospel of John [19:30] he said, “It is finished”; in the Gospel of Matthew [27:46] and Mark [15:34], “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me”; in Luke [23:34], “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”; then Luke [23:46], “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit.”
If Jesus is really God, or the Son of God, why is it that we know so little about him? I would think a truly divine person would leave a less ambiguous and more consistent trail or record. Caesar Augustus did. He was the Roman Emperor at the time of Jesus. He was called Son of God, just like Jesus. Upon his death in 14 CE, Augustus was declared a god by the Roman Senate to be worshipped by the Romans. He was called Son of God since Julius Caesar, his adopted father, had been declared a god by the Senate in 42 BCE. It seems we know very little about the historical Jesus. The Gospels and religious scholars don’t agree on when, where or how Jesus came into this world or why he left it. Scholars do not agree who was primarily responsible for his crucifixion. Why should they? Nobody even knows who wrote the Gospels. They were written anonymously. Biblical scholars can’t even agree on which decade they were written. There are many other examples of how the Gospels disagree with each other.
This is not a book about the Bible, New or Old Testament. I only included these few examples of inconsistencies to point out that any version of the Bible can not be taken at face value. Most of the stories about Jesus are based on the oral tradition. Elders pass along their wisdom to future generations by word of mouth. We all know how reliable word of mouth can be. The Gospel of Mark is considered to be the first gospel written, on which the other two synoptic gospels were partially based. The synoptic gospels are three gospels of the New Testament, the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. They display a high degree of similarity in content, narrative arrangement, language, and sentence and paragraph structure. These gospels are also considered by Biblical scholars to share the same point of view. The Gospel of Mark is believed to have been converted to text around 65-70 CE, about 35-40 years after Jesus was crucified and executed by the Roman government, although there is considerable debate about the time frame. The Gospel of Matthew was written around 80CE, Luke maybe 70CE. But the range of possible dates for authorship of the synoptic gospels spans decades. The fourth canonical Gospel, the Gospel of John, differs greatly from the other three, as do the Apocryphal gospels. The Gospel of John was put into text around 90-100 CE. Since “the higher criticism” of the nineteenth century, critical scholars have questioned whether the Gospel of John is a reliable source of information about the historical Jesus.
The Apocryphal gospels are a number of writings by early Christians that give accounts of Jesus and his teachings, the nature of God, or the teachings of Jesus’ apostles and of their lives. These writings often have links with those books which are regarded as canonical. Not every branch of the Christian church is in agreement as to which writings are to be regarded as canonical, or reduced to the simplest and most significant form possible without loss of generality. The Apocryphal (which in Late Latin means secret) gospels are those not approved for public reading. They are written in Greek, obscure and of unknown authorship. The Apocryphal gospels are usually considered less reliable than the Gospel of John. The Apocryphal gospels include the Gnostic Gospels. The term Gnostic refers to Gnostic collections of writings about the teachings of Jesus, written around the second century CE. These gospels are not accepted by most mainstream Christians as part of the standard Biblical canon, that is a list or set of Biblical books considered to be trustworthy as scripture. The Gnostic Gospels are also known as the Nag Hammadi library. They are a collection of early Christian Gnostic texts discovered near the Upper Egyptian town of Nag Hammadi in 1945. In that year, twelve leather-bound papyrus codices buried in a sealed jar were found by a local peasant named Mohammed Ali Samman. (A codex-Latin for book, plural codices-is a book in the format used for modern books, with separate pages normally bound together and given a cover. It was a Roman invention which replaced the scroll. Although technically any modern paperback is a codex, the term is now used only for handwritten books produced from Late Antiquity through the Middle Ages.)
The contents of the codices were written in Coptic, though the works were probably all translations from the original Greek. The best known of these works is probably the Gospel of Thomas, the Doubting Thomas, of which the Nag Hammadi codices contain the only complete text. After the discovery, it was recognized that fragments of these sayings attributed to Jesus appeared in manuscripts discovered in Upper Egypt in 1898, and matching quotations were recognized in other early Christian sources. The once buried manuscripts date from the third and fourth centuries and are believed to be transcriptions of the originals gospels written previously. The Nag Hammadi codices are housed in the Coptic Museum in Cairo, Egypt. It is still a mystery why the Gospel of Thomas, one of the original twelve apostles of Jesus, was excluded from the New Testament.
Which Gospel speaks the truth? The short answer is, none! Is the Gospel of Thomas more or less valid than the Gospel of Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John? Who knows? We do not know who wrote the gospels or when they were written (recall that the four Gospels in the New Testament are believed to have been written about 35-70 years after the Crucifixion). The synoptic gospels were probably written around the time of the massive Roman massacre of the Jews in 66-73 CE. Could this have affected their content in some way? Were the gospels converted from the oral tradition to written text so that the story of Jesus would not die with the extermination of the Jews but somehow live on? Could be.
Most early Christians of the period spoke Aramaic, a language related to Hebrew. Most people were illiterate at the time. They could not read or write. The intelligentsia, those who could, wrote in Greek. The Gospels were stories handed down by the elders in oral form and taken from oral Aramaic and translated into Greek. This is the problem with the oral tradition. People do not always have the same memory of past events. And it seems they have different recollections about the life of Jesus. The concept “lost in translation” also comes to mind. The different Gospels told stories of the same or similar events from the vantage points of different people who were not likely to have been around to witness these events. The “Gospel Truth” is indeed an oxymoron. An oxymoron is a combination of two words that don’t go together, such as military intelligence or jumbo shrimp. So if someone says, “I swear to God, I am telling you the Gospel Truth,” he is probably fibbing. The Gospels are probably fibs, or perhaps fairly tales.
If the authors of the Gospels cannot agree among themselves about the life of Jesus, why should we regard anything in the New Testament, or for that matter any other holy Scripture, as truth? We should demand additional verification and corroboration. Why should we believe in miracles? Where did Jesus get the buoyancy to walk on water? This defies all of the known laws of physics. How did Jesus raise Lazarus from the dead? Lazarus was dead for four days. According to the NT Gospel of John [11:39], “Jesus said, Take ye away the stone. Martha, the sister of him that was dead, saith unto him, Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath been dead four days.” What about rigor mortis? Rigor mortis, a stiffening of the muscles, usually starts to take place about three hours after someone is dead with full rigor occurring at about twelve hours after death. After the twelve-hour mark, the rigor slowly ceases and at around seventy-two hours rigor disappears. After about seventy-two hours, the body relaxes again, this time as a result of decomposition. How could Jesus reverse seventy-two hours of rigor mortis and twenty-four or more hours of the bodily decomposition of Lazarus? After all, “All the King’s horses, And all the King’s men, Couldn’t put Humpty together again!” Why are there no miracles to bring Humpty Dumpty back from the dead? If Jesus did not obey the known laws of science, why did God the Father create them in the first place? I wonder if Catholic priest/professors at the University of Notre Dame, one of the best Catholic universities on the planet, teach how Jesus got the buoyancy to walk on water in physics class? In biology class, do Catholic priest/professors teach how Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead? Not!
Most scientists do not believe in miracles. As Richard Dawkins noted in The God Delusion, “miracles, by definition, violate the principles of science.” Miracles should be viewed as self-fulfilling prophesies due to the placebo effect. A placebo is a deceptive medical intervention intended to lead the recipient to believe that the intervention may improve his condition. In one common placebo treatment, a patient is given an inert “sugar pill” and told that the pill may improve his condition. The fact that the pill is inert is withheld from the patient. The intervention may cause the patient to believe that the treatment will change his condition; this belief sometimes causes the patient’s condition to change, a phenomenon known as the placebo effect. It is simply mind over matter. People who believe in God tend to live longer and enjoy faster recoveries after surgery, especially if they believe in a loving God, not the nasty Old Testament one. According to WebMD Health News (August 2000), religion appears to soothe the body as well as the soul, as people who are highly religious tend to live longer than others, a review of more than forty scientific studies found. In fact, overall the people who were most involved in their religions were 29 percent more likely to be alive when the various studies were completed than were their nonreligious counterparts. “Religion helps people to develop a coherent set of beliefs about the world that help them to make sense of their stress and suffering,” claims Michael E. McCullough, PhD, now Professor, Department of Psychology, Department of Religious Studies at the University of Miami. Less stress and suffering improves health and longevity. A great analogy of the mind over matter/body principle is the melting of snow by certain sects of Tibetan monks. They can mediate in the Himalayan Mountains in subzero temperatures with scanty clothing and melt the snow all around them. If I tried this with a friend, the only thing we could do is sneeze, say God bless you, and then freeze to death. Tibetan monks can enter a state of consciousness (the state yogi’s go into when they achieve “suspended animation”) where western medical professionals can perceive no heart beat, respiration, or pulse. Science is just beginning to understand how the brain can control our bodily functions sufficiently to create “miracles.” The placebo response is a cascade of neural reactions that not only provide psychological relief but also play a physiological role in blocking stress hormones which damage the body. Simply put, just thinking “I can get better” can actually make a person better. It seems to me that the scientific explanation for miracles is a whole lot more plausible than religious ones. But let’s not forget that religion and belief have merit. Religion and belief does seem to have socially redeeming values. They seem to help the faithful. This is why people pray, and in particular to saints. They are seeking miracles or other favors from the saints or God himself.
In the twelve steps of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and other twelve-step programs, a higher power plays a significant role. First there is the Serenity Prayer. “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference.” Then there is step 2 of the twelve-step program. “[We] came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.” In step 3, “[We] made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.” In step 5, “[We] Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” In step 6, “[We] were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.” In step 7, “[We] Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.” In step 11, “[We’ve] sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His Will for us and the power to carry that out.” As I understand it, practicing members of AA have the lowest rate of recidivism of any known therapy, although there is some dispute. Humphreys and Moos did a study in 2001 of 1,774 low-income substance-dependent men in inpatient substance-abuse treatment programs at ten Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Centers. Five programs were based on AA twelve-step principles, but run by professional therapists, and five used cognitive-behavioral therapy. Over 45 percent of the men in twelve-step programs were abstinent one year after discharge, compared to 36 percent of those treated by cognitive-behavioral therapy. The study concluded that adherence to AA principles preceded reduced drinking. This is not proof positive that twelve-step programs work best, but it suggests that they do. More research is needed. My point is, as always, that I do not see a problem with a belief in a Higher Power. He seems to help certain people. Just keep him out of the science classroom.
Why should we regard anything in the “Holy Scriptures” as truth without additional verification and corroboration? President Ronald Reagan often uttered the phrase “Trust, but verify.” He used it frequently in public appearances, although he was not the first person known to use it. When Reagan used this phrase, he was usually discussing America’s relationship with the Soviet Union, a former Cold War foe. Bart D. Ehrman has an analogous concept as it relates to the Bible which I coined as, “Do not trust until you verify.” Ehrman is a New Testament scholar and textual critic of early Christianity. He is the James A. Gray Distinguished Professor and Chair of the Department of Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He has written about how the original New Testament texts were frequently altered by scribes for a variety of reasons, and argues that these alterations affect the interpretation of the texts.
Professor Ehrman’s books and lectures analyze the historical accuracy of ancient religious texts used in the creation of the New Testament. He subjects them to a series of specific criteria, which are as follows:
1. Criterion of independent attestation: the more sources that mention an event, the more likely it is to be historically accurate. Multiple witnesses are better than one witness. This is akin to corroborating evidence in modern trials. It is worth noting here that since Matthew and Luke partially derived their gospels about the life of Jesus from Mark, those instances cannot be considered independently attested. It is also worth noting that just because an event or saying is found only in one source, that alone is not evidence that it is historically inaccurate. This criterion will, however, assist in determining where the information is on a spectrum of more or less likely to be authentic.
2. Criterion of dissimilarity: the more a witness or source makes claims counter to his vested interests, the more that testimony is likely to be true. This criterion is the most controversial of the three and does not always properly apply to ancient sources, but is valuable nonetheless as one of the tools to evaluate historical reliability. In short, if a claimed saying or deed of Jesus seems to go against or does not support the supposed agenda of its record’s author, then it is considered more likely to be historically accurate.
3. Criterion of contextual credibility: states that “the sayings, deeds, and experiences of Jesus must be plausibly situated in the historical context of first-century Palestine to be trusted as reliable.” While the first two criteria serve to place a claim on a spectrum of more or less historically reliable, this criterion is used exclusively to argue against the historical accuracy of a claim as a true fact.
The Crucifixion of Jesus illustrates Ehrman’s position. Was Jesus executed by the Romans before or after Passover? Did Jesus die on the Day of Passover (Nisan 14) or the day after Passover (i.e., on Nisan 15)? It’s pretty clear from the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) that Jesus ate the actual Passover meal with his disciples on Thursday night and was crucified the day after Passover, Good Friday. See Matthew [26:2, 17-19] Mark [14:1, 12, 14, 16] Luke [22:1, 7-8, 13, 15]. But John’s Gospel seems to indicate that Jesus was crucified right before the Jews would partake of Passover and was thus crucified the day before Passover. John [19:13-18] “When Pilate therefore heard that saying, he brought Jesus forth, and sat down in the judgment seat in a place that is called the Pavement, but in the Hebrew, Gabbatha. And it was the preparation of the Passover, and about the sixth hour: and he saith unto the Jews, Behold your King! But they cried out, Away with him, away with him, crucify him. Pilate saith unto them, Shall I crucify your King? The chief priests answered, We have no king but Caesar. Then delivered he him therefore unto them to be crucified. And they took Jesus, and led him away. And he bearing his cross went forth into a place called the place of a skull, which is called in the Hebrew Golgotha: Where they crucified him, and two other with him, on either side one, and Jesus in the midst.” The Pastor Ralph F. Wilson, the director of the Joyful Heart Renewal Ministries, has this to say about the topic. “There have been several attempts to harmonize the accounts. One theory is that two calendars are being used at the same time during the period. The Synoptic Gospels use the method of the Galileans and the Pharisees to reckon the day from sunrise to sunrise, while John’s gospel uses the Judean method of reckoning the day from sunset to sunset. However, I’m inclined to adopt the Synoptic chronology. We won’t know for sure in this life.” Pastor Wilson has a Doctor of Ministry degree from the Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California. He would appear to be an expert on this matter. But I am glad to hear him state, “We won’t know for sure in this life.” There is so little known about the historical Jesus and the events at the time of the Crucifixion that anything Wilson says, or the Pope himself for that matter, is almost pure speculation.
As we were discussing speculation, then a good place to go is Mel Gibson’s 2004 movie, The Passion of the Christ. The eminent Biblical scholar Paula Fredriksen of Boston University criticized the historical accuracy of the film, saying, “The point of Gibson’s errors is not that they are there, but that they give the lie to Gibson’s strident assertions of historical accuracy.” The producers of the movie claimed that it was endorsed by Pope John Paul II. Frank Rich, A New York Times columnist, interviewed the Italian translator who quoted Archbishop Stanislaw Dziwisz, the Pope’s secretary, saying that the Pope called the film “incredible” and said “it is as it was.” The following day Dziwisz told the Catholic News Service, “The Holy Father told no one his opinion of this film.” This denial resulted in a round of commentators who accused the film producers of fabricating a papal quote to market their movie. Of course the Pope could not endorse Gibson’s work of fiction since it was in direct contradiction to Nostra Aetate (Latin for In Our Time). This is the Declaration on the Relation of the Church with Non-Christian Religions of the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II). It passed by a vote of 2,221 to 88 of the assembled bishops. This declaration was promulgated on October 28, 1965, by Pope Paul VI. Nostra Aetate specifically acknowledges that the Jews are not guilty of deicide, the killing of a God. The Jews then and the Jews now, as a people, are not Christ killers. Nostra Aetate explicitly rejects the use of the Gospels when it says that “what happened in [Christ’s] passion cannot be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today.” The Romans killed Jesus. Jesus was found guilty of the crime of sedition and crucified by the Romans. Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, had Jesus torturously crucified to make an example of him to other potential seditionists. Crucifixion was an especially torturous and intimidating capital punishment technique. It was usually reserved for enemies of the state. In Mark [15:27], “And with him they crucify two thieves; the one on his right hand, and the other on his left.” I don’t know why the thieves were crucified along with Jesus. Thieves are usually not considered enemies of the state.
Gibson does not accept Vatican II and funds the Church of the Holy Family in Malibu, a private, independent traditionalist Catholic chapel in Agoura Hills, California. It is not affiliated with the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Los Angeles. Its seventy or so members are traditional Catholics who seek to worship in the way they believe all Roman Catholics always had until the 1960s. This includes the celebration of the Tridentine (Traditional or Latin) Mass. Apparently after the making the movie The Passion of the Christ, Mel thinks he is the new pope, Pope Mel the First. According to Pope Mel, in his church there are still meatless Fridays, the Mass is said in Latin and not the vernacular, and the Jews are still responsible for the Crucifixion and death of Jesus. Gibson does not accept the principles of Nostra Aetate. I wish to point out to Mel that Pope Benedict XVI, a former professor of theology, took part in Vatican II’s opening session. He was there as a theological consultant. Pope John Paul II was in attendance as well, as were future popes Paul VI and John Paul I. Popes Benedict and John Paul II whole heartedly endorse the findings of Nostra Aetate as well as the other changes to the Catholic tradition introduced by Vatican II. They helped to formulate those changes. The only exception is that Pope Benedict XVI wants to now offer priests and parishes the option to celebrate the Latin Mass if they so choose. I wonder if this is a gesture to make Mel Gibson happy and bring him back to the traditional Church?
From all outward appearances, Gibson is an anti-Semite. He made anti-Semitic remarks to a California policeman when he was busted for drunk driving. His father is a Holocaust denier. It is worth noting that when the concentration camps were liberated by the U.S. Army, General Eisenhower issued an order to Generals Patton and Bradley to have every G.I. possible walk through the death camps. He wanted them to see for themselves what they were fighting against. He asserted to Chief of Staff of the Army General George C. Marshall, “I made the visit [to the death camps] deliberately, in order to be in a position to give first-hand evidence of these things if ever, in the future, there develops a tendency to charge these allegations merely to ‘propaganda.’” Eisenhower was so prophetic. There are anti-Semites, such as Mel Gibson’s father, who have asserted that the Holocaust never happened.
It is widely accepted that Jesus was killed by the Romans and Pilate. Professor Fredriksen affirms this premise. While skeptical of much of the Gospel accounts, she affirms at least Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist and his crucifixion by Pilate. But there is no record, outside of the New Testament, of Pilate washing his hands and sealing Jesus’ fate. There is no record outside of the New Testament to blame the Jews for the death of Jesus. The only archaeological find with an inscription mentioning the name “Pontius Pilatus” is the Pilate Stone. It is a block of limestone with a carved inscription attributed to Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of the Roman-controlled province of Judaea from 26-36 CE. The Pilate Stone was discovered in 1961, and corroborates with the New Testament that he a governor of Judaea, although it does not give the dates of his rule. It makes no mention of Jesus or Pilate’s washing of his hands. In the NT Gospel of Matthew [27:24] “When Pilate saw that he could prevail nothing, but that rather a tumult was made, he took water, and washed his hands before the multitude, saying, I am innocent of the blood of this just person: see ye to it.” In Matthew [27:25] “Then answered all the people, and said, His blood be on us, and on our children.” This is the essence of the Gibson movie. Pilate washed his hands and the Jews are responsible for the death of Jesus. This directly conflicts with Roman Catholic teachings since Vatican II and Nostra Aetate. It also has been challenged by Lev Navrozov, a Russian author, historian, and polemicist. (Polemics is the practice of disputing or controverting religious, philosophical, political, or scientific matters.) He claims that “As a Jew, Matthew knew this Jewish hand-washing custom, but he did not know that it was not a Roman custom, and so Pilate would not have used it to salve his Roman conscience; it is absurd to suppose that ‘the Jews’ could tell Pilate what to do. Pilate would have declared this a riot, a rebellion, an uprising, and made mincemeat out of ‘the Jews.’ Let us remember that ere long the Roman Empire killed more than a million Jews and threw the others out of Judea.” Perhaps Matthew made up the Pilate washing-his-hands story to get the Romans off of his back while he preached the message of Jesus. Or perhaps Matthew wanted the Jews, who he was trying to persuade to accept Jesus as their messiah, to be thankful for Pilate’s Jewish tolerance by observing this Jewish custom. Who knows?
I would next like to review the works of Titus Flavius Josephus (37-circa 100 CE), a first-century Jewish historian and apologist of priestly and royal ancestry who survived and recorded the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE. His accounts give an important insight into Judaism of the first century. Josephus’s two most important works are The Jewish War (circa 75 CE) and Antiquities of the Jews (circa 94 CE). The Jewish War recounts the Jewish revolt against Rome (66-70 CE). Antiquities of the Jews recount the history of the world from a Jewish perspective. These works provide valuable insight into first century Judaism and the background of early Christianity. Jesus is mentioned in two passages of Antiquities. One passage, known as the Testimonium Flavianum, discusses the career of Jesus. The authenticity of the Testimonium Flavianum has been disputed since the seventeenth century, and by the mid-eighteenth century the consensus view was that it was an embellishment by early Christian scribes, if not an outright forgery. The other passage simply mentions Jesus as the brother of James, also known as James the Just. Most scholars consider this passage genuine. James was probably the half brother of Jesus. In the gnostic Gospel of Thomas [12], a New Testament-era apocryphon (secret teaching), Jesus said, “Wherever you are, you are to go to James the righteous, for whose sake heaven and earth come into being.” Josephus’ other major work, The Jewish War makes no mention of Jesus. Is it not odd that the most important historian and witness of first-century Jewish people only refers to Jesus as James’ brother? I would think if Jesus was a really important Jew of that period, then Josephus would have written a whole book about him since Jesus would be the basis of a future Jewish sect. Instead the most frequently discussed character by Josephus was Herod the Great. It seems Josephus considered Jesus a nobody, just one more Jew killed by the Roman government. The question can be asked, “Is Jesus a true historical figure?” Although the probability asymptotically approaches zero, there is a very small possibility that Jesus never really existed as a factual historical person.
Much of the New Testament describing the life of Jesus is not only inconsistent from one Gospel to the next, but substantial portions have no corroboration outside of the New Testament. If the New Testament cannot be verified and corroborated, why should anybody believe it? Bart Ehrman learned that the Bible simply wasn’t error-free. The mistakes grew exponentially as he traced translations through the centuries. There are some 5,700 known ancient Greek manuscripts that are the basis of modern versions of the New Testament. Scholars have uncovered more than 200,000 differences in those texts. “Put it this way: There are more variances among our manuscripts than there are words in the New Testament,” Ehrman states. Ehrman began studying the Bible and its original languages at the Moody Bible Institute and is a 1978 graduate of Wheaton College in Illinois. He received his PhD and MDiv. from the Princeton Theological Seminary. He was raised in the Episcopal Church in Lawrence, Kansas, and became a fundamentalist Christian at age fifteen when he met a charismatic Christian youth group leader who reached out to him. Ehrman says he later persuaded his parents to embrace a more conservative brand of Christianity. He says he became so devoted to the Bible that he memorized entire sections. He was convinced the Bible was “God’s words.” Ehrman began to develop doubts about the infallibility of the Bible after attending Princeton Theological Seminary to become a college Bible professor. A former Christian, Ehrman’s discovery of the inconstancies in the Bible and its implied lack of veracity led him to convert to agnosticism. Today Ehrman describes himself as a “happy agnostic.” It is easy to understand why the Catholic Church did not want people to read the Bible in the Dark and Middle Ages. They might discover the inconsistencies and stop believing like Ehrman. Bottom line: only the faithful will believe because, “For those who believe, no proof is necessary.” It is important to point out, however, the other implication of the 5,700 manuscripts about Jesus. Some nonbelievers claim that Jesus may not have really existed. This is not likely. How could 5,700 texts be written about someone who never existed? That would suggest that the life and times of Jesus is a hoax and the mother of all conspiracies, bigger than the one depicted in The Da Vinci Code. I do not believe in conspiracies. I do believe Jesus was a real historical person.
Mel Gibson should read a little more history about life in the first century before he makes another film about Jesus. But Mel may have made another contribution to Christianity. If Mel had a bigger congregation in his Catholic Church, perhaps he could create another split in the Roman Catholic Church like the East-West Schism, or the Great Schism. The Great Schism divided medieval Christendom into Eastern (Greek) and Western (Latin) branches, which later became known as the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church, respectively. Relations between East and West had long been embittered by political and ecclesiastical differences as well as theological disputes. The Great Schism occurred in 1054 CE. It is almost one millennium later. Perhaps it is time for a change. Perhaps Mel can deliver the next Great Schism.
Following is what other great thinkers in addition to me, that little old winemaker, have had to say about truth and religion. Note that powerful men, like Napolean and Frederick the Great, dismissed and looked down on religion and the people who believed in it. Pay specific attention to Seneca’s quote.
There is no truth; truth, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. The Gospel truth is an oxymoron. Scripture is a contentious version of questionable events written by people who were not there. Science is the closest thing we have to truth at this moment in time.
—G.R. Pafumi
There are no whole truths; all truths are half truths.
—Alfred North Whitehead
Believe those who seek the truth; doubt those who find it.
—Andre Gide
History is a set of lies agreed upon. History is the version of past events that people have decided to agree upon. Religion is excellent stuff for keeping common people quiet. All religions have been made by men. Religion is what keeps the poor man from murdering the rich.
—Napoleon Bonaparte
Religion is regarded by the common people as true, by the wise as false, and by rulers as useful.
—Lucius Annaeus Seneca or
Seneca the Younger, a Roman
philosopher who lived in the
time of Jesus
Faith: not wanting to know what is true. There are no facts, only interpretations. There are no eternal facts, as there are no absolute truths. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.
—Freidrich Nietzsche
Religion is the idol of the mob; it adores everything it does not understand. The greatest and noblest pleasure which we have in this world is to discover new truths, and the next is to shake off old prejudices.
—Frederick the Great
History is a pack of lies about events that never happened told by people who weren’t there. The Bible is literature, not dogma. Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.
—George Santayana
Truth does not become more true by virtue of the fact that the entire world agrees with it, nor less so even if the whole world disagrees with it.
—Maimonides
History repeats itself” and “History does not repeat itself” are about equally true. We never know enough about the infinitely complex circumstances of any past event to prophesy the future by analogy.
—George Macaulay Trevelyan
Religion is the opium of the masses. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.
—Karl Marx
It appears that I am not alone in my quest for the truth and my doubt that it truly exists. I am not alone in my suspicion that religion is not even close to the truth but a great way to manipulate the masses. Napoleon said, “Religion is excellent stuff for keeping common people quiet,” and “Religion is what keeps the poor man from murdering the rich.” It is so Machiavellian. The billionaire Leona Helmsley once said, “We don’t pay taxes. Only the little people pay taxes.” It seems that only the little people were controlled and manipulated by the Catholic Church during the Dark and Middle Ages. Today the little people seem to be controlled by the evangelical right of politics, who want to teach intelligent design in science class, limit a woman’s choices about how to deal with an unplanned pregnancy, or stop homosexuals from having the benefit of marriage, or even a civil union. Ted Haggard, a defrocked American evangelical preacher, preached the sin of homosexuality in the pulpit and then was fired from the ministry he built when it was revealed that he paid for a relationship with a male prostitute; rumor has it Dan Aykroyd, also known as is Fred Garvin, Male Prostitute (for those who remember the Saturday Night Live routine) was the subject of his affection. What a hypocrite! And he could not even find a real boyfriend! He had to pay as man to suck on his pee-pee. Haggard has condemned “homosexual activity.” In the documentary Jesus Camp, one scene shows a sermon where he preaches, “we don’t have to debate about what we should think about homosexual activity. It’s written in the Bible.” I guess Ted wasn’t reading the Bible when his male prostitute buddy was sucking on his schlong.
If a person is truly seeking the truth, he will not likely find it in a preacher, religion, or scripture. Science is the closest thing we have to truth at this moment in time (G.R. Pafumi). Science doesn’t make it impossible to believe in God, it just makes it possible to not believe in God (Steven Weinberg). Religion makes it impossible to not believe in God. It just makes it possible to believe in God. But as the title of this book suggests, often what we believe is not what we observe in nature. Religious zealots, like Mel Gibson, might want to think about this. As Americans, we might want to consider that the evangelical right has too much influence over national politics. Haggard once bragged to a Wall Street Journal reporter, shortly before the second Bush Jr. presidential election, that he had direct access to the White House and “could take a concern to the president through staff and get a response within twenty-four hours.” What the hell ever happened to the separation of church and state in the good old United States?
George Bush Sr., the first Bush president, was asked by Robert I. Sherman of American Atheist Press, “What will you do to win the votes of Americans who are atheists. Surely you recognize the equal citizenship and patriotism of Americans who are atheists?” Bush replied, “No, I don’t know that atheists should be considered as citizens, nor should they be considered patriots. This is one nation under God.” It seems Bush Sr. forgot that some of the founding fathers were deists, a variety of nonbelievers, which is why they were so adamant about the separation of church and state. He should have read Paine’s The Age of Reason. The Age of Reason; Being an Investigation of True and Fabulous Theology was a deistic treatise written by eighteenth-century British radical and American revolutionary Thomas Paine. It criticized institutionalized religion and challenged the inerrancy of the Bible. It appears Bush Sr. doesn’t seem to think nonbelievers have a place in America. I wonder if he considers deists and founding fathers President Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine to be patriots. How sad it is for an American president who represents all of the people to consider nonbelievers as non citizens and non patriots.
PART 2
SCIENCE
and discovery
Chapter 5
The Historical and Scientific Basis of the Bible
The Bible is bad history; and even worse science. Were it not for science and discovery, we would still be living in caves. Religious blind faith inhibits innovation and discovery. Science is the new religion; I’m hooked on a feeling, high on believing, in science. All religions are obsolete.
—G.R. Pafumi
Science does not make it impossible to believe in God, it just makes it possible to not believe in God.
—Steven Weinberg
Question: does the Bible have any historical or scientific basis whatsoever? Answer: yes, but very little. Let’s start at the beginning and see what the Bible says, and how it compares to the knowledge base which exists today. The OT Book of Genesis [1:1] says, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth”; i.e., they were created simultaneously “in the beginning.” Science estimates that the earth and the universe are about 4.54 and 13.72 billion years old, respectively. The earth and the universe were not created at the same moment of time and the earth was not created “in the beginning.” Needless to say, our sun was not created “in the beginning” either. It was formed along with the earth. It is a second-generation star, meaning that some of its material came from first-generation stars. The first-generation stars were initially composed only of the hydrogen produced in the early universe. Helium was the first element produced in the core of stars as it is the second lightest element after hydrogen. Although hydrogen is also the main ingredient of our sun, it contains heavier elements, such as carbon, nitrogen and oxygen as well. These elements formed inside first-generation stars that lived and died before our sun was born. The heavier elements were formed near the end of these stars’ lives. When the massive, shorter-lived stars used up their nuclear fuel, they exploded in supernovas and ejected the heavier elements into interstellar space. Our sun was formed from this material, making it a second-generation star.
According to James Ussher (January 1581-March 1656), the time and date of creation is the nightfall preceeding Sunday, October 23, 4004 BCE. Ussher was the Anglican Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of All Ireland from 1625 to 1656. He is best known for his calculation of the age of the universe. Ussher’s proposed date of 4004 BCE differs little from other biblically-based estimates, such as those of Saint Bede (3952 BCE), Ussher’s near-contemporary Scaliger (3949 BCE), Johannes Kepler (3992 BCE), and Isaac Newton (circa 4000 BCE). Even the great Newton got the date of Creation wrong. It is most interesting that Newton, perhaps the smartest man who ever lived (he not only understood calculus but he also invented it), believed in creation and accepted much of the Bible as a literal truth. Think of what he could have done with his life if he did not have so much blind faith in the Bible and redirected that faith into further research on natural science. In his own lifetime, Newton wrote more on religion than he did on natural science. Newton devoted more of his energy to studying and interpreting the Bible than science. He critiqued the Bible, most notably in An Historical Account of Two Notable Corruptions of Scripture.
Newton lived from 1643 to 1727. It is worth a look at Newton within the context of his era and his contemporaries. Spinoza lived from 1632 to 1677 and developed naturalistic pantheism, a form of pantheism that holds that the universe, although unconscious and nonsentient as a whole, behaves as a single, interconnected, and solely natural substance. Accordingly, nature is seen as being what religions call “God” only in a nontraditional, impersonal sense, where the terms Nature and God are synonymous. Therefore, naturalistic pantheism is also known as “impersonal pantheism” and does not posit any form of supernatural belief. All of Spinoza’s works were listed on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum (List of Prohibited Books) by the Roman Catholic Church. Descartes had a similar philosophy to Spinoza. René Descartes, a French philosopher, mathematician, scientist and writer lived from 1596 to 1650. His contemporary Blaise Pascal said “I cannot forgive Descartes; in all his philosophy he did his best to dispense with God. But he could not avoid making him set the world in motion with a flip of his thumb; after that he had no more use for God.”
As disbelief in a personal God was increasing in the time of Newton by the great philosophers of his age, Newton, oddly enough despite his great intellect, held onto a belief in the Creation story. Interestingly nearly half of all Americans today (46 percent) claim to believe in Creation, just like Newton, according to a May 2006 Gallup Poll. They believe God created human beings pretty much in their present form at one time within the last ten thousand years or so. There was a strong correlation between the level of education and the response. Well duh! According to Gallup, the poll shows that Americans’ view of the origin of life has remained constant for over two decades. Since 1982, when the poll first began, between 44 percent and 47 percent of Americans have consistently agreed with the opinion that God made humans in their present form; i.e., the story of Creation. Newton was a Creation advocate.
The Book of Genesis [1:3] states, “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.” This sounds like the scientific explanation of creation, the Big Bang. But there is a problem here. The electromagnetic radiation at the moment of the Big Bang was gamma rays, the highest-powered known source of energy, not rays of visible light. But, more importantly, how did God create the heaven and the earth before the big bang moment of creation, when he said “let there be light?” This doesn’t add up. In Genesis [1:1] it says, “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” He created the heaven and the earth before he said “Let there be light.” God got the sequence of events at the beginning backwards, at least from a scientific standpoint. The heavens and light were created at the moment of the Big Bang, and the earth was created long after the Big Bang. Perhaps God was suffering from dementia when he wrote the Bible or when he dictated it to whomever is supposed to have composed the Bible based on his word. In Genesis [1:4], “And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness.” Genesis [1:5] “And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day.” The Biblical writers got this wrong too. They thought the earth was flat and did not know of earthly rotation. Night and day are created by the earth’s twenty-four-hour rotation. The division of night and day by God alone would make more sense if the earth was flat and did not rotate.
In Genesis [2:2], “And on the seventh day God ended his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made.” In Genesis [2:3], “And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all his work which God created and made.” This section confuses me. God is all powerful. Why does God need to rest on the seventh day? If he is truly God, then he should never need rest because he has infinite power and energy. It reminds me of the rhetorical question, “Can an all-powerful God make a rock that is too heavy for him to lift?”
In Genesis [1:27], “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.” This suggests Adam and Eve were formed at the same time. Genesis [2:7] “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Hold it! Adam was formed first; from dust of the ground? Dust from the ground is dirt. Dirt is partially composed of silicon. On the third rock from the sun, silicon is the second most abundant element (after oxygen) in the crust, making up 25.7 percent of the crust by mass. All life on this planet, plant or animal, is based on carbon. [2:18] “And the Lord God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper comparable to him.” [2:20] “but for Adam there was not found a helper comparable to him.” [2:21] “And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and he took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof.” [2:22] “And the rib, which the Lord God had taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto the man.” [2:23] “And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” [3:20] “And Adam called his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother of all living.” This story contradicts Genesis [1:27]. Instead of being formed at the same time, Eve was cloned and created from Adam’s rib. This means they have the same DNA except that Eve had the first sex change operation when she popped out of Adam. Is she a sex-changed clone of Adam? Wouldn’t then Adam and Eve be brother and sister? Or does she have Adam as her parent, since she was cloned and derived from Adam’s body? In either case, it makes Eve a product of incest. Don’t most believers in the God of Abraham consider both incest and cloning sins? Almost all human societies eschew incest.
These inconsistencies in the Bible strongly suggest that it was written by more than one person and that these persons did not bother to compare notes or check with God to make sure they got the story straight. There was no master editor, or editor-in-chief, to monitor and supervise the Bible’s composition. This is the problem with the oral tradition, which is the basis for the Bible. People do not always have the same memory of past events. In addition, as stories are handed from person to person, or generation to generation, the account changes to adopt one’s own personal spin. It sounds like Murphy’s Law. If anything can go wrong, it will. Or, maybe God was on holiday when Scripture was written. Perhaps the publishers of the Bible need to get better editors. And if Scripture is inconsistent, then why should anyone believe that any part of the Bible is valid history?
After Cain killed Abel, he left his parents. Genesis [4:8] “And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him.” [4:14] “I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to pass, that every one that findeth me shall slay me.” This is an odd worry since there were only two other humans alive at the time—Adam and Eve! [4:16] “And Cain went out from the presence of the Lord, and dwelt in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.” [4:16] “And Cain knew his wife; and she conceived, and bare Enoch.” Does anyone know where Cain’s wife came from? I thought there was only Adam and Eve and Cain and Abel before Cain slew Abel and “dwelt in the land of Nod.” Who the hell sired Cain’s wife? The Bible then goes from Adam and Eve, and Cain and Abel, to Noah. It eventually gets to Abraham, the father of Judaism, Islam and Christianity. What the hell happened to Fred Flintstone?
There is no mention of Fred, Wilma, Barney, Betty, or any other cavemen who dwelt in the land of Bedrock. There is no mention of Dino, Fred’s pet dinosaur, or for that matter, any other dinosaur in the Bible. Why are there no cavemen or dinosaurs in the Book of Genesis? How could God, when he assisted the writers of the Bible, overlook the largest creatures to ever walk the face of the earth? According to Ussher, the earth is over 6,010 years old. Dinosaurs were the dominant vertebrate animals of terrestrial ecosystems for over 160 million years, from the late Triassic period (about 230 million years ago) until the end of the Cretaceous period (65 million years ago), when most of them became extinct. The Cretaceous-Tertiary extinction event, which occurred approximately 65.5 million years ago, was the large-scale mass extinction of animal and plant species in a geologically short period of time. Today the ten thousand living species of birds have been classified as descendents of dinosaurs. But dinosaurs are not in the Old Testament. I ask again, where are the dinosaurs in the Bible? To paraphrase Pete Seeger’s Where Have All the Flowers Gone, I ask:
Where have all the cavemen gone? Long time passing; Where have all the cavemen gone? Long time ago
Where have all the cavemen gone? The dinosaurs ate them every one; When will they ever learn? When will they ever learn?
Where have all the dinosaurs gone? Long time passing; Where have all the dinosaurs gone? Long time ago
Where have all the dinosaurs gone? The asteroid killed them every one; When will they ever learn? When will they ever learn?
The story of Noah is another fable in the Bible that defies both historical, as well as scientific, truth. Noah and the Ark is a story about a great flood that God deployed to destroy the creatures he had created. In Genesis [6:7] “And the Lord said, I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, and the creeping thing, and the fowls of the air; for it repenteth me that I have made them.” [6:17] “And, behold, I, even I, do bring a flood of waters upon the earth, to destroy all flesh, wherein is the breath of life, from under heaven; and every thing that is in the earth shall die.” [9:11] “And I will establish my covenant with you [Noah], neither shall all flesh be cut off any more by the waters of a flood; neither shall there any more be a flood to destroy the earth.”
Floods are common on this planet. And great floods usually occur after ice ages when the ice melts. The end of the last glacial period, which most people incorrectly refer to as the “last ice age” since that was when the ice began to melt, occurred about twelve thousand five hundred years ago. There were most likely many great floods before “the last ice age” but probably only one since. The flood after the last glacial period, “the last ice age,” may well be basis for the story of Noah and the flood handed down from generation to generation. However the specifics of the flood and the ark described in the Bible are pure and unadulterated nonsense, in a scientific context, and contradictory in a Biblical sense. There is a song titled “It never rains in Southern California” by Albert Hammond. Well, it never rains at the South Pole and rarely at the North Pole. Scientists are not certain whether it has rained more than once at the North Pole. Researchers on an ice-breaker near the North Pole were stunned when it started raining in September 2008. It was the first rain recorded at the top of the world, leading scientists to wonder if it was a one-time downpour, perhaps a sign of global warming, or maybe something which happens every now and then as part of the normal Arctic weather. There was most definitely no global warming due to carbon dioxide emissions at the time of Noah. Often what we believe is not what we observe in nature.
In Genesis [6:19], “And of every living thing of all flesh, two of every sort shalt thou bring into the ark, to keep them alive with thee; they shall be male and female.” In [7:2] it says “Of every clean beast thou shalt take to thee by sevens, the male and his female: and of beasts that are not clean by two, the male and his female.” In [7:3], “Of fowls also of the air by sevens, the male and the female; to keep seed alive upon the face of all the earth.” In [7:9], “There went in two and two unto Noah into the ark, the male and the female, as God had commanded Noah.” So which is it, two or seven? And by the way, Noah lived in the Middle East and landed his ark at Mount Ararat, the tallest peak in east Turkey, after the flood. Where did Noah get the emus, kangaroos, koala bears, and Tasmanian Devils which live exclusively on the continental islands of Australia and Tasmania? What about the polar bears, which are native to the Arctic Ocean and its surrounding seas, or penguins which do not live anywhere near the Middle East (save for the African Penguin, a particular subspecies)? There are no polar bears, penguins, koala bears or kangaroos indigenous to the southern Tigris-Euphrates valley where Noah most likely lived (the Bible is not explicit regarding this issue). In [7:4], “For yet seven days, and I will cause it to rain upon the earth forty days and forty nights; and every living substance that I have made will I destroy from off the face of the earth.” In [7:24], “And the waters prevailed [rained] upon the earth 150 days [five months].” So which is it, 40 days or 150? In [8:7] “And he sent forth a raven, which went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up from off the earth.” In [8:8] “Next, he sent out a dove to see if the water was gone from the surface of the ground.” So which is it, raven or dove? A raven is black and a dove is white. Was Noah color blind? Or did he first send out a raven and then a dove? Why switch birds? Is a dove more likely to find dry land than a raven? In [8:7] the raven “went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up” but then in the following verse [8:8] the dove went out “to see if the water was gone from the surface of the ground.” I thought the raven flew until it found that “the waters were [already] dried up.” What was the point of sending out the dove then? After the flood, how did all of the plants return? And the insects? There were no plants or insects on the ark. Didn’t the plants and insects drown in the flood?
There is another problem with the biblical story of Noah in that it defies animal instinct: inbreeding. If there were only seven of every clean animal, and two of the unclean animal taken on board the ark, then all of the offspring after the flood were a product of incest and inbreeding. Inbreeding leads to inbreeding depression, which results in more recessive, deleterious traits (harmful or destructive in unexpected way) manifesting themselves. Inbreeding depression may lower a population’s ability to survive and reproduce. Although severe inbreeding depression in humans seems to be highly uncommon and not widely known, there have been several cases of apparent forms of inbreeding depression in human populations. Some notable examples include the Vadoma tribe of western Zimbabwe, many of whom carry the trait of having only two toes due to a small gene pool. Then there is the Ulas family of southern Turkey, which has several members who walk on all fours due to mental retardation caused by inbreeding. It says in Genesis [7:7], “And Noah went in, and his [3] sons, and his wife, and his sons’ wives with him, into the ark, because of the waters of the flood.” With Noah, three sons, four spouses and two or seven of every animal, we should expect a lot of inbreeding depression in humans, as well as animals, after the flood. There is no historical evidence in the anthropological or zoological record of such an inbreeding depression following the deluge. Of course since we don’ know if or when the flood occurred, this might be a difficult record to identify.
In Genesis [7:18] “And the waters prevailed, and were increased greatly upon the earth; and the ark went upon the face of the waters.” [7:19] “And the waters prevailed exceedingly upon the earth; and all the high hills, that were under the whole heaven, were covered.” [7:20] “Fifteen cubits upward did the waters prevail; and the mountains were covered.” [7:23] “And every living substance was destroyed which was upon the face of the ground, both man, and cattle, and the creeping things, and the fowl of the heaven; and they were destroyed from the earth: and Noah only remained alive, and they that were with him in the ark.” So there was a great storm, and everything except Noah, his family and the animals on the ark were dead. All of the insect and plant life was extinguished. Never to return? I was in Australia. I shook hands with a kangaroo. I have the pics to prove it. Where did the kangaroos come from? Didn’t they die in the flood? They certainly weren’t on the ark.
It says “fifteen cubits upward did the waters prevail.” (A cubit is the distance between middle finger and the elbow of an average person, about 18 inches or 1½ feet. There were no tape measures or rulers back then to gauge distance.) Does this mean the waters rose 22½ feet? What kind of hills and mountains can be covered with 22½ feet of water? Maybe the hills on Dolly Parton’s chest! We don’t define mountains or hills as landmasses with elevations of 22½ feet. I would suggest that this biblical passage meant that the waters rose 22½ feet above the highest hills and mountains, Mount Everest in the Himalayas and Mount Ararat where Noah’s ark landed. Only then could “the earth; and all the high hills, that were under the whole heaven, (be) covered.” Only then could “the mountains [be] covered.”
Let’s do to the math and see if it corroborates with the story of Noah’s ark in the Biblical version. In Genesis [6:15] “And this is the fashion which thou shalt make it of: The length of the ark shall be three hundred cubits, the breadth of it fifty cubits, and the height of it thirty cubits.” Since a cubit is 1½ feet, this translates to 450 long, 75 feet wide at beam (the widest part of a ship) and 45 feet high. As a comparison, the USS Massachusetts, a World War II class battleship, was 681 feet long, 108 feet wide at beam and 29 feet high. The ark had a displacement of about twenty-two thousand tons. The USS Mass. had a displacement of about thirty five thousand tons, 59 percent bigger. According to the Bible, Noah lived for 950 years (Genesis [9:29] “And all the days of Noah were nine hundred and fifty years: and he died.”) and took 100 to 120 years to build the ark with his three sons. That’s about 400 to 480 man years to build a boat 63 percent the size of the USS Massachusetts. And this assumes that for 100 to 120 years Noah and his sons did nothing else but labor on building the boat (they did not have the OSHA laws to protect them back then). The USS Massachusetts required 6,250 men and two years and two months to construct; 13,540 man years. How could Noah and his sons build a boat 63 percent of the size of the USS Massachusetts in 3 percent to 3½ percent of the man years it took to build the USS Mass.? (I realize that Noah, his sons, and the men who built the USS Mass. did not work 24/7. They had to eat, crap, boink their wives and sleep too. But I assumed equivalent hours in the work day and work week for all. The builders of the USS Massachusetts had Sunday off while Noah and his sons rested on the Sabbath, Saturday. Thus the 3 percent to 3½ percent ratio is valid.) And who did the daily chores needed to survive? If Noah and his sons worked full time on the boat for 120 years, did the wives tend to the sheep, do the gardening, and perform whatever else was necessary to maintain a household, survive and exist? My ex-wife would have divorced me in a lot less than 120 years for this kind of an arrangement. (She did anyway!) She did not sign up for a life of bondage when we married, although I realize there was no women’s lib in the time of Noah and his sons.
Where did Noah get the blueprints for the ark? He was not a nautical engineer. Did he draw them up himself based on God’s specs? How did Noah and his sons build a boat two-thirds the size of a battleship out of wood? Were they matchstick men? Noah was not a boat builder by trade and boats this big need a steel hull. Since the mid-1800s, large boats are made of steel, not wood. Wood does not have the tensile strength to hold together in a ship this large. And a boat this big needed lots of tensile strength to weather the storm that was about to come. It had to be able to handle the motion in the ocean! (Tensile strength is the greatest longitudinal, or lengthwise, strength a material can bear without breaking apart.) A ship this large might possibly be built out of plywood. Wood is forty-five times stronger along the grain than across the grain. Crossing the adjacent sheets of wood to create plywood tends to equalize the strength in all directions. However there was no plywood back in Noah’s day. This was long before Georgia-Pacific came into existence and became the largest manufacturer of plywood in the U.S. marketplace. By the way, the biggest wooden ship ever constructed in modern times was the Wyoming, the largest wooden schooner ever built. It was launched in 1909. It was 330 feet long, 50 feet wide at beam and 30 feet high. Its displacement was ten thousand tons, less than half that of the ark. And it was designed using modern naval technology by contemporary nautical engineers and men of the sea, unlike Noah who was a man of the soil, i.e., a farmer. Genesis [9:20] “And Noah began to be a husbandman [farmer], and he planted a vineyard.”
The next part of the Noah fairy tale which makes no sense is the flood itself. It takes little more than high school solid geometry to see that the Noah tale is scientifically impossible. Where did God get all of the water to cover all of the hills and mountains as the water rose fifteen cubits? Genesis [7:20] “Fifteen cubits upward did the waters prevail; and the mountains were covered.” Fifteen cubits, or 22½ feet, is not enough water to cover anything but a two-story home. So let’s assume the waters rose to cover Mount Everest, the highest mountain in the world, or Mount Ararat, the mountain where Noah supposedly landed the ark. I calculated the amount of water in the oceans and seas by taking the volume of a sphere the size of the earth. The volume of a sphere is 4/3 times pi times the radius cubed (V = 4/3 * ∏ * r3). I then subtracted the volume of a sphere the size of the earth less the average depth of the oceans, which is 12,465 feet. I multiplied the difference by 70.9 percent, the number the CIA’s World Factbook says is the amount of the earth’s surface covered by water. I went through the same exercise calculating the amount of water needed to cover Mount Everest and Mount Ararat by 22½ feet, which are 26,300 and 14,100 feet respectively above the average ground level. The average ground level is 2,750 feet above sea level. The oceans presently hold about 328 million cubic miles of water using my simple solid geometry calculations. (More accurately, it is estimated that of the 332.5 million cubic miles of the world’s water supply, about 321 million cubic miles is stored in oceans.) The amount of water needed to cover Mount Ararat by fifteen cubits is 422 million cubic miles, 1.3 times all of the water in all of the oceans on the entire planet. The amount of water needed to cover Mount Everest by fifteen cubits is 875 million cubic miles, 2.7 times all of the water in all of the oceans on the entire planet. Where did this extra water come from? We can’t get blood out of a stone, and we can’t create water out of thin air. This violates the first law of thermodynamics and the principle of conservation of energy. Energy can be transformed (changed from one form to another) according to Einstein’s formula E = mc2, but it can neither be created nor destroyed. E = mc2 equates mass and energy.
The next problem is that air can only hold so much water, based on temperature and atmospheric pressure. How could the clouds hold all of the water needed cover the entire earth? What could have changed air temperature or pressure by enough to hold 2.7 or 1.3 times all of the water on the earth? According to the U.S. Geological Survey, only about 0.001 percent of the earth’s total water volume is held in the clouds. If all of the water in the atmosphere rained down at once, which has never been known to occur in modern times, it would only cover the ground to a depth of about one inch, not fifteen cubits or 22½ feet. One inch! My mother gets more than an inch of water in her basement after a severe thunderstorm and so far she hasn’t drowned, unlike what happened to all of the people who were not on the ark during the flood. Even when it rains more than one inch, it does not rain all over the world simultaneously. Heavy rains cause flash floods for sure, but only local ones, not world wide ones. Even Hurricane Katrina’s heavy rains had no impact on water levels in New York.
Water evaporates from the oceans, rivers and seas and concentrates in clouds. When the clouds have too much moisture, it rains. When it stops raining, the water evaporates again. This is known as the water cycle. Aquatically covering Mount Everest or Ararat would require water to come from somewhere other than the oceans. It can’t happen unless the law of conservation of energy is incorrect, something I most assuredly doubt. I ask again, where did the water come from to cover the entire earth? The water in rain comes from the earth. As I said, we can’t get blood out of a stone, and we can’t create water out of thin air. And even if we could create water out of thin air, the thin air couldn’t hold enough of it to cover the entire earth. I also wish to note that there is no evidence which suggests at any point in the earth’s history was the entire surface of the planet covered with water, or that it ever rained everywhere on the planet, including the North and South Poles, simultaneously. And even if it did, how could one thin inch of rain cover the entire earth with water with all of its elevated hills and mountains? How could one thin inch of rain raise the ark so that it could float and rise thousands of feet to eventually land on Mount Ararat? I can make a better case for existence of Santa Claus! Often what we believe is not what we observe in nature.
Now let’s address the age of Noah at death, 950 years. Following are the ten oldest men of the Bible and their ages at death according to the OT Book of Genesis:
1. Methuselah—969 years [5:27]; 2. Jared—962 years [5:20];
3. Noah—950 years [9:29]; 4. Adam—930 years [5:5]; 5. Seth—912 years [5:8]; 6. Kenan—910 years [5:14]; 7. Enos—905 years [5:11]; 8. Mahalalel—895 years [5:17]; 9. Lamech—777 years [5:31]; 10. Shem—600 years [11:10-11].
Of course these ages challenge our modern-day medical knowledge. It says in the Bible that after the flood people did not live so long. Another way to explain men living hundreds of years is to suggest that the earth’s sidereal year was not 365.25 days but something less. (The sidereal year is the time taken for the earth to complete one revolution of its orbit as measured against a fixed frame of reference, such as fixed stars). This is utter nonsense and violates Newtonian mechanics, in particular Newton’s first law, the law of inertia. It also violates Newton’s law of gravity:
where F is the magnitude of the gravitational force between two masses or bodies, m1 is the how much stuff is in the first mass or body, m2 is how much stuff is in the second mass or body, r is the distance between the two masses or bodies, and G is the gravitational constant. The size of the earth has been about the same for the last 4½ billion years. The same is true for the sun and the moon. If the earth moved any faster and shortened the earth year, so that people could live to be nine hundred or more years old, it would go flying out into space since the momentum from the higher speed would exceed the gravitational pull from the sun. There is a delicate balance in nature. The speed of the earth around the sun, about 18.5 miles per second, does not vary by more than a smidgen (due to the earth’s slightly elliptical orbit). If the earth moved any faster, we would go flying out into space, any slower, and we would circle inward and eventually crash into the sun. Newton’s theory of gravity is so precise that it safely sent the crew of Apollo 11 to the moon and back so that Neil Armstrong could say “That’s one small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind.” So much for that Biblical theory! Often what we believe is not what we observe in nature.
There is a changing length of the earth day over time. The earth’s rotation is slowing. Some 530 million years ago, when animals like the trilobites were skittering around, days had less time. Back then a day was only twenty-one hours and a year was about 420 days. In another five hundred million years, perhaps a day will be twenty-seven hours, and a year around three hundred days. Among the reasons for earth’s slowing whirl on its axis are the braking actions of tides due to the moon, snow, or the lack of it at the polar ice caps, solar wind, space dust, and magnetic storms. The earth is slowing down and days are even a tiny bit longer than they were a hundred years ago. However, if the number of days in any given year are multiplied by the number of hours in a day in that given year at any time in the history of the earth, the total number of hours in an earth year of any given number of earth days is exactly the same, or we would go flying out into space, or circling inward and eventually crash into the sun. Again, so much for that Biblical theory! And if Noah was blessed by God so that only he and his family would survive the flood, why didn’t Noah tell his descendents that there was only one true God? Noah was the tenth generation from Adam of Adam and Eve fame. But it was the twentieth generation from Adam, Abraham, who proclaimed and that there was only one true god. Why was Abraham given this insight and not his ancestor Noah? What makes Abraham more special in God’s eyes than Noah regarding this revelation? Was Noah a pagan or polytheist? The Bible does not directly address this question. But the Bible seems to infer that Noah believed in only one God, and a case could strongly be made that Noah is the true father of the three Abrahamic and monotheistic religions, not Abraham.
The Biblical story of Moses has no more corroboration than the fairy tale of Noah and the Ark. Like the tale of Noah, there is not one piece of archeological evidence to back up the story. And it does not make a whole lot more sense. It’s a better than even chance that Moses never really existed and that the myth of the Exodus is just that, a myth. There is no evidence for Abraham, Jacob, Isaac, or Ishmael either. The oldest historical and archaeological corroboration of the Old Testament is limited to around the time of King David, who ruled about 1000 BCE. The biblical chronology sets his life c.1037-970 BCE, his reign over Judah c.1007-1000 BCE, and his reign over the united Kingdom of Israel c.1000-970 BCE. Before that period, the Bible is only parables, nothing more. Eilat Mazar (of Shalem Center in Jerusalem) found typical tenth century pottery in the most ancient part of Jerusalem, today called the City of David, and believes she has indeed found the Palace of David. No one knows for sure. According to Hebrew calendar, Abraham was born in 1812 BCE and died in 1637 BCE. Moses lived around 1391 BCE to 1271 BCE. The traditional bible chronology would date the Exodus to around the mid-fifteenth century BCE, the century prior to the birth of Moses. However, there is a large variety of estimates as to the supposed date of the Exodus, with suggestions ranging from the seventeenth to thirteenth centuries BCE. Hmmm!! This raises the question that even if there is a real historical Moses, did the Exodus occur during his lifetime.
The Exodus is a narrative about the Jews and their search for self determination and liberation from their oppressors. It is similar to the myth of the mass Jewish suicide at Masada. According to Josephus, Herod the Great fortified Masada between 37 and 31 BCE as a refuge for himself in the event of a revolt. In 66 CE, at the beginning of the First Jewish-Roman War against the Roman Empire, a group of Jewish extremists called the Sicarii overcame the Roman garrison of Masada. After the Roman destruction of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, the Jewish rebels and their families fled Jerusalem and settled on the mountain top, using it as a base for raiding Roman settlements. The first century Jewish historian Josephus recounts the story told to him by two surviving women. The defenders, 960 men, women and children, led by Eleazar ben Ya’ir, decided to burn the fortress and end their own lives, rather than be taken alive. “And so met [the Romans] with the multitude of the slain, but could take no pleasure in the fact, though it were done to their enemies. Nor could they do other than wonder at the courage of their resolution, and at the immovable contempt of death which so great a number of them had shown, when they went through with such an action as that was.” The Jewish Zealots cast lots to choose ten men to kill the remainder. They then chose among themselves the one man who would kill the survivors. That last Jew then killed himself. There is only one problem with the story of Masada and the mass suicide that was supposed to have occurred in 74 CE. The archaeological remains cannot be reconciled with the tale told by Josephus. This is the opinion of Yigael Yadin, who was an Israeli archeologist, politician, and second Chief of Staff of the Israel Defense Forces. There are no artifacts to suggest a mass suicide. Yadin believes the story of Masada is simply a myth.
Masada, like Exodus, is a tale of the desire for freedom. The problem with the story of the Exodus, like Masada, is that there are also no texts or artifacts to support the legend. There are two analogies that might shed some light. During the Second World War, the Nazis employed slave labor for their war machine. If they did not use slave labor in the concentration camps, their military would not have been able to handle a two-front war. Even after their munitions factories were bombed by the Royal and U.S. Army Air Forces, they had such an abundance of slave labor that they were able to move production underground. The slaves lived on twelve hundred calories per day and when they died of disease or starvation they were simply replaced by new slaves. Slave labor for the Nazis was plentiful and cheap. And the meticulous Nazi records detail the use of slave labor, so we know that it was an important part of their war effort. The same should be true for the Egyptians. According to the Bible, 600,000 Jewish men left in the Exodus. In Exodus [12:37-38], “And the children of Israel journeyed from Rameses to Succoth, about six hundred thousand on foot that were men, beside children.” And a mixed multitude went up also with them; and flocks, and herds, even very much cattle. If taken literally the total number involved, the six hundred thousand “fighting men” plus wives, children, the elderly, and the “mixed multitude,” would have been two million or more. This is the possible equivalent of more than half of the entire population then living in Egypt, around three to six million people. The loss of such a huge proportion of the population would have caused havoc to the Egyptian economy yet no such record to this effect has been discovered. Archaeological research has found no evidence that the Sinai desert ever hosted, or could have hosted, millions of people, nor of a massive population increase in Canaan, estimated to have had a population of between fifty thousand and 100,000. If this many men left Egypt, there should be an Egyptian record or hieroglyphic to corroborate the story. If the Egyptian economy was based on slave labor like the Nazis, then there should have been a huge recession or great depression when the source of free labor evaporated. There is no Egyptian record to this case. So it is most probable that the Exodus, like Masada, is just a myth about the Jewish desire for freedom and self determination and not a historical reality.
One additional case can be made. After the American Civil War, slavery was outlawed. Freed slaves were entitled to forty acres and a mule, a term for compensation which was supposed to be awarded to freed African-American slaves after the Civil War—forty acres of land to farm, and a mule with which to drag a plow so the land could be cultivated. Had all the slaves decided to migrate to New York, there would have been a huge economic depression in the South. Instead, former black slaves ended up in a form of indentured servitude called sharecropping. Sharecropping is a system of agriculture or agricultural production in which a landowner allows a tenant to use the land in return for a share of the crops (e.g., 50 percent of the crop) produced on the land. In the post Civil War Reconstruction-era United States, sharecropping was a solution for penniless freedmen to operate their own farms. It was a stage beyond simple hired labor, because the sharecropper had an annual contract. In the late nineteenth century sharecropping created a stable, low-cost work force that replaced slave labor. It was the bottom rung in the southern tenancy ladder. Sharecroppers were assigned a plot of land to work and in exchange owed the owner a share, usually one-half, of the crop at the end of the season. The owner provided the tools and farm animals. Although the freed black slaves were not really a whole lot better off than when they were slaves, at least they were no longer owned by a master. The economy of the South managed to survive and a great economic depression did not occur. Sharecropping provided a transition until blacks were really free and able to enjoy the liberties that their African ancestors had not obtained. But without sharecropping or had there been a wholesale migration of blacks moving to the North, there would have been chaos in the Southern economy, and it would have been recorded. The Egyptians were quite sophisticated and recorded much of their history. If Moses and the Exodus really occurred, it is most likely that the Egyptians would have written this down somewhere for posterity. They did not. There is no record, written or otherwise. The absence of such a record speaks volumes about the reality of the Exodus. It most likely never happened.
Chapter 6
Evolutionary Science
The book Of Pandas and People, like the Bible, is bad science; in fact just like the Bible, it is not science at all; it can’t be validated. There is nothing intelligent about intelligent design theory. Intelligent design is an oxymoron. It is a hypothesis, not a theory. There is a difference. Religion has never explained the mysteries of the universe, nor the ascent of man, as well as science. There is no fundamental problem with a belief in God; just keep it out of the science classroom.
—G.R. Pafumi
T ammy Kitzmiller, et al. v. Dover Area School District, et al., Case No. 04cv2688, was the first direct challenge brought in the U. S. federal courts against a public school district that required the presentation of “intelligent design” as an alternative to evolution as an “explanation of the origin of life.” The plaintiffs successfully argued that intelligent design is a form of creationism, and that the school board policy thus violated the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the U. S. Constitution, similar to the situation in 1987, in “Edwards, Governor of Louisiana, et al. v. Aguillard et al.” In that case, Louisiana law forbade the teaching of evolution theory in public schools unless accompanied by instruction in “creation science.” (Now there’s an oxymoron!) The federal court said, “The [Louisiana] Act is facially invalid as violative of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, because it lacks a clear secular purpose.”
On November 19, 2004, the Dover Area School District issued a press release stating that, commencing in January 2005, teachers would be required to read the following statement to students in the ninth-grade biology class at Dover High School: “(1) The Pennsylvania Academic Standards require students to learn about Darwin’s theory of evolution and eventually to take a standardized test of which evolution is a part. (2) Because Darwin’s Theory is a theory, it is still being tested as new evidence is discovered. The Theory is not a fact. Gaps in the Theory exist for which there is no evidence. A theory is defined as a well-tested explanation that unifies a broad range of observations. (3) Intelligent design is an explanation of the origin of life that differs from Darwin’s view. The reference book, Of Pandas and People, is available for students to see if they would like to explore this view in an effort to gain an understanding of what intelligent design actually involves. (4) As is true with any theory, students are encouraged to keep an open mind. The school leaves the discussion of the origins of life to individual students and their families.” The school board claimed there are “gaps” in Darwin’s theory of evolution, which it claimed is a theory rather than established fact, and that students have a right to consider other views on the origins of life. The school board claimed it does not teach intelligent design but simply makes students aware of its existence as an alternative to evolution. It denied intelligent design is “religion in disguise.”
Eleven parents of students in Dover, York County, Pennsylvania, sued the Dover Area School District. The suit was about the statements the school board required to be read aloud in ninth-grade science classes where evolution was taught. The suit was brought in the U.S. District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania seeking injunctive relief. It was tried in a bench trial from September 26, 2005, to November 4, 2005, before Judge John E. Jones III. On December 20, 2005, Judge Jones issued his 139-page findings of fact and decision, ruling that the Dover mandate was unconstitutional. It barred intelligent design from being taught in Pennsylvania’s Middle District public school science classrooms.
At the trial Kenneth R. Miller, a biology professor from Brown University, was the first witness for the plaintiff. Miller, who is Roman Catholic, is particularly known for his opposition to creationism, including the intelligent design movement. He testified as an expert witness that “Intelligent design is not a testable theory and as such is not generally accepted by the scientific community.” He said that the idea of intelligent design (ID) was not subject to falsification, but many claims made by intelligent-design advocates had been falsified. Asked what the harm was in reading the statement, Miller responded “[I]t falsely undermines the scientific status of evolutionary theory and gives students a false understanding of what theory actually means.” Michael Behe was the first witness for the defense. Behe is professor of biochemistry at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania, and a leading intelligent design proponent who coined the term irreducible complexity. Irreducible complexity is an argument made by proponents of intelligent design. It claims that certain biological systems are too complex to have evolved from simpler, or “less complete,” predecessors through natural selection acting upon a series of advantageous naturally occurring chance mutations. It is one of two main arguments intended to support intelligent design, the other being specified complexity. Intelligent design has been referred to as pseudoscience. ID is rejected by the scientific community. Specified complexity is an argument proposed by William Dembski and used by him and others to promote intelligent design. According to Dembski, the concept is intended to formalize a property that singles out patterns that are both specified and complex. Dembski states that specified complexity is a reliable marker of design by an intelligent agent, a central tenet to intelligent design which Dembski argues for in opposition to modern evolutionary theory. The concept of specified complexity is widely regarded as mathematically unsound and has not been the basis for further independent work in information theory, complexity theory or biology.
On December 20, 2005, Judge Jones found for the plaintiffs and issued the following decision:
1. For the reasons that follow, we conclude that the religious nature of ID [intelligent design] would be readily apparent to an objective observer, adult, or child.
2. A significant aspect of the IDM [intelligent design movement] is that despite Defendants’ protestations to the contrary, it describes ID as a religious argument. In that vein, the writings of leading ID proponents reveal that the designer postulated by their argument is the God of Christianity.
3. The evidence at trial demonstrates that ID is nothing less than the progeny of creationism.
4. The overwhelming evidence at trial established that ID is a religious view, a mere relabeling of creationism, and not a scientific theory.
5. Throughout the trial and in various submissions to the Court, Defendants vigorously argue that the reading of the statement is not ‘teaching’ ID but instead is merely ‘making students aware of it.’ In fact, one consistency among the Dover School Board members’ testimony, which was marked by selective memories and outright lies under oath, as will be discussed in more detail below, is that they did not think they needed to be knowledgeable about ID because it was not being taught to the students. We disagree.
6. After a searching review of the record and applicable case law, we find that while ID arguments may be true, a proposition on which the Court takes no position, ID is not science. We find that ID fails on three different levels, any one of which is sufficient to preclude a determination that ID is science. They are: (1) ID violates the centuries-old ground rules of science by invoking and permitting supernatural causation; (2) the argument of irreducible complexity, central to ID, employs the same flawed and illogical contrived dualism that doomed creation science in the 1980s; and (3) ID’s negative attacks on evolution have been refuted by the scientific community.
7. [T]he one textbook [Pandas] to which the Dover ID Policy directs students contains outdated concepts and flawed science, as recognized by even the defense experts in this case.
8. ID’s backers have sought to avoid the scientific scrutiny which we have now determined that it cannot withstand by advocating that the controversy, but not ID itself, should be taught in science class. This tactic is at best disingenuous, and at worst a canard. The goal of the IDM is not to encourage critical thought, but to foment a revolution which would supplant evolutionary theory with ID.
9. Accordingly, we find that the secular purposes claimed by the Board amount to a pretext for the Board’s real purpose, which was to promote religion in the public school classroom, in violation of the Establishment Clause.
On February 21, 2006, a newly elected Dover Area School Board voted, unanimously with one abstention, to pay $1,000,011 in legal fees and damages due to the parents and their lawyers as a result of the verdict in the case, a large sum of money for a small district. The previous school board had been offered the opportunity to rescind its policy and avoid paying legal fees immediately after the lawsuit was filed in 2004. It declined. The parents’ attorneys Pepper Hamilton stated that court records would show that they were entitled to more than $2 million, but were going to accept less than half that amount in recognition of the small size of the school district, and because the school board that voted for the policy had been voted out of office, leaving the new school board “having the bill placed in their laps.”
A similar situation occurred in Kansas. The Kansas Evolution Hearings were a series of hearings held in Topeka, Kansas, May 5, to May 12, 2005, by the Kansas State Board of Education and its State Board Science Hearing Committee. It had to consider whether to change how evolution and the origin of life would be taught in the state’s public high school science classes. The hearings raised the issues of creation and evolution in public education and were attended by all the major participants in the intelligent design movement. The hearings were ultimately boycotted by the scientific community over concern of lending credibility to the claim of intelligent design proponents that evolution is purportedly the subject of wide dispute within the scientific and science education communities. A policy statement from the U. S. National Academy of Sciences indicated its position regarding intelligent design. “Creationism, intelligent design, and other claims of supernatural intervention in the origin of life or of species are not science because they are not testable by the methods of science.” In contrast, evolutionary concepts are not accepted by the scientific community until they are tested by the methods of science. That is the inherent nature of scientific inquiry and discovery. This is why almost all new scientific theories today are not accepted by the majority of the scientific community until they are thoroughly tested, validated and confirmed.
On November 8, 2005, the Kansas State Board of Education voted to instruct science students along the lines of the Discovery Institute, that evolution could not rule out a supernatural or theistic source, that evolution itself was not fact but only a theory and one in crisis, and that ID must be considered a viable alternative to evolution. (The Discovery Institute is a conservative nonprofit public policy U.S. think tank based in Seattle, Washington, best known for its advocacy of intelligent design and its Teach the Controversy campaign to teach creationist antievolution beliefs in U.S. public high school science courses.) The Board approved the following changes to its science standards:
1. Add to the mission statement a goal that science education should seek to “inform.”
2. Provide a definition of science that does not preclude supernatural explanations.
3. Allow intelligent design to be presented as an alternative explanation to evolution as presented in mainstream biology textbooks, without endorsing it.
4. State that evolution is a theory and not a fact.
5. Require informing students of purported scientific controversies regarding evolution.
The Board voted 6 to 4 on August 9, 2005, to include greater criticism of evolution in its school science standards. Kansas joined Ohio in adopting the Critical Analysis of Evolution public school science standard. Critical Analysis of Evolution is the name of both a proposed high school science lesson plan promoting intelligent design and a tactic to promote ID using Teach the Controversy, as put forth by the Discovery Institute. In December 2002, the Ohio State Board of Education approved standards for lessons to “Describe how scientists continue to investigate and critically analyze aspects of evolutionary theory.” The lesson plan was removed in February 2006, after an 11 to 4 vote by Ohio’s State Board of Education, at least partly in response to the ruling in the Dover trial. On February 13, 2007, the Kansas Board voted 6 to 4 to reject the amended science standards enacted in 2005. The definition of science once again returned to “the search for natural explanations for what is observed in the universe.”
On March 13, 2009, a bill (House Bill 4224) was introduced in the Texas House of Representatives that would require the Texas State Board of Education to restore the “strengths and weaknesses (of evolution)” language in the state science standards. This was after a close vote on January 23, 2009, when the Texas Board approved a revision of the state’s science standards lacking the controversial “strengths and weaknesses” language, which in 2003 was selectively applied by members of the Board attempting to dilute the treatment of evolution in the biology textbooks then under consideration. The removal of the “strengths and weaknesses” language represented a huge victory for science education in Texas. On March 27, 2009, the Board passed the science curriculum by a vote of 13 to 2. The “strengths and weaknesses” language was not included. The introduction of HB 4224 was an end run around the decision by the Texas Board to delete the “strengths and weaknesses” argument from biology class lessons. This bill did not become law and died on the floor of the Texas House. Two antievolution bills—House Bill 2800 and House Bill 4224—died when the Texas legislature adjourned on June 1, 2009. Oh Pete, “When will they ever learn, when will they ever learn?”
Now we get to Of Pandas and People: The Central Question of Biological Origins, a controversial 1989 (2nd edition 1993) school-level textbook published by the Texas-based Foundation for Thought and Ethics (FTE). It espouses the idea of intelligent design (ID)—namely that life shows evidence of being designed by an intelligent agent (God). Intelligent design is considered to be pseudoscience by the scientific community, primarily because it invokes supernatural powers, makes no testable predictions, and cannot be verified through repeatable experiments. The FTE is a Christian nonprofit organization based in Richardson, Texas which publishes textbooks and articles promoting intelligent design, abstinence, and Christian nationalism. The FTE has close associations with the Discovery Institute, the hub of the intelligent design movement, and other religious Christian groups.
This book uses the most convoluted arguments imaginable to support ID. It states that if a person is walking on the beach and sees “John Loves Mary” written in the sand, he will assume it resulted from an intelligent cause, not a natural cause. I agree. Then it suggests that the composition of DNA is far more complex than a note written in the sand. Ergo, DNA must have been designed by an intelligent cause since a note written in the sand is certainly not created by the action of the waves or from the interaction of the grains of sand. If natural causes can’t create letters in the sand, they can’t create DNA sequences and mutations. This inference and conclusion eludes me.
In 1989, a review of Of Pandas by paleontologist Kevin Padian (of the University of California at Berkeley) for the National Center for Science Education’s Bookwatch Reviews called the book a “wholesale distortion of modern biology,” and says that FTE’s writers had misrepresented such topics as the Cambrian explosion, the history of birds, and the concept of homology. In evolutionary biology, homology refers to any similarity between characteristics that is due to their shared ancestry, such as chimps and people. The Cambrian explosion, or Cambrian radiation, was the seemingly rapid appearance of most major groups of complex animals around 530 million years ago as evidenced by the fossil record. Before about 580 million years ago, most organisms were simple, composed of individual cells occasionally organized into colonies. Over the following seventy or eighty million years the rate of evolution accelerated by an order of magnitude (as defined in terms of the extinction and origination rate of species) and the diversity of life began to resemble today’s.
On page 25 of Of Pandas (1993 edition), it states that “intelligent design theories suggest that various forms of life began with their destinies features already intact: fish with fins and scales, birds with feathers and wings, mammals with fur and mammary glands. Might not gaps exist in the fossil record, not because large numbers of transitional forms mysteriously failed to fossilize, but because they never existed?” Wrong! It seems intelligent design advocates are not aware of Microraptor. This gliding dinosaur had feathers like a bird but biologically it is a dinosaur, not a modern bird or close relative. Thus the ID hypothesis of “birds with feathers and wings” already intact does not hold water. ID advocates try to fill in the spaces, or gaps, in the fossil record with an intelligent designer, an intelligence cause, or an intelligent agent, i.e., God. Richard Dawkins refers to this concept as the “God of the Gaps” theory of evolution. The geneticist Jerry Coyne once said, “If the history of science has taught us anything, it is that we get nowhere by labeling our ignorance ‘God.’” In intelligent design gaps in the evolutionary record are automatically filled in by an intelligent cause, the pervasive God the the Gaps, by default! This, ID, is not true science. It is pseudoscience. It is arbitrary and capricious.
Paleontologists study life of past geological periods from fossil remains. This science became established in the eighteenth century as a result of Georges Cuvier’s work on comparative anatomy and developed rapidly in the nineteenth century. It is only a couple of centuries old, more or less, as a modern science. Paleontologists have discovered many fossils and many more will be found in the future. Just because all of the fossils that exist on the third rock from the sun (the planet earth) have not yet been discovered, this does not necessarily mean that they don’t exist. Modern paleontology is a relatively new scientific discipline and it is a work in progress, as are other sciences, such as physics, biology and chemistry. It is sheer lunacy to conclude that just because the fossil record is incomplete we should assume that intelligent cause is a realistic alternative to explaining the gaps in the fossil record. Most fossils are not complete and none contain any soft tissue. Paleontologists have to take whatever fossil remains are found, assemble them as best as they can, and then extrapolate and draw their conclusions. This is a major reason why different scientists can look at the same fossil remains and draw different inferences from them. Great minds can differ. This is why peer review is such an important aspect of science.
The inferences of the intelligent cause (or design) theories are definitely not contrived in any meaningful and scientific way. In Of Pandas on page 61 it states, “The occurrence of microevolution is little debated between Darwinists and intelligent design proponents [microevolution is the occurrence of small-scale changes within a species or population]; it can be observed and nearly every scientist of either view acknowledges it. What is at issue then is macroevolution [macroevolution is the occurrence of large-scale changes that occur at or above the level of species].” Un friggin believable. ID advocates readily acknowledge microevolution but wish to challenge macroevolution. What is the basis for their challenge? What the hell is the difference between macro and microevolution? They are both based on random genetic mutations. The human mutation rate is estimated at one per ten thousand genes per generation. Human mutation rates are comparable throughout the world. With more than twenty thousand genes in the human genome, this works out to roughly two mutations per typical human. And even in macroevolution there is not just one big change that creates an entirely new species, such as when a Jewish lad becomes a man at his bar mitzvah ceremony. The changes occur over time and over many generations. Good adaptive mutations, macro or micro, are passed along to future generations. Bad adaptive mutations, macro or micro, usually die out. The mutations are random and cumulative. Can any reasonable person consider ID a challenge to macroevolutioary science, or in any way a theory to challenge Darwinism? Not! Also note that there is no clear line of demarcation between micro and macroevolution. The change from micro to macroevolution is gradual. ID accepts that microevolution is based on random mutations. So at what point in the micro-to-macro evolutionary transition does the intelligent designer step in? At what point do random mutations stop and the hands of God enter? ID has never demonstrated, or even attempted to demonstrate, that dividing line. QED! Let them identify the point of transition and subject it to peer review like mainstream science.
ID cannot rebut gradualism, a theory which holds that profound evolutionary change is the cumulative product of slow but continuous processes, and yet it readily concedes the concept of microevolution. It cannot explain punctuated equilibrium either, a theory in evolutionary biology which states that most species experience little change for most of their geological history. It is characterized by long periods of stability in the characteristics of an organism and short periods of rapid change (macroevolution) during which new forms appear, especially from small subpopulations of the ancestral form. ID suggests that punctuated equilibrium is due to an intelligent cause. Where is the evidence? Answer: there is none.
On page 26 it says, “the decision one ultimately makes regarding the fossils rests on philosophical commitments as well as empirical data.” I don’t friggin believe it! Science is largely validated, or invalidated, by empirical data. What the hell does philosophy or philosophical commitment have to do with science? It appears that the authors, both college professors, need to get a copy of Webster’s. Philosophy is a subjective discipline based primarily on speculation and opinion, by definition. It is definitely not science, not even close. This convoluted logic then states, “to read an evolutionary history of life on earth from the fossils, is to construct a theory. To read intelligent design from the fossils is also to construct a theory. So both Darwinism and design must take their places as theories to be considered and evaluated.” More nonsense. Darwin’s theory is based on empirical evidence. ID has no empirical evidence. Instead ID advocates suggest that because there are holes in Darwin’s theory and because it is not a complete theory, ID might fill the void. The null hypothesis cannot be proven with a null hypothesis of the first null hypothesis. A negative cannot be proven by another negative. It can’t be assumed that since evolutionary theory is not complete ID can fill the gaps or provide an alternative explanation without a verifiable basis. ID has none. Unlike simple math, a negative of a negative is not a positive. Gaps in Darwin’s theory cannot be filled by ID until ID demonstrates in some scientific way that is has empirical evidence to back its claims. At this moment in time, it has none. And I would bet it will never have any.
Yes, I believe in an AURA, “an unexplained rigorous authority.” I believe there is a higher order of intelligence somewhere in the universe that either created, or at least comprehends, this extraordinarily complex universe. We earthlings know so little about the universe. But what I believe is not science. It is a concept I will hold onto until science can explain to me why the universe is the way that it is. But I hold no hope that science will accomplish such a feat in my lifetime. And I do not see any evidence that the AURA has any specific or scientifically-demonstrated validation in the fossil record or, for that matter, in any other aspect of modern science. But I have to admit, there is a great deal of unexplained order and structure to the universe. There may well be a master builder or engineer who designed it. I will just have to live with the fact that I will never know with certainty of the existence of a master builder and my former blind faith in such a higher power I used to call God is now in question.
In an interview for the April 29, 2008, edition of the New York Times, Francisco J. Ayala, an evolutionary biologist and geneticist at the University of California at Irvine, and a former Dominican priest, had this to say about evolution. Belief in evolution does not rule out belief in God. Evolution “is more consistent with belief in a personal god than intelligent design. If God has designed organisms, he has a lot to account for.” Consider, Ayala said, that at least 20 percent of pregnancies are known to end in spontaneous abortion. If that results from divinely inspired anatomy, “God is the greatest abortionist of them all.” This clearly leads to the conclusion that evolution, at least according to the ID hypothesis, is unintelligent if it is indeed truly based on God’s intervention and engineering. Ayala said he remained surprised at how many Americans believe the theory of evolution is contrary to belief in God, or that the theory is erroneous or even fraudulent. (In fact, there is no credible scientific challenge to it as an explanation for the complexity and diversity of life on earth.) He dismisses the argument that it is only fair to teach both sides of the evolution/creationism controversy. “We don’t teach alchemy along with chemistry. We don’t teach witchcraft along with medicine. We don’t teach astrology with astronomy.” I wonder, should we teach the stork theory of human reproduction versus the sexual theory? How about intelligent falling?
Intelligent falling proposes that objects fall because a higher intelligence is forcing them down. Intelligent falling’s explanation of gravity states that God’s hand holds people on the surface of the earth so they don’t get lost in space. That same gravity from God’s hand also holds the earth in its orbit around the sun. This is probably the inspiration for the spiritual, “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands.” I always thought, “You’re In Good Hands With Allstate,” not God! According to Gabriel Burdett, “Things fall not because they are acted upon by some gravitational force, but because a higher intelligence, ‘God’ if you will, is pushing them down.” Intelligent falling is the new theory of gravity advocated by Burdett who holds degrees in education, applied scripture, and physics from Oral Roberts University (ORU). ORU; now there’s a great place to study science. I graduated from the University of California at Berkeley, long known as one of the world’s leading institutions for the study of theoretical physics. A person with a degree in physics from ORU would undoubtedly get a job teaching at Berkeley. He would likely get the option to be either a professor of janitorial science or maintenance engineering. His teaching function would be to educate students in how to efficiently mop floors and scrub toilets.
Wasn’t the president of ORU Richard Roberts, the son of Oral Roberts, forced to resign for misappropriating university funds? Didn’t Oral Roberts claim he built ORU because he was obeying a command from God? In 1977, Roberts claimed to have had a vision from a nine-hundred-foot-tall Jesus. Roberts announced to a television audience that unless he raised $8 million by that March, God would “call him home” (a euphemism for death). He got the money, tax free. (I don’t understand why this ministry has tax-free status, especially after the misuse of funds by its president. Frankly, I don’t understand why any ministry is tax free. Many of them do not even file financial statements. No one but the ministry knows how the money is used.) In 1987, Roberts announced that God had raised the dead through Roberts’ ministry. I wonder if any of the raised dead were named Lazarus. Anyone who would send money to this quack would probably send his child to ORU to investigate the theory of intelligent falling.
There is no way to scientifically validate intelligent falling. On the other hand, Einstein’s theory of general relativity, the most accurate present theory of gravity, makes extraordinarily accurate predictions of how the universe operates. The University of Notre Dame is arguably the best Catholic university on the planet, and one of the best in the United States. According to the 2010 rating, Notre Dame ranked twentieth overall among “national universities” in the United States in U.S. News & World Report’s best colleges. It is affiliated with the Congregation of Holy Cross, a teaching order. The professors at Notre Dame are as religious and pious as you can get. But they sure as hell don’t teach intelligent falling or intelligent design in any science classroom on this campus.
In April 2004, NASA launched the Gravity Probe B satellite to make the most stringent test of general relativity ever, as reported in the January 2008 edition of Astronomy Magazine. “The satellite was basically a telescope, four gyroscopes, and a thermos bottle filled with supercold liquid helium.” Once in orbit, scientists pointed the telescope at a guide star and then spun up the world’s most precise gyroscopes. Tiny thrusters, directed by the gyroscopes, kept the telescope locked on the guide star. “General relativity predicts that an earth-sized circle drawn in empty space will lose 1.1 inches (2.79 centimeters) in circumference when an earth-sized mass is placed in it.” The satellite’s gyros drifted off the guide star by very close to the amount predicted by Einstein’s general relativity formula. The measurement was accurate to within one percent of the theoretical calculation. “You can see the relativity staring you in the face,” said head scientist Francis Everett. This is real science. I can not think of a more cogent argument why intelligent falling should not be taught in high school physics class nor intelligent design in high school biology class.
If there is anything intelligent that can be said about ID, it is that its basic premise is not based on intelligent bioengineering. Ayala said spontaneous abortions would make God “the greatest abortionist of them all.” But what about human tails? My ex-wife’s grandfather told stories of people born with tails like monkeys. He was an uneducated man born in Italy at the turn of the twentieth century. He was a baker and had no formal education beyond the seventh or eighth grade as I recall. He claimed people born with tails had the “mark of the Devil.” It sounds a lot like the “mark of Cain” which kept black men from the ministry in the Mormon Church until 1978. He said people born with tails had super strength. They sounded a lot like my favorite comic book character, Superman. I thought he was a crackpot, and a silly old man from the old country who believed in this nonsense and superstition. But I learned there are babies born with tails in a science documentary explaining medical mysteries. The super human strength can readily be explained. If someone said I had the “mark of the Devil,” I would most likely be really pissed off, get into a lot of fights, and because of my rage, break a lot of heads. I might be feared as super strong. The doctors in the documentary, while not addressing what I call the “Superman syndrome,” explained that sometimes, although quite rarely, there is a malfunction in the gene which determines whether we are born with a tail that extends outside of the body. The tail gene is turned off for most babies. But sometimes it is turned on. The tail which results is a vestige of our monkey heritage, a human vestigial structure. (Human vestigiality involves those organs or behaviors occurring in the human species that are considered vestigial; in other words having lost all or most of their original function through evolution.) The solution for this version of “Rosemary’s baby” is to get a surgeon with a bone saw, hack off the tail, and stitch up the baby. The young’un is as good as new and can be returned to his parents. The surgical procedure eliminates the need for a recall by the stork.
Now let’s compare the rare tail in humans with a starter in an automobile. When the automobile industry introduced electric self-starters to motor vehicles, it eliminated the hand-crank starter. (Cadillac introduced the electric self-starter in 1910-11.) Although electric starters fail, it is quite seldom. When they fail, a hand-crank starter would be utile. It might be used twice in the lifetime of a typical auto today. But it would add weight and complexity. It would have to be synchronized with the electric starter so that only one starter was engaged at a time. The extra weight would negatively affect fuel consumption. The redundant starter would add to the total cost of a car due to its manufacturing cost and the cost of installing it during the auto’s fabrication. This is not cost-effective engineering. The extra starter is not worth its cost and weight considering that it might only be used twice in the lifetime of the average car. It is cheaper to call a tow truck when a starter fails. The intelligent designers and the intelligent engineers at Cadillac therefore removed the hand-crank starter when they introduced the electric self-starter. Why didn’t God do the same thing with the tail gene? Instead of our DNA determining whether the tail gene is turned on or off during gestation, God, the intelligent designer, should have eliminated it entirely just as Cadillac did with the hand-crank starter. Or God, the intelligent designer, could have modified the tail gene so that the coccyx tailbone never extended outside of our hineys. I think the vestige of the human tail makes a much better case for unintelligent design rather than intelligent design!
Evolution also creates a problem for the Catholic Church regarding its concept of limbo. In a story reported by the Catholic New Service (April 20, 2007), “The church continues to teach that, because of original sin, baptism is the ordinary way of salvation for all people and urges parents to baptize infants. But there is greater theological awareness today that God is merciful and wants all human beings to be saved.” Grace has priority over sin, and the exclusion of innocent babies from heaven does not seem to reflect Christ’s special love for “‘the little ones’. The thirty-member International Theological Commission said salvation for unbaptized babies who die was becoming an urgent pastoral question, in part because their number is greatly increasing. Many infants today are born to parents who are not practicing Catholics, and many others are the unborn victims of abortion.In the fifth century, St. Augustine concluded that infants who die without baptism were consigned to hell. By the thirteenth century, theologians referred to the ‘limbo of infants’ as a place where unbaptized babies were deprived of the vision of God, but did not suffer because they did not know what they were deprived of.” The Commission did not say that limbo was nonsense and no more had a place in Catholicism. Once the Church rejected Adam and Eve and the Book of Genesis, and accepted that we evolved from monkeys, there was no longer any reason to believe we are born with original sin which was due to Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit. Without original sin, limbo no longer has any meaning nor serves any purpose. If the Church were true to itself, it would have eliminated limbo because it is obsolete, not due to some new insight that God “wants all human beings to be saved.” Oh! what a tangled web we weave, when (in the first place) we practice to deceive!
This whole argument boils down to souls. It was the souls of unbaptized babies that were supposed to end up in limbo until judgment day, when their bodies rejoined them in limbo, not heaven. But we evolved from monkeys. So when did we get a soul? This was a question indirectly posed by a schoolmate of mine when we were getting our religious education in the early 1960s at St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Church and School in Spring Valley, New York. Our teacher, if my memory serves me correctly, was Sister Mary Grace, who could flick a ruler and assault a student’s knuckles faster than Halle Berry as Catwoman. My buddy asked about evolution when we were discussing souls and original sin. We were told we inherited original sin from Adam and Eve when they ate the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. This is why we needed to be baptized as Catholics in order to get to heaven, or at least have a shot at entrance into heaven. (In November 1302, Pope Boniface VIII issued the Papal bull Unam sanctam. The bull Unam Samctum is an edict which lays down dogmatic propositions on the unity of the Church, the necessity of belonging to it for eternal salvation, the position of the pope as supreme head of the Church, and the duty thence arising of submission to the pope in order to belong to the Church and thus to attain salvation. The Bull was also used it as a way to control the masses by denying them entrance into heaven if they disobeyed the pope and the church. Recall it was Seneca the Younger who said, “Religion is regarded by the common people as true, by the wise as false, and by rulers as useful.” Am I the only one who sees the irony of labeling an edict from the Pope himself as BULL?)
But the question at hand was that if we accept evolution, then there was no Adam and Eve and no original sin. Sister Mary Grace pointed out that, at the time, the Church was agnostic regarding the Genesis versus evolution debate (there was no ID back then) as long as we accepted that somewhere along the line in the evolutionary process, when we emerged from chimps, we acquired a soul in the process. In his encyclical Humani Generis (issued in August 1950), Pope Pius XII stated that there was no conflict between evolution and the doctrine of the faith about man and his vocation. I eventually figured out that the first four humans to acquire a soul were Sam and Dave, and Jake and Elwood Blues, aka the Blues Brothers. Did they not proclaim, “I’m a soul man”? It is similar to a Jewish bar mitzvah. At the beginning of the bar mitzvah ceremony, the thirteen year old boy begins the ritual by stating, “Today I am a man.” Sam and Dave, Jake and Elwood, received their souls by stating, “Today I am a soul man.” When did monkeys acquire souls? Was it when they evolved to Neandertals or Homo erectus, pre Homo sapien hominids? Was it when monkeys evolved to Australopithecus, such as the hominid Lucy, whose bones now reside at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City? The definition of when a monkey became a hominid is somewhat arbitrary, and therefore when he acquired a soul is somewhat arbitrary as well. Anyone who has gotten up close and personal with chimpanzees will notice that they have a social structure and individual personalities much like humans. They have a 94 percent overlap in their DNA with humans. Why do we not believe that monkey’s have souls? Sister Mary Grace also did not answer the other implicit part of the question, were soul men born with original sin? I reckon she probably thought rhythm and blues was the Devil’s music anyway. And I don’t know what her answer about original sin would be after Pope John Paul II in 1996 described “evolution as more than a hypothesis.”
Evolution brings up another interesting question. Why did God wait so long to give monkeys or other living things souls and make them men. If God wants to be worshipped by men and only men (i.e. homo sapiens), then the ascent of man according to the Book of Genesis makes more sense. We could worship God as soon as we were created in his own image “in the beginning.” Instead, man evolved to worship God maybe 300,000 years ago (the oldest known human graves). Life has existed on this planet for perhaps four billion years. Who worshipped God for those four billion years? Was there no one to pray? Could the answer be that God was already getting sufficient worship from beings on other planets in other galaxies so that he could afford to wait? Our myopic human religions believe God is more obsessed with worship from humans than from little green men (the phrase scientists use for E.T.’s). My we are self centered. Human religion makes much more sense if we are at the center of the universe, God created us in his own image, and there is no one else in the universe to worship him. But we are not at the center of anything. There is no center of the universe according to current scientific thinking. And if we are not alone, do little green men see God in their own image? If so, then God may not look like us and we may not look like God. So, in who’s image does God create living beings?
In the Wizard of Oz the scarecrow opines, “If I only had a brain.” Near the end of the movie the Wizard tells him he only lacks a diploma to be as intelligent as people with brains. The Wizard then gives him a diploma. Now he has a brain and wisdom. The first thing he says after receiving his diploma is, “The length of the hypotenuse of a right triangle equals the square root of the sum of the squares of the other two sides.” This is Pythagoras’ theorem and is taught in high school geometry. The hypotenuse is the longest side of a right triangle, the side opposite the right angle. The scarecrow got a brain and perhaps a soul at the same time. This transition, however, does not coincide with the way humans evolved from monkeys. We did not get souls with our diplomas at high school or college graduation. When humans received their souls is not only debatable, but completely arbitrary if we use Sister Mary Grace’s interpretation of the ascent of man and his soul. Just somewhere along the ascent, she said, we acquired a soul. But when?
And what about guardian angels? How did they evolve from apes? A guardian angel is an angel assigned to protect and guide a particular person. The concept of tutelary (patron) angels and their hierarchy was extensively developed in Christianity in the fifth century. The theology of angels, and tutelary spirits, have undergone many refinements since the 400s, and belief in both the eastern and western churches is that guardian angels protect whichever person to whom God assigns them. I wonder where the guardian angel lives in my body. Does he share a room with my soul? Are my soul and my guardian angel gay? I have an interesting question about the Pope’s guardian angel. An attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II occurred on May 13, 1981. Mehmet Ali Ağca (a Turkish assassin) shot and seriously wounded the Pope in the Vatican City’s St. Peter’s Square. Ağca was convicted for this crime in July 1981 (Jesus, talk about a speedy trial), and was deported to Turkey in 2001, after serving twenty years imprisonment. Now the question at hand is, “Why didn’t a guardian angel take a bullet for the Pope?” Isn’t that what U.S. Secret Service agents would do for the Pope, a head of state, if someone took a shot at him here in America? Why didn’t the Pope’s guardian angel scream, “Your holiness, duck!” Isn’t that his job? I gotta say, Sister Mary Grace probably wouldn’t have had a better explanation for the lack of protection given to the Pope by his guardian angel than whether soul men were born with original sin.
We evolved from chimps and their observed behavior supports this thesis. Tarzan, the Ape Man, was not the first primate to use tools. He was also not the first primate to make tools. In the March 6, 2007, edition of Current Biology magazine, professors Jill Pruetz of Iowa State University in Ames and Paco Bertolani at the University of Cambridge in Great Britain reported the surprising behavior of Fongoli chimpanzees at a site in southeastern Senegal. Chimps have often been seen to use sticks to retrieve insects, such as termites, for food. This time, a chimp carefully sharpened a stick to make a spear. It then thrust the spear into a hole in a tree to skewer a bush baby—a small primate regularly eaten by chimps. The professors observed ten different chimpanzees using tools to hunt bush-baby prey in twenty-two bouts of such spear hunting. Scientists know that chimps make tools, including stone tools. Now they were seen to be making weapons. Chimpanzees made twenty-six different tools, and the professors were able to recover and analyze twelve of these. Tool construction entailed up to five steps, including trimming the tool tip to a point. Tools were used in the manner of a spear, rather than as a probe or rousing tool. Handheld hammers were found at a chimpanzee settlement in the Ivory Coast and date back four thousand three hundred years. Chimpanzees have been observed using similar tools for the past few centuries, but scientists assumed the intelligent apes were simply copying local people cutting open fruit nearby. “The thinking until now was that if modern day chimpanzees use hammers, it was only because they’re imitating neighboring farmers,” according to Julio Mercader, archaeologist at the University of Calgary. “But what we’ve found predates farming in the area.” The new information on chimpanzee tool use has important implications for the evolution of tool construction and use in hunting by the earliest hominids, pre Homo-sapien humans. Since the ancient chimpanzees likely didn’t learn the behavior from their human neighbors, humans and chimps may have inherited the ability from a common ancestor. It also dispels the notion that humans were the only forest dwellers with any brains. Mercader said “We used to think that culture and, above anything else, technology was the exclusive domain of humans, but this is not the case.”
It was recently discovered that even animals much dumber than a chimp use tools. In December 2009, MSNBC reported, “An octopus that uses coconut shells as portable armor is the latest addition to a growing list of animals that use tools. ‘While I have observed and videoed octopuses hiding in shells many times, I never expected to find an octopus that stacks multiple coconut shells and jogs across the seafloor carrying them,’ said researcher Julian Finn, a marine biologist at the Museum Victoria in Australia. ‘Complex behaviors are not the exclusive realm of “higher” vertebrates,’ Finn told LiveScience. ‘Even the soft-bodied octopus, a relative of the snail, is capable of amazing tricks.’ Although hermit crabs do use discarded seashells as homes, ‘there is a fundamental difference between picking up a nearby object and putting it over your head as protection versus collecting, arranging, transporting—awkwardly—and assembling portable armor as required,’ said researcher Mark Norman, head of science at the Museum Victoria.” Wow! Tool use by animals go well beyond humans and our closest biological neighbors, chimps.
The use and construction of tools by the Fongoli chimpanzees is only one example of how much of our human behavior we have in common with chimps, our closest evolutionary cousins. This should not be surprising. There are 20,000 to 25,000 genes in the human genome. Although the completion of the Human Genome Project was celebrated in April 2003, and sequencing of the human chromosomes is essentially “finished,” the exact number of genes encoded by the genome is still unknown. In 2003, estimates from gene-prediction programs suggested there might be 24,500 or fewer protein-coding genes. The Ensembl genome-annotation system estimates them at 23,299. All of this uncertainty about the exact number of genes in the genome is because defining a gene is problematic. Small genes can be difficult to detect, one gene can code for several protein products, some genes code only for RNA, and two genes can overlap. These are the primary reasons for the uncertainty in our gene count. An article in the December 19, 2006, edition of Scientific American magazine covered a study spearheaded by geneticist Matthew Hahn of Indiana University, Bloomington. The study disclosed that there is about a six percent difference in the genomes of chimps and humans. The six percent difference is considerably larger than the previously accepted figure of 1.5 percent. Here we have another case of gene count discrepancies. But it still shows how much of our DNA and RNA evolved from chimps. The difference amounts to only 1,418 genes out of the total 20,000 to 25,000 that humans and chimps each have. Since we have inherited much of our inherent genetic structure from chimps, should we be so surprised that we have inherited some of their behavioral patterns as well?
Aside from tool making, chimps have shown an ability to handle math and exhibit rage. The March 9, 2009, issue of Current Biology magazine published the story, “Spontaneous planning for future stone throwing by a male chimpanzee,” by PhD student Mathias Osvath at Lund University in Sweden. A chimpanzee was observed collecting a stash of rocks and then hurling them at zoo visitors in fits of rage which confirmed that apes can plan ahead just like humans. The thirty-one-year-old alpha male started building his weapons cache in the morning before the zoo opened, collecting rocks and knocking out disks from concrete boulders inside his enclosure. He waited until around midday before he unleashed a “hailstorm” of rocks against visitors. “These observations convincingly show that our fellow apes do consider the future in a very complex way,” said Osvath. “It implies that they have a highly developed consciousness, including lifelike mental simulations of potential events.” Osvath’s findings were based on his own observations and interviews with three senior caretakers who had followed the chimpanzee’s behavior for ten years at the zoo in Furuvik, about ninety-three miles north of Stockholm. Seemingly at ease with his position as leader of the group, the chimp didn’t attack the other chimpanzees. The attacks were only directed at humans who viewed the apes from across the moat surrounding the island compound where they resided.
Osvath’s observations confirmed the result of a staged laboratory experiment reported in 2006, by scientists at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany. In that case orangutans and bonobos were able to figure out which tool would work in an effort to retrieve grapes, and were able to remember to bring that tool along hours later. Osvath noted that the chimpanzee he was studying had also been observed tapping on concrete boulders in the park to identify weak parts and then knocking out a piece. If it was too big for throwing, he broke it into smaller pieces before adding them to his arsenal. “It is very special that he first realizes that he can make these and then plans on how to use them,” Osvath said. “This is more complex than what has been showed before.” The fact that the ape stayed calm while preparing his weapons but used them when he was extremely agitated proves that the planning behavior was not based on an immediate emotional drive. It seems this chimp’s behavior was well thought out in preparation for some potential future event he expected. How utterly human his behavior seems.
Chimps are also good at math. The December 3, 2007, issue of Current Biology magazine published an article describing how much better chimps were than humans at certain mathematical processes. A study was conducted by Tetsuro Matsuzawa of Kyoto University. He showed a computer screen grid of nine numbers to six chimpanzees, all trained to recognize the ascending nature of Arabic numerals, and nine college students. When subjects touched one number, the others disappeared. Then they had to touch the squares in the order of the numbers that had previously appeared. When the original numbers remained on-screen for seven-tenths of a second, the college students fared as well as Ayumu, the most prodigious of the chimps. Both had a success rate of 80 percent. But when the numbers flashed for just four-tenths of a second or less, Ayumu’s success rate stayed the same, while the students plummeted to 40 percent. Even with six months of training, three students still couldn’t beat Ayumu. “It’s amazing what this chimpanzee is able to do,” chimpanzee researcher Elizabeth Lonsdorf told the Associated Press. “I just watched the video of that and I can tell you right now, there’s no way I can do it. It’s unbelievable. I can’t even get the first two (squares).” “There are still many people, including many biologists, who believe that humans are superior to chimpanzees in all cognitive functions,” noted Matsuzawa in a press release. “No one can imagine that chimpanzees—young chimpanzees at the age of five—have a better performance in a memory task than humans. Here we show for the first time that young chimpanzees have an extraordinary working memory capability for numerical recollection better than that of human adults tested in the same apparatus, following the same procedure. The general assumption is that, as with many other cognitive functions, it [chimpanzee memory] is inferior to that of humans. However, some data have suggested that, in some circumstances, chimpanzee memory may indeed be superior to human memory.” I wonder if Jeff Foxworthy or FOX Broadcasting Co. might wish to spin off a new quiz show called, “Are you smarter than a chimpanzee?” Or perhaps, “Is a fifth grader smarter than a chimpanzee?” We already know that most adults are not smarter than a fifth grader!
Chimps also kill and commit murder. Field studies in Tanzania illustrate how some chimps occasionally murder other chimps for no apparent survival-related reason. Premeditated, gangland-style attacks were directed by a large group of male chimps on a smaller group of males and females that had previously broken away from the larger group. Over the course of five years, each member of the splinter group was systematically and brutally beaten. All died. Only young males initiated the attacks, which occurred only when the victims were isolated from the others. Hands, feet and teeth were often used by the attackers, though sometimes field workers noticed stones being deliberately thrown. A study of langur monkeys illustrates the same principle at work, that of intra-tribal warfare, initiated by outcast young males. The langur monkey lives in a society in which an alpha male dominates and is surrounded by numerous female langurs, all of whom bear his offspring and live under his dominance. The alpha male drives off the younger male langurs from the commune; in time, some of the young males return to challenge the hierarchy of the alpha male, by mocking and attacking him. If the alpha langur is successful in fighting off his young aggressors, his society will remain intact, and the young males will be driven off, forced to find new females of their own. If the alpha langur is not successful, the young males then take over the troop, and systematically and brutally kill infant langurs, smashing them against the trees and crushing their skulls, until all the infants are dead. The young female langurs in the troop remain unhurt, as they are the love object of the young males. The young males then begin to seat themselves at the head of their own helm, to take many females who will then bear offspring only to them.
Biologically it is important for the band of marauding young males to kill the infants, because the infants are preventing the females from bearing new young. The females are suckling the infants, and by so doing, are incapable of having new infants. As long as a female langur is nursing an infant, she is not menstruating and remains infertile with either her alpha male or with a newcomer. For the newcomer male langurs to establish themselves, they must secure the sexual interest of the females. Once the nursed infants are dead, the female langurs begin to menstruate again. They become receptive to the young males who have murdered all of the children who previously existed in the troop. Numerous comparisons between such primate murder and humans have been drawn, likening this kind of biological determination to human stepfathers who are more likely to abuse their stepchildren. These studies of the behavior of chimps in a math laboratory or adult male langurs killing infant langurs and competing for females certainly implies that humans inherited at least some of their personality and intelligence traits from our monkey ancestors. These observations add to the credence that Darwin was correct about the evolutionary ascent of man, not creation or ID.
Evolution follows strange paths sometimes and does not seem to support the ID concept that God or an intelligent cause guided the evolutionary process. The “Science” section of the April 27, 2009, edition of the New York Times discussed the issue of the hobbits, Homo floresiensis. Who are they? Where do they fit in human evolution? “The extinct little people nicknamed hobbits who once occupied the Indonesian island of Flores remain mystifying anomalies in human evolution, out of place in time and geography, their ancestry unknown. Recent research has only widened their challenge to conventional thinking about the origins, transformations, and migrations of the early human family.” Three questions arose:
1. Were hobbits primitive survivors of even earlier hominid migrations out of Africa, before Homo erectus migrated about 1.8 million years ago? Could some of the earliest African toolmakers, around 2.5 million years ago, have made their way across Asia?
2. Did some of these migrants evolve into new species in Asia, which moved back to Africa? Two-way traffic is not unheard of in other mammals.
3. Or could the hobbits be an example of reverse evolution? That would seem even more bizarre; there are no known cases in primate evolution of a wholesale reversion to some ancestor in its lineage.
“Everything about them seems incredible. They were very small, not much more than three feet tall, yet do not resemble any modern pygmies. They walked upright on short legs, but might have had a peculiar gait obviating long-distance running. The single skull that has been found is no bigger than a grapefruit, suggesting a brain less than one-third the size of a human’s, yet they made stone tools similar to those produced by other hominids with larger brains. They appeared to live isolated on an island as recently as thirteen thousand years ago, well after humans had made it to Australia. Although the immediate ancestor of modern humans, Homo erectus, lived in Asia and the islands for hundreds of thousands of years, the hobbits were not simply scaled-down erectus. In fact, erectus and Homo sapiens appear to be more closely related to each other than either is to the hobbit, scientists have determined. In an analysis of the hobbit’s wrist bones, Matthew W. Tocheri of the Smithsonian Institution found that certain bones were wedge-shaped, similar to those in apes, and not squared-off, as in humans and Neanderthals. This suggested that its species diverged from the human lineage at least one million to two million years ago. Robert B. Eckhart of Penn State University, an ardent hobbit skeptic, is unyielding in his opposition to the interpretation that the Flores skull belongs to a previously unrecognized species. He insists that it will prove to be from a modern human stricken with microcephaly or a similar developmental disorder that shrinks the head and brain.”
The evolution of the hobbit hominids will continue to puzzle scientists for the foreseeable future. There is an enormous amount of information which can be determined about primates based on their wrist bones. If Tocheri of the Smithsonian is correct and hobbits have wrist bones which are closer to apes than humans, it suggests that hobbits are the first case of reverse evolution in primates. A study published November 2009 in the Journal of Human Evolution, by a team led by Debbie Argue at the Australian National University, Canberra, Australia, used cladistic analysis to suggest that the remains from the discovered hobbit skull are from a separate species of Homo. (Cladistic analysis involves the study of clades, a group of biological taxa [such as species] which includes all descendants of one common ancestor.) The team believes that hobbits are a separate species of hominids, pre Homo sapiens, which implies evolution in reverse. If true, it certainly adds ammunition to my hypothesis that design by a creator would be unintelligent design, or at least that some design evolution was not intelligently thought out. This is also the only reason I can give as to why a few humans are still born with monkey tails.
Let me introduce the hippies of the simian kingdom, the bonobos, who truly engage in the practice of “making love, not war,” unlike their common chimp brothers. Chimpanzee is the common name for the two species of ape in the genus Pan. The Congo River forms the boundary between the native habitat of the two species: the “common chimpanzee,” Pan troglodytes, the better known chimpanzee who lives primarily in West and Central Africa; and the bonobo, Pan paniscus, also known as the “Pygmy Chimpanzee,” who is found in the forests of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It is important to note that bonobos are in many ways much different from common chimps. They are female centered, more peaceful, more egalitarian, and have a much larger sexual repertoire. Common chimps can walk upright for short distances. Bonobos walk upright approximately 25 percent of the time during ground locomotion. Bonobos are capable of passing the mirror-recognition test for self-awareness. They communicate primarily through vocal means, although the meanings of their vocalizations are not currently known. However, most humans do understand their facial expressions and some of their natural hand gestures, such as their invitation to play. Two bonobos at the Great Ape Trust, Kanzi and Panbanisha, have been taught how to communicate using a keyboard labeled with lexigrams (geometric symbols) and they can respond to spoken sentences. (The Great Ape Trust is a two hundred-acre ape sanctuary and language study in Des Moines, Iowa which houses orangutans and bonobos.) Kanzi’s vocabulary consists of more than five hundred English words and he has comprehension of around three thousand spoken English words. One study analyzed and recorded sounds made by human babies and bonobos when they were tickled. It found although the bonobos’ laugh was a higher frequency or pitch, the laugh followed a similar spectrographic pattern to human babies.
Sexual intercourse plays a major role in bonobo society observed in captivity, being used as what some scientists perceive as a greeting, a means of conflict resolution, and postconflict reconciliation. With the exception of a pair of gorillas observed doing so, bonobos are the only nonhuman animal to have been observed engaging in all of the following sexual activities: face-to-face genital sex, tongue kissing, and oral sex. In scientific literature, the female-female behavior of touching genitals together is often is referred to as GG rubbing or genital-genital rubbing. This behavior, however, has not been established as anything more sexual in nature than a friendly greeting, although Frans B. M. de Waal of the Emory University psychology department in Atlanta, Georgia disagrees. He has observed bonobos at the San Diego Zoo. He noted that, “bonobos become sexually aroused remarkably easily, and they express this excitement in a variety of mounting positions and genital contacts. Although chimpanzees virtually never adopt face-to-face positions, bonobos do so in one out of three copulations in the wild. Perhaps the bonobo’s most typical sexual pattern, undocumented in any other primate, is genito-genital rubbing (or GG rubbing) between adult females. One female facing another clings with arms and legs to a partner that, standing on both hands and feet, lifts her off the ground. The two females then rub their genital swellings laterally together, emitting grins and squeals that probably reflect orgasmic experiences. (Laboratory experiments on stump-tailed macaques monkeys have demonstrated that human women are not the only female primates capable of physiological orgasm). Male bonobos, too, may engage in pseudocopulation but generally perform a variation. Standing back to back, one male briefly rubs his scrotum against the buttocks of another. They also practice so-called penis-fencing, in which two males hang face to face from a branch while rubbing their erect penises together. For these animals, sexual behavior is indistinguishable from social behavior. Given its peacemaking and appeasement functions, it is not surprising that sex among bonobos occurs in so many different partner combinations, including between juveniles and adults. The need for peaceful coexistence is obviously not restricted to adult heterosexual pairs.”
Homosexual female bonobo sex does not lead to procreation. This raises an interesting question for both humans and bonobos. Do we really understand the purpose of sex? Perhaps sex was not created exclusively for procreation. Bonobo females who are sterile or too young to reproduce still engage in sexual activity. And the genito-genital rubbing between adult females and the penis-fencing of males indicates non-procreative homosexual activity. The sexual activity happens within the immediate family as well as outside it. Bonobos never form permanent relationships with individual partners. They also do not seem to discriminate in their sexual behavior by gender or age, with the possible exception of abstaining from sexual intercourse between mothers and their adult sons; some observers believe these pairings are taboo. But having sex within the immediate family, even with the exclusion of mothers and their adult sons, is incest. Having sex without discrimination to gender or age indicates homosexuality and adult/child sex. It seems the primary reasons for bonobo sex, including promiscuous, homosexual and adult/child sex, has little to do with procreation. And oral sex? Maybe they should be arrested for sodomy. Yes sodomy was a crime until quite recently in a good part of America. (By 2002, only thirty-six states had repealed all sodomy laws or had them overturned by court rulings. The remaining anti-homosexual sodomy laws were invalidated by a 2003 U.S. Supreme Court decision—Lawrence v. Texas.)
It is also interesting that bonobos engage in adult/child sex, but have the instinct and intelligence to avoid mother/adult-son incest and risk inbreeding depression. Perhaps bonobos should register as sex offenders. Bonobos, and chimps, are our closest biological relatives in the animal kingdom. They both share a 94 percent overlap in their DNA with humans. I wonder if the occurrence of child molestation in humans is inherited from bonobos. Bonobos don’t have the cognitive ability of humans to understand that adult/child sex is inappropriate. They are not sophisticated enough to have our level of what is considered to be moral or ethical behavior. Of course sex is a bigger part of the normal bonobo life than the normal human life. (And ladies, do not wish you were a bonobo because you ain’t getting any or getting enough. The average bonobo copulation lasts thirteen seconds. There is little or no foreplay.) Sex is more a part of a bonobo’s societal behavior than a human’s and bonobos may act sexually more from instinct than humans. But if we did inherit at least part of our sexual behavior from bonobos, then there are likely to be a lot more child predators out there than the dozens which were caught in NBC Dateline’s To Catch a Predator series. This is a frightening thought for parents.
I wonder if there is a bonobo Steven Spielberg. He could make some great bonobo porn flicks with all of this sexual activity in play. His first production could be titled Monkey Madness! It is not likely we inherited out sexual practices from the bonobo since we separated from the ape at least five million years ago and recent DNA evidence suggests the bonobo and Common Chimpanzee species effectively separated from each other about 1.3 million years ago. But since bonobos evolved from chimps as did humans, at least indirectly, this could partly explain at least some of the sexual behavior that is similar between humans and bonobos. Apes and humans may have separated 4.4 million years ago with the ascent of Ardipithecus (although Sahelanthropus tchadensis lived approximately seven million years ago and is argued to be the oldest known ancestor of humans). The physical attributes of the hominid Ardipithecus show a range of primitive traits, which are most likely character retentions from the last hominid/chimpanzee ancestor. It appears that Tarzan is not the only ape man! We seem to be biologically and psychologically a lot closer to bonobos than William Jennings Bryan would have acknowledged at the “Scopes Monkey Trial.” There are holes in evolution theory for sure. We still do not know the exact common ancestor between humans and their presumed simian progenitors, the proverbial missing link. Evolution is a work in progress. Modern evolutionary theory is only a century and a half old, beginning with Charles Darwin. But we can observe similar behavioral and biological patterns in humans and higher-order primates. The DNA sequences, or genomes, between humans and chimps are about 94 percent the same, as previously stated. This is not proof positive of a connection but it sure is a smoking gun.
When I first learned about evolution in tenth grade biology class it seemed so rational. I only had to look around to see its inherent logic, or at least that its premise was inherently logical. I noted during a trip to Bronx Zoo that most all of the animals had similar features. They each had two eyes, two ears, four appendages (four legs instead of two arms and two legs), a nose with two nostrils, a set of shoulders, a mouth with teeth, a spine, and an anus. The males of the species had a pecker (penis) too. The birds also had four appendages (two legs and two wings), although no teeth. But they had most everything else. Even the fishes had not one but two eyes, necessary for depth perception and gauging distance via triangulation. So did the octopi, squid and snakes. After the trip to the zoo, I was sold on Darwin’s theory of evolution. Seeing is believing. A picture is worth a thousand words.
Evolutionary ideas such as common descent and the transmutation of species have existed since at least the sixth century BCE when they were expounded by the Greek philosopher Anaximander. (Transmutation of species was a term coined by Jean Baptiste Lamarck in 1809 for his theory that described the altering of one species into another. It was one of the names commonly used for evolutionary ideas in the nineteenth century before Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859.) Others who considered such ideas included the Greek philosopher Empedocles, the Roman philosopher-poet Lucretius, the Arab biologist Al-Jahiz, the Persian philosopher Ibn Miskawayh, the Brethren of Purity, and the Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi. As biological knowledge grew in the eighteenth century, evolutionary ideas were set out by a few natural philosophers including Pierre Maupertuis in 1745, and Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of Charles) in 1796. The ideas of the biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck about transmutation of species had wide influence. Charles Darwin formulated his idea of natural selection in 1838, and was still developing his theory in 1858, when Alfred Russel Wallace sent him a similar theory and both were presented to the Linnean Society of London in separate papers. At the end of 1859, Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species explained natural selection in detail and presented evidence leading to increasingly wide acceptance of the occurrence of evolution. Further research on evolutionary processes continues to support, endorse, validate, and advance the theory for humans and all living species.
As a work in progress, evolutionary theory still has gaps to fill. For instance, there is an outstanding evolutionary question connecting birds to dinosaurs which is similar to the issue of relating monkeys and humans. Strange as it might sound, dinosaurs are classified as the direct ancestors to modern birds. The ten thousand living species of birds have been classified as a sub-group of theropod dinosaurs. The fossil record indicates that birds evolved from dinosaurs during the Jurassic period, around 150 to 200 million years ago, and the earliest known bird is the Late Jurassic Archaeopteryx, circa 155 to 150 million years ago. Most paleontologists regard birds as the only clade of dinosaurs that survived the Cretaceous-Tertiary extinction event approximately 65.5 million years ago. (A clade is a biological group which includes all the descendents of one common ancestor.) Archaeopteryx clearly had reptilian characteristics: teeth, clawed fingers, and a long, lizard-like tail. It also had wings with flight feathers identical to those of modern birds. It is not considered a direct ancestor of modern birds, however. There have been controversies in the study of the origin of birds. Disagreements include whether birds evolved from dinosaurs or more primitive archosaurs. Archosaurs (Greek for “ruling lizards”) are a group of reptiles represented by modern birds and crocodilians. Crocodilians include the alligator, crocodile, Gavialidae, and caiman families.
Two other reptiles important to the bird/dinosaur connection are pterosaurs and microraptors. Pterosaurs (Greek for “winged lizard,” often referred to as pterodactyls [Greek for “winged finger”]), were flying reptiles. Pterosaurs are sometimes referred to as dinosaurs, but this is a misnomer. The term dinosaur is restricted to a certain group of terrestrial reptiles with a unique upright stance. Thus it excludes pterosaurs. They existed from the late Triassic to the end of the Cretaceous Period (220 to 65.5 million years ago). Pterosaurs are the earliest animals with spines known to have evolved powered flight. The anatomy of pterosaurs was highly modified from their reptilian ancestors for the demands of flight. Pterosaur bones were hollow and air filled, like the bones of birds. They had a keeled breastbone that was developed for the attachment of flight muscles and an enlarged brain which shows specialized features associated with flight. In some later pterosaurs, the backbone over the shoulders fused into a structure known as a notarium, which served to stiffen the torso during flight, and provide a stable support for the scapula (shoulder blade). Pterosaur wings were formed by membranes of skin and other tissues, similar to modern bats. However bats did not evolve from dinosaurs and are mammals, not reptiles. The presence of hair and the demands of flight imply that pterosaurs were endothermic (warm-blooded), just as birds are.
Microraptors were pint-sized bird-like dinosaurs. Like Archaeopteryx (a primitive crow-sized bird and the earliest and most primitive bird known), Microraptors provide important evidence about the evolutionary relationship between birds and dinosaurs. Microraptors had long feathers which formed wing-like surfaces on the arms and tail but also, surprisingly, on the legs. They lived in the early Cretaceous period, 120-110 million years ago. About two dozen well-preserved fossil specimens have been recovered from Liaoning, China. Microraptors had two sets of wings, on both their fore and hind legs. The long feathers on the legs of Microraptors were true flight feathers as seen in modern birds, with asymmetrical vanes on the arm, leg, and tail feathers. As in bird wings, Microraptors had both primary (anchored to the hand) and secondary (anchored to the arm) flight feathers. This standard wing pattern was mirrored on the hind legs, with flight feathers anchored to the upper foot bones as well as the upper and lower leg. It is believed by Chinese scientists that the animals glided and probably lived in trees, pointing to the fact that wings anchored to the feet of Microraptors would have hindered their ability to run on the ground. Work performed by Sankar Chatterjee, professor of geosciences at Texas Tech University and Curator of Paleontology at the Museum of Texas Tech University, suggests that it is theoretically possible that the animal flew on occasion in addition to gliding.
The issue about the ascent of birds, like the ascent of man, has its controversies. It seems generally accepted by scientists that birds evolved from dinosaurs just as man evolved from monkeys. But the exact most recent common ancestor (MRCA) and when that ancestor branched into hominids from monkeys or birds from dinosaurs is not clear. The fossil record is somewhat ambiguous. As previously stated, birds evolved from dinosaurs around 150 to 200 million years ago. That is a long time, much longer than man has existed in any form. For comparative purposes, man’s ascent from the monkey was a mere five to perhaps seven million years ago. There are clearly holes in the evolutionary theory of man and birds, among others. But these holes will never be filled by intelligent design or intelligent cause theorists. The only hope we have to fill these gaps rests on the broad shoulders of archeology, paleontology and related disciplines within the science community at large.
One of these holes, or gaps, was recently filled, illustrating how science can move the knowledge base of evolution forward. The May 16, 2009, edition of the New York Times displayed the following banner, “German Fossil Found to Be Early Primate.” It said, “Fossil remains of a forty-seven million-year-old animal, found years ago in Germany, have been analyzed more thoroughly and determined to be an extremely early primate close to the emergence of the evolutionary branch leading to monkeys, apes, and humans . . . . Described as the ‘most complete fossil primate ever discovered,’ the specimen is a juvenile female the size of a small monkey.” Paleontologist Jorn Hurum bridges the evolutionary split between higher primates such as monkeys, apes, and humans and their more distant relatives such as lemurs. “This is the first link to all humans,” Hurum, of the Natural History Museum at the University of Oslo, Norway, said in a statement. It represents “the closest thing we can get to a direct ancestor.” The fossil named Ida, properly known as Darwinius masillae, has a unique anatomy. The lemur-like skeleton features primate-like characteristics, including grasping hands, opposable thumbs, clawless digits [fingers] with [finger] nails, and relatively short limbs. “This specimen looks like a really early fossil monkey that belongs to the group that includes us,” said Brian Richmond, a biological anthropologist at George Washington University in Washington, D.C., who was not involved in the research.
Not everyone agrees that Darwinius masillae is the proverbial “missing link.” The May 20, 2009, story in the Associated Press noted the doubts. “Experts said it was far from a breakthrough that would solve the puzzles of early evolution . . . . Experts not connected with the discovery said the finding was remarkably complete because of features like stomach contents. But they questioned the conclusions of Hurum and his colleagues about how closely it is related to ancestors of monkeys and humans. ‘I actually don’t think it’s terribly close to the common ancestral line of monkeys, apes, and people,’ said K. Christopher Beard of the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh. ‘I would say it’s about as far away as you can get from that line and still be a primate.’ Rather than a long-ago aunt, ‘I would say it’s more like a third cousin twice removed,’ he said. So it probably resembles ancestral creatures ‘only in a very peripheral way.’ John Fleagle of the State University of New York at Stony Brook said the scientists’ analysis provides only ‘a pretty weak link’ between the new creature and higher primates, called anthropoids, that includes monkeys and man. It doesn’t really tell us much about anthropoid origins, quite frankly.’” Clearly there is debate, and more fossil evidence is needed. It is also obvious that scientists with great expertise can vary widely in their interpretation of fossil records and other evidence. This is what is so great about real science. Before a theory can obtain acceptance, it must pass muster from a group of peer scientists. If it cannot pass scientific scrutiny and peer review, it is considered nonsense and the proponent of such nonsense is called a crackpot. Crackpot is the scientific and politically correct idiom for moron.
Evolutionary research on our more recent ancestors suggests that “we, the people” nearly became extinct seventy thousand years ago. A study by Doron Behar, Rambam Medical Center, Haifa, Israel, and Saharon Rosset, IBM T.J. Watson Research Center, Yorktown Heights, NY, and Tel Aviv University was published on April 24, 2008, by National Geographic Magazine. It was “the most extensive survey to date of African mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA). Over six hundred complete mtDNA genomes from indigenous populations across the continent were analyzed by the scientists. MtDNA, inherited down the maternal line, was used to discover the age of the famous ‘mitochondrial Eve’ in 1987. This work has since been extended to show unequivocally that the most recent common female ancestor of everyone alive today was an African woman who lived in the past 200,000 years. Paleontology provides corroborating evidence that our species originated on this continent [Africa] approximately 200,000 years ago. The migrations after sixty thousand years ago that led modern humans on their epic journeys to populate the world have been the primary focus of anthropological genetic research.”
Behar said, “We see strong evidence of ancient population splits beginning as early as 150,000 years ago, probably giving rise to separate populations localized to Eastern and Southern Africa. It was only around forty thousand years ago that they became part of a single pan-African population, reunited after as much as 100,000 years apart. Recent paleoclimatological data suggests that Eastern Africa went through a series of massive droughts between 135,000-90,000 years ago. It is possible that this climatological shift contributed to the population splits. What is surprising is the length of time the populations were separate, as much as half of our entire history as a species [Homo sapiens] . . . . Previous studies have shown that while human populations had been quite small prior to the Late Stone Age, perhaps numbering fewer than two thousand around seventy thousand years ago, the expansion after this time led to the occupation of many previously uninhabited areas, including the world beyond Africa.” The migration of humans out of Africa to populate the rest of the world appears to have begun about sixty thousand years ago, but little has been known about humans between the “mitochondrial Eve” and the “population expansion period starting around seventy thousand years ago, perhaps leading to the out of Africa dispersal shortly afterward. The timing of these events coincides with the onset of the Late Stone Age in Africa, a change in material culture that many archaeologists believe heralds the beginning of fully modern human behavior, including abstract thought and complex spoken language.”
Dr. Spencer Wells, National Geographic Explorer-in-Residence and Director of the Genographic Project, said: “This new study released today illustrates the extraordinary power of genetics to reveal insights into some of the key events in our species’ history. Tiny bands of early humans, forced apart by harsh environmental conditions, coming back from the brink to reunite and populate the world. Truly an epic drama, written in our DNA.” Paleontologist Meave Leakey, Genographic Advisory Board member, National Geographic Explorer in Residence and Research Professor, Stony Brook University, added: “Who would have thought that as recently as seventy thousand years ago, extremes of climate had reduced our population to such small numbers that we were on the very edge of extinction.”
There is a lot more work that is needed to understand our evolution. In human genetics, the Y-chromosomal Adam (Y-MRCA) is the patrilineal (paternal) most recent common ancestor (MRCA) from whom all Y chromosomes in living men are descended. The Y-chromosomal Adam, is thus the male counterpart of the Mitochondrial Eve (the MT-MRCA), the matrilineal (maternal) most recent common ancestor from whom all mitochondrial DNA in living humans is descended. However, this Adam and Eve lived at different times. Mitochondrial DNA is passed only from a mother to her offspring. Because mitochondrial DNA is only passed through matrilineal (maternal) descent, all humans alive today have mitochondrial DNA that is traceable back to Mitochondrial Eve.
In January 2003, National Geographic News described the work of Spencer Wells regarding recent Homo sapien evolution. “By analyzing DNA from people in all regions of the world, geneticist Spencer Wells has concluded that all humans alive today are descended from a single man who lived in Africa around sixty thousand years ago. Modern humans, he contends, didn’t start their spread across the globe until after that time. Most archaeologists would say the exodus began 100,000 years ago—a forty thousand-year discrepancy. Wells’s work and that of others confirms the more widely accepted Out of Africa model, which says that all modern humans evolved in Africa and then left in several waves of migration, ultimately replacing any earlier species. ‘Genetic evidence tells us that Homo sapiens are of recent origin and arose in Africa,’ said S. Blair Hedges, a molecular biologist at Pennsylvania State University. Today, there is general agreement that Homo erectus, the precursor to modern humans, evolved in Africa and gradually expanded to Eurasia beginning about 1.7 million years ago. By around 100,000 years ago, several species of hominids populated the earth, including Homo sapiens in Africa, Homo erectus in Southeast Asia and China, and Neandertals in Europe. By around thirty thousand years ago, the only surviving hominid species was Homo sapiens.”
Neandertals are an extinct member of the Homo genus that is known from Pleistocene specimens found in Europe and parts of western and central Asia. The Pleistocene is the epoch (period) from 2.6 million to twelve thousand years ago. No definite specimens younger than thirty thousand years ago have been found; however, evidence of fire by Neandertals at Gibraltar and tools found in southwestern France indicate that they may have survived there until twenty two to twenty four thousand years ago. Humans and their close Neandertal relatives began diverging from a common ancestor about 700,000 years ago, and the two groups split permanently some 300,000 years later. Edward Rubin of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in Berkeley, California stated in November 2006 that genome testing of Neandertals suggests human and Neandertal DNA are some 99.5 percent to nearly 99.9 percent identical. In July 2006, the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Germany and 454 Life Sciences in the United States said modern human and Neandertal DNA appear to be 99.5 percent identical. Homo erectus, sometimes referred to as Java Man, is an extinct species of the genus Homo. It is believed to have been the first hominini (a tribe of Homininae which comprises humans [genus Homo] and the two species of chimpanzees [genus Pan]) to leave Africa. Homo erectus originally migrated from Africa during the Early Pleistocene around 2.0 million years ago and dispersed throughout most of the Old World. Fossilized remains 1.8 and 1.0 million years old have been found in Africa, Europe, Indonesia, Vietnam, and China.
“Wells says his evidence based on DNA in the Y-chromosome [genetic markers] indicates that the exodus began between sixty thousand and fifty thousand years ago. In his view, the early travelers followed the southern coastline of Asia, crossed about 250 kilometers [155 miles] of sea, and colonized Australia by around fifty thousand years ago. The Aborigines of Australia, Wells says, are the descendants of the first wave of migration out of Africa . . . . Wells says a second wave of hominids left Africa around forty-five thousand years ago, reproduced rapidly, and settled in the Middle East; smaller groups went off to India and China. Isolated by mountains and the sea for many generations, and exposed to a colder climate and less sunlight than in Africa, the Asian populations became paler over time. Around thirty-five thousand years ago, small groups left Central Asia for Europe. Cold temperatures kept them there. Cut off from other groups, these migrants became paler and shorter than their African ancestors. From there, around twenty thousand years ago, another small group of Central Asians moved farther north, into Siberia and the Arctic Circle. To minimize physical exposure to the extreme cold they developed, over many generations, stout trunks, stubby fingers, and short arms and legs. Finally, around fifteen thousand years ago, as another Ice Age began to wane, one small clan of Arctic dwellers followed the reindeer herd over the Bering Strait land bridge into North America. Many archaeologists, however, believe that Australia, the Middle East, India, and China were inhabited much earlier . . . . While the most recent male common ancestor identified through the y-chromosome lived sixty thousand years ago, the most recent female common ancestor traced through mitochondrial DNA lived around 150,000 years ago. Whether an individual can be identified as our single common ancestor is open to debate.” (Note that in the Behar/Rosset study mentioned previously, the mitochondrial Eve was estimated to be 200,000 years old. Obviously there is some debate within the scientific community about when, where, and how we evolved to become modern-day humans, Homo sapiens.)
The work of Spencer Wells was described in his book The Journey of Man: A Genetic Odyssey. According to both genetic and fossil evidence, anatomically modern humans evolved solely in Africa, with members of one branch leaving Africa by sixty thousand years ago and replacing all earlier human populations such as Neandertals, Homo floresiensis (hobbits) and Homo erectus (and no, Homo erectus is not a gay man with a hard on, an erection). The recent single origin of modern humans in East Africa is currently the mainstream position held within the scientific community. The earliest groups of humans are believed to find their present-day descendants among the San people, a group that is now found in western southern Africa. The San are smaller than the Bantu. They have lighter skins, more tightly curled hair, and they share the epicanthal fold (skin fold of the upper eyelid) with the people of East Asia, such as the Chinese and Japanese. Southern and eastern Africa are believed to originally have been populated by people akin to the San. Since that early time much of their range has been taken over by the Bantu. Skeletal remains of these ancestral people are found in Paleolithic (Old Stone Age) sites in Somalia and Ethiopia. There are also people in east Africa today who speak substantially different languages that nevertheless share the archaic characteristics of the San language, its distinctive repertoire of click and pop sounds. These are the only languages in the entire world that use these sounds in speech. The first wave of migration out of Africa stayed close to the ocean’s shores, tracing a band along the coastal areas of the Indian Ocean including parts of the Arabian Peninsula, the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent and then into Southeast Asia, down into what is now Indonesia, and eventually reaching Australia. This first wave appears to have left dark-skinned people along its path, including isolated groups of dark-skinned people in south east Asia such as the aboriginal population of the Andaman Islands (around 250 miles off the west coast of Thailand), the Semang of Malaysia, and the Aeta of the Philippines. (Semang and Aeta are Negritos. Negritos share some common physical features with African pygmy populations, including short stature, natural afro-hair texture, and dark skin.) The second wave of migration took a more northerly course, splitting somewhere in the area around what is now called Syria. It swept to the northwest into the area of the Balkans and also to the east, where it split several more times in Central Asia, north of Afghanistan.
One of the most interesting implications of Wells’ work is that there is only one race on the planet, the human race. And the human race evolved from Africans. Essentially we are all black, based on our common ancestry and the misguided expression than if a person has one drop of black blood in him, then he is black. We are also all equally intelligent. In his recent book, “Intelligence and How to Get It,” Dr. Richard Nisbett, a professor of psychology at the University of Michigan, argues that what we think of as intelligence is quite malleable and owes little or nothing to genetics. “I think the evidence is very good that there is no genetic contribution to the black-white difference on I.Q.,” he said, adding that there also seems to be no genetic difference in intelligence between whites and Asians. Apparent IQ differences are all culture. Asian-Americans constitute about 20 percent of the students at Harvard College. Jews account for about one-third of all Americans who received Nobel Prizes in science, even though Jews represent only about two percent of the U.S. population. One survey found that a quarter of Jewish adults in the United States have earned a graduate degree, compared with six percent of the population as a whole. A common thread among these groups may be an emphasis on diligence or education, perhaps linked in part to an immigrant drive. Jews and Chinese have a particularly strong tradition of respect for scholarship, with Jews said to have achieved complete adult male literacy—the better to read the Torah and the Talmud—some one thousand seven hundred years before any other group. This is culture, not genetics.
If all the people on the earth evolved from the Y-chromosomal Adam and the Mitochondrial Eve, then the basis for any type of racism and prejudice is totally and scientifically unfounded. Instead racism and prejudice are entirely based on myth and ignorance. The prevailing finding of genetics over the past ten years suggests that the number of DNA differences between races is tiny compared with the range of genetic diversity found within any single racial group. “Recent revelations that all people are more than 99.9 percent genetically identical has proved that race has almost no biological validity.” This is the opinion of Vivian Ota Wang of the National Human Genome Research Institute in Bethesda, Maryland. Skin color is a reflection of the amount and distribution of the pigment melanin, which in humans protects against damaging ultraviolet rays. Many scientists suspect that the benefit of lighter skin has to do with vitamin D, made in the body with the help of sunlight and critical to proper bone development. Sun intensity is great enough in equatorial regions that the vitamin can still be made in dark-skinned people despite the ultraviolet shielding effects of melanin, the compound which produces pigment in plants and animals. In the north, where sunlight is less intense and cold weather demands that more clothing be worn, melanin’s ultraviolet shielding became a liability. Today that solar requirement is largely irrelevant because many foods, such as milk, are supplemented with vitamin D. So are Fred Flintstone vitamins. Fundamental concepts about racial differences in humans need to be reconsidered by those folks with racial biases of any type. To repeat, the DNA differences between races is tiny compared with the range of genetic diversity found within any single racial group. To white supremacists, note that the differences between whites and blacks, or whites and any other racial group, are much less than the differences among white themselves. The work of Spencer Wells is a blessing for those who work to end racism.
The most important questions asked by humans since they could begin to think were “From where did life come? How did it start? Why are we here?” Wasn’t the Book of Genesis written to address such a topic? The OT Book of Genesis [1:1], “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” [2:7] “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.” This is how the people, who composed the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament, viewed the origins of the universe and life itself. But we now realize that this explanation of “the beginning” is outright fiction.
In the natural sciences, abiogenesis, or origin of life, is the study of how life on earth could have arisen from inanimate matter. It should not be confused with evolution, which is the study of how groups of living things change over time. Amino acids are often called “the building blocks of life.” In all living things, amino acids are organized into proteins, and the construction of these proteins is mediated by nucleic acids. Thus the question of how life on earth originated is a question of how the first nucleic acids arose. The first living things on earth are thought to be single cell prokaryotes. Prokaryotes are a group of organisms that lack a cell nucleus. The oldest ancient fossil microbe-like objects are dated to be around three and three quarter billion years old, plus or minus a hundred or more million years. By 2.4 billion years ago, the ratio of stable isotopes of carbon, iron, and sulfur shows the action of living things on inorganic minerals and sediments. Molecular biomarkers indicate photosynthesis, demonstrating that life on earth was widespread by this time. The exact sequence of chemical events that led to the first nucleic acids is not known. Several hypotheses about early life have been proposed, most notably the iron-sulfur world theory (metabolism without genetics) and the RNA world hypothesis (RNA life-forms). The iron-sulfur world theory is a set of proposals for the origin of life and the early evolution of life involving forms of iron and sulfur. The RNA world hypothesis proposes that a world filled with life based on ribonucleic acid (RNA) predated current life based on deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA). RNA, which can both store information like DNA and act as an enzyme, may have supported cellular or pre-cellular life. Some hypotheses as to the origin of life present RNA-based catalysis and information storage as the first step in the evolution of cellular life. The RNA theory seems to have more scientific support.
In March 2009, a team at the University of Colorado at Boulder shows that much of earth’s crust, and the microbes living on it, could have survived a heavy bombardment by asteroids the size of Ireland. “It opens up the possibility that life emerged as far back as 4.4 billion years ago, about the time the first oceans are thought to have formed,” said Oleg Abramov, a scientist at the University of Colorado whose study was published in the journal Nature. Hydrothermal vents below the surface of the earth may have offered sanctuaries for certain heat-loving microbes, and may have even provided a kind of incubator for life. Since the earth is about 4.54 billion years old, then life could have originated only 150 million years after the earth, in its current configuration, was formed. This adds support to abiogenesis (the spontaneous origin of life from inanimate matter) as a valid theory and that life elsewhere in the universe could be quite common. In cosmological terms, 150 million years is a short time and it is difficult to believe that in the first 150 million years after the earth was formed, life came from elsewhere in the solar system. Life would not likely have come from Mars or the other planets in our solar system because they are about the same age as the earth. If it did, it would have to evolve there and then arrive here, not a likely scenario. How did it get here? By spaceship? Spaceships require intelligence to build and fly. Intelligent life took a lot more than 150 million years to evolve, at least on this planet. And if life came from outside of our solar system, what created that life? Catch-22!
It is possible that life may have arrived from other parts of the universe outside of our solar system. The earth is 4.54 billion years old but the universe is 13.72 billion years old, three times older. Astronomy magazine reported in August 2009 that, “NASA scientists have discovered glycine, a fundamental building block of life, in samples of Comet Wild 2 returned by NASA’s Stardust spacecraft. ‘Glycine is an amino acid used by living organisms to make proteins, and this is the first time an amino acid has been found in a comet,’ said Jamie Elsila of NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. ‘Our discovery supports the theory that some of life’s ingredients formed in space and were delivered to earth long ago by meteorite and comet impacts . . . . The discovery of glycine in a comet supports the idea that the fundamental building blocks of life are prevalent in space and strengthens the argument that life in the universe may be common rather than rare,’ said Carl Pilcher, director of the NASA Astrobiology Institute that co-funded the research.” Glycine and other amino acids have been found in a number of meteorites before but never in a comet. The latest findings add credence to the notion that extraterrestrial objects, such as meteorites and comets, may have seeded the ancient earth and other planets with the raw materials of life which had formed elsewhere in the cosmos. The only thing which was made crystal clear by this discovery is that the debate regarding the origin of life will go on for a long while.
So when did life begin on earth? An article in the science section of the New York Times (June 15, 2009) stated, “No one knows for sure when life began. The oldest generally accepted evidence for living cells are fossil bacteria 1.9 billion years old from the Gunflint Formation of Ontario. But rocks from two sites in Greenland, containing an unusual mix of carbon isotopes that could be evidence of biological processes, are 3.830 billion years old. Recent evidence from very ancient rocks known as zircons suggests that stable oceans and continental crust had emerged as long as 4.404 billion years ago, a mere 150 million years after the earth’s formation. So life might have had half a billion years to get started.” Thus, it is possible that life was created by a form of still-not-understood abiogenesis.
Until the early nineteenth century, people generally believed in the continuous spontaneous generation of certain forms of life from nonliving matter. In 1665, Robert Hooke published the first drawings of a microorganism. Hooke was followed in 1676 by Anthony van Leeuwenhoek, who drew and described microorganisms that are now thought to have been protozoa and bacteria. Many felt the existence of microorganisms was evidence in support of spontaneous generation, since microorganisms seemed too simplistic for sexual reproduction, and asexual reproduction through cell division had not yet been observed. The first solid evidence against spontaneous generation came in 1668, from Francesco Redi, who proved that no maggots appeared in meat when flies were prevented from laying eggs. It was gradually shown, at least in the case of all the higher and readily visible organisms, that the previous view regarding spontaneous generation was false. The alternative seemed to be biogenesis: that every living thing came from a pre-existing living thing. In 1768, Lazzaro Spallanzani demonstrated that microbes were present in the air and could be killed by boiling. In 1861, Louis Pasteur performed a series of experiments which demonstrated that organisms such as bacteria and fungi do not spontaneously appear in sterile, nutrient-rich media. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the theory of biogenesis had accumulated so much evidential support due to the work of Pasteur and others that the alternative theory of spontaneous generation had been effectively disproved.
The RNA theory on the origins of life got a recent boost according to an article in the New York Times on May 13, 2009. Dr. John D. Sutherland, a chemist at the University of Manchester, “solved a problem that for twenty years has thwarted researchers trying to understand the origin of life—how the building blocks of RNA, called nucleotides, could have spontaneously assembled themselves in the conditions of the primitive earth. The discovery, if correct, should set researchers on the right track to solving many other mysteries about the origin of life. It will also mean that for the first time, a plausible explanation exists for how an information-carrying biological molecule could have emerged through natural processes from chemicals on the primitive earth.” He “found the hidden gateway to the RNA world, the chemical milieu from which the first forms of life are thought to have emerged on earth some 3.8 billion years ago . . . researchers say they believe he has made a major advance in prebiotic chemistry, the study of the natural chemical reactions that preceded the first living cells.”
“Scientists have long suspected that the first forms of life carried their biological information not in DNA but in RNA, its close chemical cousin. Though DNA is better known because of its storage of genetic information, RNA performs many of the trickiest operations in living cells. RNA seems to have delegated the chore of data storage to the chemically more stable DNA eons ago. If the first forms of life were based on RNA, then the issue is to explain how the first RNA molecules were formed. The building blocks of RNA, known as nucleotides, each consist of a chemical base, a sugar molecule called ribose and a phosphate group. Chemists quickly found plausible natural ways for each of these constituents to form from natural chemicals. But there was no natural way for them all to join together. The spontaneous appearance of such nucleotides on the primitive earth ‘would have been a near miracle,’ two leading researchers, Gerald F. Joyce [an expert on the chemical origin of life at the Scripps Research Institute in La Jolla, Calif.] and Leslie Orgel wrote in 1999. The miracle seems now to have been explained . . . . Dr. Sutherland and his colleagues report that they have taken the same starting chemicals used by others but have caused them to react in a different order and in different combinations than in previous experiments.”
“Dr. Sutherland’s proposal has not convinced everyone. Dr. Robert Shapiro, a chemist at New York University, said the recipe ‘definitely does not meet my criteria for a plausible pathway to the RNA world.’ He said that cyano-acetylene, one of Dr. Sutherland’s assumed starting materials, is quickly destroyed by other chemicals and its appearance in pure form on the early earth ‘could be considered a fantasy.’ Dr. Sutherland replied that the chemical is consumed fastest in the reaction he proposes, and that since it has been detected on Titan [the largest moon of Saturn] there is no reason it should not have been present on the early earth.”
“If Dr. Sutherland’s proposal is correct, it will set conditions that should help solve the many other problems in reconstructing the origin of life. Darwin, in a famous letter of 1871, to the botanist Joseph Hooker, surmised that life began ‘in some warm little pond, with all sorts of ammonia and phosphoric salts.’ But the warm little pond has given way in recent years to the belief that life began in some exotic environment like the fissures of a volcano or in the deep sea [volcanic] vents that line the ocean floor. Dr. Sutherland’s report supports Darwin. His proposed chemical reaction takes place at moderate temperatures, though one goes best at sixty degrees Celsius. ‘It’s consistent with a warm pond evaporating as the sun comes out,’ he said. His scenario would rule out deep sea vents as the place where life originated because it requires ultraviolet light. A serious puzzle about the nature of life is that most of its molecules are right-handed or left-handed, whereas in nature mixtures of both forms exist. Dr. Joyce said he had hoped an explanation for the one-handedness of biological molecules would emerge from prebiotic chemistry, but Dr. Sutherland’s reactions do not supply any such explanation. One is certainly required because of what is known to chemists as ‘original syn,’ referring to a chemical operation that can affect a molecule’s handedness.” Although Dr. Sutherland has not solved the mystery about the origin of life on this planet, he has surely provided one possible explanation, as did Miller and Urey (see below).
In April 2009, Scientific American Magazine reported “Gerald F. Joyce and his student Tracey Lincoln [have] finally found a couple of short but powerful RNA sequences that when mixed together along with a slurry of simpler RNA building blocks will double in number again and again, expanding ten-fold in a few hours and continuing to replicate as long as they have space and raw material. Joyce is a molecular chemist, [and] one of the founding champions of the ‘RNA world’ hypothesis. That is the notion that perhaps life as we know it, life based on DNA and enzymatic proteins, with RNA acting for the most part as a mere courier of genetic information evolved out of a simpler, prebiotic chemical system based mostly or even solely on RNA. Of course, the idea is plausible only if RNA can support evolution on its own. Their little test-tube system did indeed manifest nearly all the essential characteristics of Darwinian evolution. The starting twenty-four RNA variants reproduced, some faster than others depending on the environmental conditions. Each molecular species competed with the others for the common pool of building blocks. And the reproduction process was imperfect, so new mutants Joyce calls . . . recombinants soon appeared and even thrived. ‘We let it run for one hundred hours,’ Joyce recalls, ‘during which we saw an overall amplification in the number of replicator molecules by 1023. Pretty soon the original replicator types died out, and the recombinants began to take over the population.’ None of the recombinants, however, could do something new that is, something that none of its ancestors could perform. That crucial missing ingredient still separates artificial evolution from true Darwinian evolution. ‘This is not alive,’ Joyce emphasizes. ‘In life, novel function can be invented out of whole cloth. We don’t have that. Our goal is to make life in the lab, but to get there we need to increase the complexity of the system so that it can start inventing new function, rather than just optimizing the function we’ve designed into it.’ The next big step toward the creation of life in the lab, Joyce says, will be to engineer (or evolve) a set of synthetic molecules that can perform metabolism as well as replication.” Maybe, in the vein of Dr. Frankenstein, Joyce will be able one day to create primitive life from inanimate parts. It seems Mary Shelley, the author of the novel Frankenstein, may one day be seen nearly as prophetic about the future as H.G. Wells.
Before Joyce, the chemical origin of life was researched by Miller and Urey. The Miller-Urey experiment was an experiment which simulated hypothetical conditions thought at the time to be present on the early earth, and tested for the occurrence of chemical evolution. Specifically, the experiment tested Soviet scientist Alexander Oparin’s and J. B. S. Haldane’s hypothesis that conditions on the primitive earth favored chemical reactions that synthesized organic compounds from inorganic precursors. Considered to be the classic experiment on the origin of life, it was conducted in 1952, and published in 1953, by Stanley Miller and Harold Urey at the University of Chicago.
The Miller-Urey experiment used water (H2O), methane (CH4), ammonia (NH3), and hydrogen (H2). The chemicals were all sealed inside a sterile array of glass tubes and flasks connected in a loop, with one flask half-full of liquid water and another flask containing a pair of electrodes. The liquid water was heated to induce evaporation, sparks were fired between the electrodes to simulate lightning through the atmosphere containing water vapor, and then the atmosphere was cooled again so that the water could condense and trickle back into the first flask in a continuous cycle. At the end of one week of continuous operation, Miller and Urey observed that as much as ten to fifteen percent of the carbon within the system was now in the form of organic compounds. Two percent of the carbon had formed amino acids which are used to make proteins in living cells, with glycine (the smallest of the twenty amino acids commonly found in proteins) as the most abundant. Sugars, lipids, and some of the building blocks for nucleic acids were also formed. Both left-handed and right-handed isomers were created (isomers are compounds with the same molecular formula). In addition to the classic experiment, Miller alone had also performed more experiments, including one with conditions similar to those of volcanic eruptions. In 2008, a group of scientists examined eleven vials left over from Miller’s experiments of the early 1950s. The group found more organic molecules than Miller had. Interestingly, they found that the volcano-like experiment had produced the most organic molecules, twenty-two amino acids, five amines (organic compounds) and many hydroxylated (oxygen combined with hydrogen) molecules. What would they have found if they looked at those same vials one hundred or one thousand years in the future, assuming somebody had kept the experiment going?
The Miller-Urey and subsequent Miller experiments are not proof positive that the origin of life came from inorganic materials. But they are suggestive of a possible way that life chemically evolved from nonlife. As previously noted, alternate theories postulate that life came to earth from molecules which arrived from other planets in the solar system, primarily Mars, or from places outside of the solar system, such as the glycine found in meteorites and on Comet Wild 2. A group of scientists led by David McKay of NASA’s Johnson Space Center, published an article in the August 16, 1996, issue of Science magazine, announcing the discovery of evidence for primitive bacterial life on Mars. The article stated: an examination of a meteorite found in Antarctica and believed to be from Mars shows: (1) hydrocarbons which are the same as breakdown products of dead micro-organisms on earth, (2) mineral phases consistent with by-products of bacterial activity, and (3) tiny carbonate globules which may be microfossils of the primitive bacteria, all within a few hundred-thousandths of an inch of each other. Taken together, the findings are thought to be evidence pointing to primitive bacterial life on Mars. Mars is almost certain to have been warmer and wetter in its distant past, so the existence of primitive life on Mars is a distinct and tantalizing possibility. However, it does not address the question how life on Mars arose, if there was primitive life which once inhabited the Red Planet, or how the meteorite got from Mars to earth. There is much work yet to be done about the origins of life, but clearly there is a real potential that life is a naturally occurring phenomenon. If this is true, life may well be abundant and pervasive in the universe. It suggests that we are not special, and that we are not alone in the cosmos.
In July 2007, Nature magazine reported that scientists found water on a world outside our solar system for the first time. It offered the firmest evidence that life as we know it may be possible elsewhere in the universe. Astrophysicist Giovanna Tinetti and her colleagues at the European Space Agency in Paris detected water molecules on a planet 370 trillion miles away. In the atmosphere of this giant planet, water may exist only as steam in boiling skies. However there is life on earth that can exist in extremely hot water. For instance, there are bacterial organisms that live in 320 degrees F temperatures around hydrothermal vents more than one thousand meters beneath the ocean surface. So indeed it is quite possible that life exists beyond the third rock from the sun.
I would like to end this chapter with a brief discussion of extremophiles. Astrobiology is the field of science concerned with forming theories, including panspermia, about the distribution, nature, and future of life in the universe. (Panspermia is the hypothesis that “seeds” of life exist already all over the Universe, that life on earth may have originated through these “seeds,” and that they may deliver or have delivered life to other habitable bodies.) Microbial ecologists, astronomers, planetary scientists, geochemists, and explorers cooperate constructively to guide the search for life on other planets. Astrobiologists are particularly interested in studying extremophiles, as many organisms of this type are capable of surviving in environments similar to those known to exist on other planets. For example, Mars may have regions in its deep subsurface permafrost that could harbor endolith communities. An endolith is an organism (archaeum, bacterium, fungus, lichen, alga or amoeba) that lives inside rocks, coral, animal shells, or in the pores between the mineral grains of a rock. Many endoliths are extremophiles, living in places previously thought inhospitable to life. The subsurface water ocean of Jupiter’s moon Europa may harbor life, especially near the hypothesized hydrothermal vents at the ocean floor. The global ocean on Europa contains about twice the liquid water of all the earth’s oceans combined. New research suggests that there may be plenty of oxygen available in that ocean to support life, a hundred times more oxygen than previously estimated. The chances for life there have been uncertain, because Europa’s ocean lies beneath several miles of ice, which separates it from the production of oxygen at the surface. Without oxygen, life could conceivably exist near the hydrothermal vents in the ocean floor using exotic metabolic chemistries, based on sulfur or the production of methane. This is how some extremophiles on earth exist.
Tardigrades are polyextremophiles and are able to survive in extreme environments that would kill almost any other animal. Some can survive temperatures of—273°C, close to absolute zero, temperatures as high as 151 °C (303 °F), 1,000 times more radiation than other animals such as humans, more than a century without water, and even the vacuum of space. In September 2007, tardigrades were taken into low Earth orbit on the FOTON-M3 mission and for 10 days were exposed to the vacuum of space. After they were returned to Earth, it was discovered that many of them survived and laid eggs that hatched normally, making these the only animals shown to be able to survive the vacuum of space. Extremophiles demonstrate that life exists in the most inhospitable of places on our planet. This life is based on the same organic principles as life which exists on the surface of the planet. Their existence generates additional support for the thesis that we are not alone in the universe.
Chapter 7
Homosexuality:
The Gay Gene
If homosexuality is a true aberration, why are there approximately 1,500 species of animals which have been identified and observed engaging in homosexual companionship and sex?
—G. R. Pafumi
Homosexuality is the source of limitless misinformation in our society. So many Christian preachers teach that homosexuality is an aberration, abomination and a sin. Homos will go to hell, so they claim. Why? Because the Bible tells them so. Homosexuality and other forms of sodomy (nonintercourse sex between two people) are the erotic pleasures believed by homophobic preachers to have originated in such places as Sodom. According to the Old Testament in the Book of Genesis, Sodom and Gomorrah were two cities destroyed by God. For the sins of their inhabitants Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboim were destroyed by “brimstone and fire.” In the OT Book of Genesis [19:24] it says, “Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven”; [19:25] “And he overthrew those cities, and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and that which grew upon the ground.” In Leviticus [18:22], “Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind: it is abomination.” In Leviticus [20:13], “If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death; their blood shall be upon them.” In the New Testament Corinthians [6:9-10], “Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor abusers of themselves with mankind, Nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, shall inherit the kingdom of God.” In the New Testament Romans [1:24, 26-27], “Wherefore God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own hearts, to dishonour their own bodies between themselves: . . . For this cause God gave them up unto vile affections: for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature: And likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust one toward another; men with men working that which is unseemly, and receiving in themselves that recompence of their error which was meet.” The passage “for even their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature” specifically condemns lesbianism. Other passages condemn male homosexuality. Note that Jesus never condemned homosexuality or sodomy. In fact he says absolutely nothing regarding these topics according to both chapter and verse of the New Testament.
Before we condemn the writers of the Bible for their homophobia, we should take a look at the historical stance by shrinks (psychiatrists and psychologists) toward homosexuality. In December 1973, the American Psychiatric Association confirmed the importance of new, better-designed research and removed homosexuality from the official manual that lists mental and emotional disorders. Two years later, the American Psychological Association passed a resolution supporting this removal, removing homosexuality from that Association’s official list of mental disorders. For more than twenty-five years, both associations have urged all mental health professionals to help dispel the stigma of mental illness that some people still associate with homosexual orientation. The American Psychological Association’s pamphlet For a Better Understanding of Sexual Orientation and Homosexuality had this to say about the subject. “Since 1975, the American Psychological Association has called on psychologists to take the lead in removing the stigma of mental illness that has long been associated with lesbian, gay, and bisexual orientations . . . . Research over several decades has demonstrated that sexual orientation ranges along a continuum, from exclusive attraction to the other sex to exclusive attraction to the same sex. According to current scientific and professional understanding, the core attractions that form the basis for adult sexual orientation typically emerge between middle childhood and early adolescence. These patterns of emotional, romantic, and sexual attraction may arise without any prior sexual experience. People can be celibate and still know their sexual orientation—be it lesbian, gay, bisexual, or heterosexual. There is no consensus among scientists about the exact reasons that an individual develops a heterosexual, bisexual, gay, or lesbian orientation. Although much research has examined the possible genetic, hormonal, developmental, social, and cultural influences on sexual orientation, no findings have emerged that permit scientists to conclude that sexual orientation is determined by any particular factor or factors. Many think that nature and nurture both play complex roles; most people experience little or no sense of choice about their sexual orientation.”
Prior to 1973 and 1975, shrinks considered homosexuality a mental illness and attempted to treat it with psychotherapy. In other words, they did not understand homosexuality at all. Neither do I. I would cut off my right testicle if I could get my other one into Halle Berry, arguably the sexiest woman on the planet. But if I were gay, I would probably prefer to put my testicle into, oh, say—Chuck Berry! When I talked to Chuck I might sing, “Roll over Beethoven, and dig my rhythm and fuse!” It seems that psychologists and psychiatrists know as much about homosexuality as Mormons know about the biological origin of Native Americans or the curse of Cain.
In truth, homosexuality is still not well understood. Homosexual sex and mating in humans and animals does not lead to procreation and therefore suggests that our understanding of the purpose of all sex and mating is also not well understood. Some scientists argue species continuation may not always be the ultimate goal of sex, as many animals, including humans, engage in sexual activities more than is necessary for reproduction. This is one possible explanation for homosexual and other types of nonintercourse sex. There is documented evidence of homosexual, bisexual, and transgender behavior in animals. Such behaviors include sex, courtship, affection, pair bonding, and parenting. Homosexual and bisexual behavior are widespread in the animal kingdom: a 1999 review by Canadian biologist Bruce Bagemihl shows that homosexual behavior has been observed in about one thousand five hundred species, ranging from primates to gut worms, and is well documented for five hundred of them. Animal sexual behavior takes many different forms, even within the same species. The motivations for and implications of these behaviors have yet to be fully understood, since most species have yet to be fully studied. According to Bagemihl, “the animal kingdom [engages in sex] with much greater sexual diversity—including homosexual, bisexual and nonreproductive sex than the scientific community and society at large have previously been willing to accept.” In his book, Biological Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity, he offers a general discussion of the forms and history of observation of animal homosexuality as well as a reference section that details specific sexual behaviors for a wide range of mammals and birds. Elephants, apparently, have very little heterosexual activity, and in some bird species 80 to 90 percent of their sexual activity is homosexual. Bagemihl documented a whole range of “animal sexual and gender variance,” including same-sex courtship, sexual encounters, and homosexual parenting in more than three hundred bird and mammal species worldwide. The book, Bagemihl says, “challenges traditional ideas in biology—not all animal sexual behavior revolves around reproduction and procreation.” In species such as tree shrews, squirrel monkeys, and many types of macaques, females engage in homosexual copulation when they are in a new environment or undergoing stress.
Animal preference and motivation is always inferred from behavior. In wild animals, researchers will not, as a rule, be able to map the entire life of an individual. They must infer from single observations how often certain patterns of behavior are repeated in that animal’s population. The correct usage of the term homosexual relative to an animal, is that an animal exhibits homosexual behavior. It refers to all sexual behavior (copulation, genital stimulation, mating games and sexual display behavior) between animals of the same sex. In most instances, it is presumed that the homosexual behavior is but part of the animal’s overall sexual behavioral repertoire, making the animal “bisexual” rather than “homosexual” as the terms are commonly understood in humans. But cases of clear homosexual preference and exclusive homosexual pairs are known.
Homosexuality appears to be widespread among social birds and mammals, particularly sea mammals and primates. The true extent of homosexuality in animals is not known. While studies have demonstrated homosexual behavior in a number of species, Petter Boeckman, the scientific advisor of the exhibition Against Nature? (sponsored by the Norwegian Natural History Museum at the University of Oslo), speculates that the true extent of the homosexual behavior may be much larger than currently recognized. No species has been found in which homosexual behavior has not been shown to exist, with the exception of species that never have sex at all, such as sea urchins and aphids (an insect). In the October 23, 2006, edition of The Medical News, Boeckman stated, “One fundamental premise in social debates has been that homosexuality is unnatural. This premise is wrong. Homosexuality is both common and highly essential in the lives of a number of species. The most well-known homosexual animal is the dwarf chimpanzee [bonobo]; one of humanity’s closest relatives. The entire species is bisexual. Sex plays a conspicuous roll in all their activities and takes the focus away from violence, which is the most typical method of solving conflicts among primates and many other animals.” Bonobos, which have a matriarchal society (unusual amongst apes), is a fully bisexual species—both males and females engage in heterosexual and homosexual behavior, being especially noted for female-female homosexuality in particular. About 60 percent of all sexual activity in this species is between two or more females. While the homosexual bonding system in bonobos represent the highest frequency of homosexuality known in any species, homosexuality has been reported for all of great apes (a group which includes humans), as well as a number of other primate species.
Lions exhibit homosexual behavior. Male lions often band together with their brothers to lead the pride. To ensure loyalty, they strengthen the bonds by often having sex with each other. Homosexuality is also quite common among dolphins and killer whales. The pairing of males and females is fleeting, while between males a pair can stay together for years. Homosexual sex between different species is not unusual either. Meetings between different dolphin species can be quite violent, but the tension is often broken by a “sex orgy.” As previously stated, homosexual behavior has been observed in roughly one thousand five hundred animal species. “We’re talking about everything from mammals to crabs and worms. The actual number is of course much higher. Among some animals homosexual behaviour is rare, some having sex with the same gender only a part of their life, while other animals, such as the dwarf chimpanzee, homosexuality is practiced throughout their lives,” Boeckman said, “Sex among dwarf chimpanzees is in fact the business of the whole family, and the cute little ones often lend a helping hand when they engage in oral sex with each other.”
There is male mating among giraffes, where nine out of ten pairings occur between males, including anal intercourse. Male giraffes have been observed to engage in remarkably high frequencies of homosexual behavior. After aggressive “necking,” it is common for two male giraffes to caress and court each other, leading up to mounting and climax. Such interactions between males have been found to be more frequent than heterosexual coupling. In one study, up to 94 percent of observed mounting incidents took place between two males. Only one percent of same-sex mounting incidents occurred between females, according to Bagemihl. Maybe we should arrest giraffes, like bonobos, for sodomy and animal-to-animal bestiality. More seriously, even male giraffes have enough intelligence to instinctively know that same-sex encounters do not lead to procreation. This is why they occasionally engage in mating with females. Otherwise their species would die out.
Some scientists believe homosexual behavior has its origin in male social organization and social dominance, similar to the dominance traits shown in prison sexuality. Others suggest the social function of sex (both homosexual and heterosexual) is not necessarily connected to dominance, but serves to strengthen alliances and social ties within a flock. And others have argued that social organization theory is inadequate because it cannot account for some homosexual behaviors, for example, penguin species where same-sex individuals mate for life and refuse to pair with females when given the chance. While reports on many such mating scenarios are still only anecdotal, a growing body of scientific work confirms that permanent homosexuality occurs not only in species with permanent pair bonds, but also in nonmonogamous species such as sheep. A report on sheep in a 2004 edition of the Journal of Endocrinology states, “Approximately eight percent of rams exhibit sexual preferences [that is, even when given a choice] for male partners (male-oriented rams) in contrast to most rams, which prefer female partners (female-oriented rams).”
Animals from a variety of species engage in sex acts that seems more like a human porn movie. Animals of several species are documented as engaging in both auto-fellatio and oral sex. Auto-fellatio and oral sex in animals is documented in goats, primates, hyenas, and sheep. They even engage in prostitution. In some penguin species, the females, even when in a committed relationship, will exchange sexual favors with strange males for the pebbles they need to build their nests. (Perhaps it’s true that prostitution is the world’s oldest profession!) They even have fetishes. Gabriel, a chimpanzee at the Southwest National Primate Research Center, is said to have a shoe fetish (or possibly a leather fetish). “A male chimpanzee raised in captivity developed a bit of a shoe fetish, masturbating obsessively by rubbing his caretaker’s leather boot,” according to caretaker Bert Barrera. There is also rape. A notable example of rape occurs in bottlenose dolphins, where at times a herd of bachelor males will “corner” a female. (Bottlenose males also engage in a form of oral sex between each other. One dolphin caresses the other dolphin’s penis with his nose. They also rub their penises upon each other’s body.) Charles Siebert noted in the October 8, 2006, of New York Times Magazine, “Since the early 1990s, for example, young male elephants in Pilanesberg National Park and the Hluhluwe-Umfolozi Game Reserve in South Africa have been raping and killing rhinoceroses; this abnormal behaviour, according to a 2001 study in the journal Pachyderm, has been reported in ‘a number of reserves’ in the region.” There are also child molesters in the animal kingdom. A male spotted hyena, which attempted to mate with a female which succeeded in driving it off, eventually turned to its ten-month-old cub, repeatedly mounting it and ejaculating on it. Infants and children in bonobo societies are often involved in sexual behavior, as previously noted. Necrophilia in animals is where a living animal engages in a sexual act with a dead animal. In one of the most well-known examples, Kees Moeliker of the Rotterdam Natural History Museum, Netherlands, observed sexual activities outside his office between a live duck and a dead one. Additionally, male cane toads have been documented (in Cane Toads: An Unnatural History) of engaging in copulation with dead toads and inanimate objects.
In his 1999 book, Biological Exuberance, Bagemihl notes that, “Autoeroticism also occurs widely among animals, both male and female. A variety of creative techniques are used, including genital stimulation using the hand or front paw (primates, Lions), foot (Vampire Bats, primates), flipper (Walruses), or tail (Savanna Baboons), sometimes accompanied by stimulation of the nipples (Rhesus Macaques, bonobos); auto-fellating or licking, sucking and/or nuzzling by a male of his own penis (Common Chimpanzees, Savanna bonobos, Vervet Monkeys, Squirrel Monkeys, Thinhorn Sheep, Bharal, Aovdad, Dwarf Cavies); stimulation of the penis by flipping or rubbing it against the belly or in its own sheath (White-tailed and Mule Deer, Zebras, and Takhi); spontaneous ejaculations (Mountain Sheep, Warthogs, Spotted Hyenas); and stimulation of the genitals using inanimate objects (found in several primates and cetaceans) . . . . Many birds masturbate by mounting and copulating with tufts of grass, leaves or mounds of earth, and some mammals such as primates and Dolphins also rub their genitals against the ground or other surfaces to stimulate themselves. Apes and Monkeys use a variety of objects to masturbate with and even deliberately create implements for sexual stimulation, often in highly creative ways.” Petter Boeckman noted, “Masturbation is also common in the animal kingdom. Masturbation is the simplest method of self-pleasure. We have a Darwinist mentality that all animals only have sex to procreate. But there are plenty of animals who will masturbate when they have nothing better to do. Masturbation has been observed among primates, deer, killer whales, and penguins, and we’re talking about both males and females. They rub themselves against stones and roots. Orangutans are especially inventive. They make dildos of wood and bark.” Ouch!
There is more work which needs to be done to understand homosexual sex and neuroscientists are leading the way. Physiological studies have demonstrated physically detectable differences between homosexuals and heterosexuals in humans. Simon LeVay’s hypothalamus study (Science magazine August 1991) found that the hypothalamus, “a part of the brain that helps regulate sexual behavior, was smaller in homosexual men than in heterosexual men; it was equivalent to the dimensions seen in heterosexual women.” A second anatomical difference was subsequently discovered by Dr. Laura S. Allen and Dr. Roger A. Gorski of the University of California at Los Angeles. They discovered that another brain structure, the anterior commissure, a “cord of nerve fibers that allows two halves of the brain to communicate with one another, is larger in homosexual men than it is in either heterosexual men or in women.” In June 2008, the BBC (British Broadcasting Co.) covered a Swedish study, published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences journal, comparing the size of the brain halves in ninety adults. “Gay men and heterosexual women had halves of a similar size, while the right side was bigger in lesbian women and heterosexual men. A [British] scientist said this was evidence sexual orientation was set in the womb. When these results were collected, it was found that lesbians and heterosexual men shared a particular ‘asymmetry’ in their hemisphere size, while heterosexual women and gay men had no difference between the size of the different halves of their brain. In other words, structurally, at least, the brains of gay men were more like heterosexual women, and gay women more like heterosexual men. A further experiment found that in one particular area of the brain, the amygdala, there were other significant differences. In heterosexual men and gay women, there were more nerve ‘connections’ in the right side of the amygdala, compared with the left. The reverse, with more neural connections in the left amygdala, was the case in homosexual men and heterosexual women. The [research] team said that these differences could not be mainly explained by ‘learned’ effects, but needed another mechanism to set them, either before or after birth.” Dr. Qazi Rahman, a lecturer in cognitive biology at Queen Mary, University of London, said that he believed that these brain differences were laid down early in foetal development. “As far as I’m concerned there is no argument any more—if you are gay, you are born gay. In other words, the brain network which determines sexual orientation is similar between gay men and straight women, and between gay women and straight men. This makes sense given that gay men have a sexual preference which is like that of women in general, that is, preferring men, and vice versa for lesbian women.”
So it appears that Zorro is not the only “Gay Blade” in either humans or the animal kingdom! The American Psychiatric Association’s classification of homosexuality as a mental disorder ended in 1973, as previously noted. It might have held onto the notion that homosexuality is a mental illness for a longer period of time were it not for enormous pressure put on it by gay rights activists in the early 1970s. On October 1, 2007, Ryan Sorba wrote an article, “Homosexual Activists Intimidate American Psychiatric Association (APA) removing Homosexuality from List of Disorders.” He quoted Barbara Gittings, a same-gender sex activist. “It was never a medical decision and that’s why I think the action came so fast. It was a political move. That’s how far we’ve come in ten years. Now we even have the American Psychiatric Association running scared.” Sorba reported, “A same-gender sex magazine, The Advocate, talks of ‘what happened in 1973,’ referring to the widespread protests by the gay and lesbian community that led to the APA’s dropping homosexuality from the DSM [The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders published by the American Psychiatric Association]. As a result of the pressure, in the words of the prominent journalist and same-gender sex activist, Andrew Sullivan, in December of 1973, the APA, ‘under intense political pressure, removed homosexuality from its official list of psychiatric disorders.’ It should be noted that the number of ‘Yes’ (5,854) made up only 32.7 percent of the total membership of the APA. Only slightly less than one-third of the APA’s membership approved the change.” The number of “No” votes, votes to keep “homosexuality” in the DSM as a mental disorder, was 3,810. More than one out of five shrinks wanted to keep homosexuality classified as a mental illness. It seems to me that psychiatrists who voted against removing homosexuality as a mental illness from the DSM should have their licenses suspended. They are clearly incompetent and unqualified to diagnose and treat mental illnesses if their stand on homosexuality is any indication of their competence and expertise in psychiatry.
I must ask, is psychiatry a science or a philosophy? Had the APA changed their view about homosexuality as they claimed “according to current scientific and professional understanding,” I might classify it as a medical science, such as gynecology, urology, or cardiology. But what study or new data did it base its changed view of homosexuality? Why did 21 percent of psychiatrists vote to not change the DSM and preferred to maintain that homosexuality is a mental disorder? To change its opinion due to political pressure without significant new scientific information suggests that psychiatry is not a true medical science.
Perhaps Tom Cruise’s attack on the psychiatric industry is not so crazy after all. (Remember his verbal assault on Matt Lauer, the host of NBC’s Today show, about psychiatry in June 2004?) Isn’t it interesting that in March 2009, CBS News reported, “Drug company sponsorship of medical education seminars and free meals at its annual meetings will no longer be accepted [by the APA]. The sponsorships have been criticized for blurring the line between education and advertising.” The APA also wants to reduce chances for financial conflicts of interest. The American Medical Student Association noted, “Psychiatrists have been at the front of a controversy over conflicts of interest following accusations last year [2008] by Republican U.S. Senator Charles Grassley that prominent Harvard University psychiatrist Dr. Joseph Biederman and others failed to fully disclose payments from drug companies. “There is a perception that accepting meals provided by pharmaceutical companies may have a subtle influence on doctors’ prescribing habits,’ Dr. James Scully, APA’s medical director and chief executive officer, said in a statement.” I don’t know if Tom Cruise’s tirade at Matt Lauer had any impact in this decision. Ostensibly the end of perks accepted by shrinks was due to Congressional pressure. But I tend to agree with Mr. Cruise, and I too have a great deal of skepticism about this discipline. Like Tom Cruise, I think the psychiatric industry has a tendency to overmedicate patients. I think their total misunderstanding of homosexuality tends to make me wonder how much they really know about human sexuality. Will they ever be able to fully understand sexuality, hetero as well as homosexuality? Not! I place my bet that the answers to the homosexual sexuality question will never be discovered by psychiatrists and psychologists. I bet that the answers will come from neuroscientists, based on their continually increasing comprehension of the inner workings of the human brain. I will count on MRIs, CAT scans, and other types of medical technology and instruments used by neuroscientists for a better understanding of why gays are gay.
An analogous situation in anthropology to the APA’s way of handling its position on homosexuality might go something like this. In the first part of the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey, “The Dawn of Man” segment shows a peaceful band or tribe of prehistoric ape-men (Australopithecus), squat and hairy, eating grass. The scenes are supposed to depict how early ape-men, arguably the first humans, lived close to four million years ago. Can you imagine if the ancestors of Ardipithecus complained that he was the first ape-man and not Australopithecus? Because the Ardipithecus genus shares several traits with the African great ape genus Pan (chimps and bonobos) and also the genus Gorilla, some scientists consider it to be on the chimpanzee branch rather than on the human branch of evolution. What about Sahelanthropus tchadensis who lived approximately seven million years ago? Couldn’t he be classified as the first human at the dawn of man? His position in the Hominid evolution is not widely accepted. Sahelanthropus may represent a common ancestor of humans and chimpanzees but no consensus has been reached yet by the scientific community. It is still not certain if he was bipedal, that is if Sahelanthropus walked on two feet. Suppose Stanley Kubrick, the movie’s director and producer, got his powerful friends in Tinseltown (Hollywood) to pressure the American Anthropological Association (AAA) to amend their genealogy tree exhibiting the ascent of man. Would they be able to get the AAA to assert that the first hominid was Australopithecus, not Sahelanthropus tchadensis or Ardipithecus? Would the AAA change its view of the evolution of early man and specifically define Australopithecus as the first ape-man because of political pressure? I think it is far more likely that the AAA would have contacted Kubrick and suggested that he change the segment title from “The Dawn of Man” to “The Second or Third Dawn of Man.” Of course there really is no “dawn of man” since we evolved from apes via microevolution and gradualism. There was no bar mitzvah when an ape suddenly stood up and declared, “Today I am a man.” But note that anthropology is real science and makes modifications to theory based solely on the evidence or interpretation of the evidence, not political pressure. I am not so sure about psychiatry and psychology.
Following is a short sample of sexual orientation in five species of animals as part of Bruce Bagemihl’s research:
| Species
| % Homosexual
| % Bisexual
| % Heterosexual
|
| Silver gulls (females)
| 10
| 11
| 79
|
| Black headed gulls (both sexes)
| 22
| 15
| 63
|
| Japanese macaques (both sexes)
| 9
| 56
| 35
|
| Bonobo chimpanzees (both sexes)
| 0
| 100
| 0
|
| Galahs (both sexes)
| 44
| 11
| 44
|
Source: Bruce Bagemihl, PhD, Biological Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity, St. Martin’s Press, 2000, page 35.
The number of people who identify as homosexual and the proportion of people who have same-sex sexual experiences are difficult for researchers to estimate reliably for a variety of reasons. In the modern West, major studies indicate a prevalence of homosexuality between two percent and thirteen percent of the population. In the work of sexual researcher Alfred Kinsey, the percentage seemed to be around 10 percent, a commonly used but misrepresentative number. His work, moreover, is outdated with some of it going back to the 1930s. More recent large national samples suggest that the prevalence of male homosexuality in modern western societies, including the United States, is lower than this early estimate (e.g., 1-2 percent in Billy et al., 1993; 2-3 percent in Laumann et al., 1994; 6 percent in Sell et al., 1995; 1-3 percent in Wellings et al., 1994).
Estimates of the frequency of homosexual activity also vary from one country to another. A 1992 study reported that 6.1 percent of males in Britain had had a homosexual experience, while in France the number was 4.1 percent. According to a 2003 survey, 12 percent of Norwegians have had homosexual sex. In New Zealand, a 2006 study suggested that 20 percent of the population anonymously reported some homosexual feelings, but few of them identified as being homosexual. The percentage of persons identifying as homosexual was 2-3 percent. According to a 2008 poll, while only six percent of Britons define their sexual orientation as homosexual or bisexual, more than twice that number (13 percent) of Britons have had some form of sexual contact with someone of the same sex. In the United States, according to exit polling on Election Day for the 2008 Presidential elections, four percent of electorate self-identified as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, the same percentage as in 2004.
The numbers run all over the lot. Homosexuality and bisexuality exists throughout the animal and human kingdoms. Many animals and all human societies engage in non heterosexual sex. However, human homo and bisexuality seems to be a lot closer to 5 percent than 10 percent of the world’s inhabitants. A huge problem is getting accurate data and the fact that few people are 100 percent homosexual or 100 percent heterosexual. Following is the Kinsey scale, which attempts to describe a person’s sexual history or episodes of their sexual activity at a given point in time.
Rating Description
0 Exclusively heterosexual
1 Predominantly heterosexual, only incidentally homosexual
2 Predominantly heterosexual, but more than incidentally homosexual
3 Equally heterosexual and homosexual; bisexual.
4 Predominantly homosexual, but more than incidentally heterosexual
5 Predominantly homosexual, only incidentally heterosexual
6 Exclusively homosexual
Today many sexologists see the Kinsey scale as simplistic. They suggest that sexual orientation and sexual identity are more complex and varied. I tend to disagree. I would argue for three grades; homo, hetero, and bi. It seems to me that grades 1-5 in the middle are all different varieties or versions of bisexuality. Remember the vanilla, chocolate and strawberry analogy I used to explain religious orientation? There is only one exception. The Kinsey scale describes a person’s sexuality at a point in time. There is a new sexual grade called hasbian, a derivative of the word lesbian. The actress Anne Heche is the most visible example. A hasbian is a former lesbian woman who is now in a heterosexual relationship. Many hasbians (sometimes called LUGS: lesbians until graduation) are by-products of 1990s liberal-arts educations. Caught up in the gay scene at school, they came out as gay at twenty or twenty-one and now, five or ten years later, are finding themselves in the odd position of coming out all over again, as heterosexuals. Heche had a relationship with comedian Ellen DeGeneres. Just one year after a highly publicized breakup with DeGeneres, Heche married a man and had a child. Before DeGeneres, she dated men. Other than hasbian, I don’t know where to put Heche on the Kinsey scale. Maybe Kinsey should add a new category for sexual orientation. It seems her sexuality changed over time. This unfortunately adds fuel to the fire of homophobes who say sexual preference is a choice, not an innate orientation. Me thinks we need a lot more research on sexuality. Our comprehension of it still appears somewhat primitive.
In any event, the conclusion cannot be denied; homosexuality is not an aberration. However the overwhelming majority of humans are heterosexual and by definition that is the norm. There is no evidence that homosexuality is a mental illness. There is increasing evidence that it is an orientation somehow built into the brains and the genetic code of a small segment of the population who are not exclusively heterosexual (Kinsey grade 0).
Chapter 8
The History and Future of the Universe; In the Beginning and in the End
Not only is the universe stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine.
—Sir Arthur Stanley Eddington
Science has clearly established that the origin of the universe as portrayed in the Biblical Book of Genesis is not even close to reality. Many cultures have similar myths to the Hebrew Bible, but they too are pure fiction, written when humans had no idea of how, when or why the universe was formed. Scientists now have a comprehensive idea of how and when the universe was formed, but still haven’t the foggiest idea of why. I doubt they ever will. This chapter is a bit complicated and can be skipped or skimmed by some readers if they so choose. However if a reader decides to slog through it, even though the subject matter may be difficult, I hope he will appreciate the complexity of the universe, and how little we know about it. Also note how theories in science, and particularly acceptance of new theories, are not always instantaneous. However in science, all theories eventually become accepted when experiment, via a laboratory test or through observation, supports and corroborates the initial hypothesis. It is a whole lot different than intelligent design and the premise that all unexplained phenomena in the universe must be attributed to the God of the Gaps. What will be left for the Gap God to explain if science ever fills in all of the gaps though discovery?
The universe was “created” 13.72 billion years ago, plus or minus 120 million years, according to the most recent data from the WMAP, or simply the MAP. The Wilkinson Microwave Anisotropy Probe (WMAP), also called both the Microwave Anisotropy Probe (MAP) and Explorer 80, measures differences in the temperature of the Big Bang’s remnant radiant heat (known as the CMB or cosmic background radiation) across the full sky. The WMAP satellite was launched in June 2001. It was developed in a joint partnership between the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center and Princeton University. Scientists peering back to the oldest light in the universe have new evidence for what happened within less than first trillionth of a second when the universe suddenly grew from submicroscopic to astronomical in size in far less than a wink of an eye, aka the Big Bang. The MAP’s March 2008 data shows that approximately 4.5 percent of the universe is ordinary familiar atoms, which make up stars, planets, galaxies, and humans; 23 percent is an unidentified dark matter; and 72.5 percent is a mysterious dark energy. Less than one percent is neutrinos. The dark energy is now causing another growth spurt for the universe. Fortunately it is more gentle than the Big Bang explosion which occurred 13.7 billion years ago. (For the moment we can consider dark energy a repulsive force, negative pressure, or a sort of antigravity.) Ain’t it interesting that the atoms which make up everything we can directly observe account for less than five percent of the stuff in the entire observable universe? The MAP data indicates that 13.3 billon years ago, 379,000 years after the Big Bang, when the radiation which the MAP observes was emanated, the universe’s composition was: 10 percent neutrinos, 15 percent photons, 12 percent atoms, and 63 percent dark matter. There was almost no dark energy. The composition of the universe has changed a lot in the last thirteen billion years. This is really, really weird science. And don’t worry about understanding neutrinos, dark energy and dark matter. These topics will be discussed in greater detail later. It is noteworthy that dark energy and dark matter were first postulated less than a century ago but have changed our understanding of the universe enormously.
The eminent British scientist Stephen Hawking was asked in October 2005 to explain his assertion that the question “What came before the Big Bang?” was meaningless. He compared it to asking “What lies north of the North Pole?” If a person stands exactly at the North Pole, there is only one direction: south! No matter which way a person steps, he can only move south. As soon as he walks a fraction of an inch off of the North Pole, the four directions reestablish themselves. Turn right and he goes west; left he goes east; ahead and he continues south; about face and he returns north. But precisely at the North Pole, there is only one direction: south. This is similar to the anthropic principle in science. In physics and cosmology, the anthropic principle is the collective name for several ways of asserting that physical and chemical theories, especially astrophysics and cosmology, need to take into account that there is life on earth, and that one form of that life, Homo sapiens, have attained sapience (wisdom, or the ability of an organism or entity to act with appropriate judgment). The only kind of universe humans can occupy is one that is similar to the current one, the one which we observe. Thus since there is nothing north of the North Pole, the question of what lies north of it has no relevance. In a similar vein, we cannot observe what happened before the Big Bang. Therefore it does not matter or have relevance to scientists.
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