
PIQUE
Newsletter of the Secular Humanist Society of New York

March, 2016

BOARD OF DIRECTORS: John Rafferty, Pres./Editor; Robert A. Murtha, Jr., V.P.; Donna Marxer, Treas.; Brian Lemaire, Secty; 
Maria Astifidis; Dorothy Kahn; Carl Marxer; Claire Miller; Carlos Mora; David Orenstein; John Wagner; Mike Weiss

SHSNY, P.O. Box 7661, F.D.R. Station, New York, NY 10150-7661 /  www.shsny.org / 646-922-7389
Individual membership $40 per year; Family membership $65; Subscription only: $30.

Articles published in PIQUE are archived in www.shsny.org. They may be reprinted, in full or in part, in other newsletters. 
SHSNY is a Charter Chapter of the American Humanist Association (AHA), an Affiliate Member of Atheist Alliance International 

(AAI), an Affiliated Local Group of the Council for Secular Humanism (CSH) program of the Center for Inquiry (CFI), 
and an Endorsing Group in the Secular Coalition for New York (SCNY).
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gone. But first, we witness the I-me-mine attitudes of the very worst of us.  — JR

ABOUT THE 1%: 
THEY’RE EVEN WORSE THAN YOU THINK

John Rafferty
(Excerpted from “Someone finally polled the 1% - And it’s 
not pretty” by Auriandra on dailykos.com, 5/29/2014)

A year and a half ago, The Campaign for America’s 
Future held a conference on The New Populist 
Majority. Although the keynote speaker was 

Elizabeth Warren and the conference highlighted polling 
information about ”the 1%”, the event generated little media 
attention. It should have.

The poll results for this comparison between the 
opinions of the Elite and the general Public came from the 
respected Russell Sage Foundation. ”Elites” are defined as 
at or near the “1%” in wealth, with an average income of $1 
million a year or more. 

The perspectives of that “I’m 
all right, Jack, screw you” group 
are compared to responses by the 
Public from other polls such as Pew 
and Gallup. 

Here’s a sample:
• Should the government “see that 
no one is without food, clothing or 
shelter”? Public: 68% Yes. Elites: 
43%.
• Should “the minimum wage be 
high enough so that no family with a full-time worker falls 
below the poverty level”? Public: 78% Yes. Elites: 40%.
• Should “the government in Washington see to it that 
everyone who wants to work can find a job”? Public: 68% 
Yes. Elites: 19%.
• Should “the federal government provide jobs for 
everyone willing to work who cannot find a job in private 
employment”? Public: 53% Yes. Elites: 8%.

• Should “the federal government spend whatever is 
necessary to ensure that all children have really good public 
schools they can go to”? Public: 87% Yes. Elites: 35%.
• Do you “favor cuts in spending on domestic programs like 
Medicare, education, and highways in order to cut federal 
budget deficits”? Public: 27% Yes. Elites: 58%.
• Do you “favor cutting Social Security”? Public: 10% Yes. 
Elites: 33%.
• Do you “favor national health insurance, which would 
be financed by tax money, paying for most forms of health 
care”? Public: 61% Yes. Elites: 32%
• Should “the government’s top policy priority be protecting 
the jobs of American workers”? Public: 81% Yes. Elites: 29%
• Do you approve of “more U.S. companies setting up 
operations overseas”? Public: 23% Yes. Elites: 73%. 

ERECTION (ahem) HAS BEGUN
Hemant Mehta

(Reprinted from his Friendly Atheist blog, “Construction Has 
Begun on the Largest Christian Cross in the U.S.” 2/4/2016) 

A 19-story-tall cross will soon become a reality in 
Corpus Christi, Texas. Supporters have broken 
ground on the approximately $1,000,000 project.

Because nothing tells Jesus “We love you” like a 
massive reminder of how He died.

In the beginning the cross was only to be 150 feet tall 
but as the plans evolved it rocketed to 210 feet. The cross will 
be made of steel plating and reinforced by a concrete and 
steel base which goes down 48 feet below grade. Hurricane 
force winds shouldn’t be an issue, it seems.

“The cross is so massive and so tall it will have a two 
foot deflection at the top, it will actually sway in the wind 
two feet back and forth,” Pastor Rick Milby said.

The “My God Has a Bigger Dick Than Your God” 
contest is scheduled to end within a year.



FLOURISHING IN THE COMPANY 
OF LIKE-MINDED PEOPLE

Rebecca Newberger Goldstein
2011 Humanist of the Year

(Reprinted from the 75th Anniversary January/February 
2016 issue of The Humanist)
(Editor: The pathetic story in January PIQUE of the young sisters 
who could not escape their stifling Hasidic upbringing except 
through suicide (“The Death of Faigy Mayer”) stirred much 
discussion. I thought a great and uplifting out-of-fundamentalism 
story might balance the emotional scales. – JR)

I was, until quite recently, unaware of the existence of 
the secular humanist community, organized around 
the values of rationality, free inquiry, and the right that 

each of us has to flourish in this life—the only life that 
any of us will ever have. I had long believed, with all my 
being, in these values. But the process that had brought me 
to my conclusions didn’t connect me with any normative 
community, organized around shared values. In fact, 
I tended to think of normative communities as strictly 
religious communities.

I had been raised in one such community, and my 
journey out of it was silent, solitary, and estranged. For many 
decades after I’d thought my way out of the belief system 
into which I’d been born and indoctrinated, I didn’t speak a 
word of my internal dissent. I shied away from causing any 
discomfort to those closest to me, fearing that the rejection 
of their beliefs would be felt as a rejection of them. And my 
reluctance to cause such discomfort was compounded by the 
female “modesty” that had been pounded into my psyche 
since earliest childhood, a modesty interpreted so broadly 
as to merge into self-effacement. Mine certainly is not the 
only religious tradition that asserts strict control over its 
women, the sartorial draping heavy with the symbolism of 
disappearance. The sense that there is something shameful 
in the very state of being a female is quite effective in stifling 
demurral.

Nevertheless, demur I did, though ever so demurely. 
I found the books I needed to read, thought the thoughts 
I needed to think, and repeated the process. Read, reflect, 
repeat. I trained myself to go through the motions of 
religious obedience as mindlessly as possible, even when 
they offended the conclusions at which I’d arrived—which 
was constantly. I sought my solace in the fact that, no matter 
how constrained my external behavior might be, nobody 
could assert his authority over the autonomy of my mind. 
I’d do what was asked of me, but they couldn’t get at my 
thoughts. For decades, I told myself that was the only 
autonomy I required.

But of course it wasn’t. Such a split between one’s inner 
and outer selves exacts its toll. The bloody inconvenience 
of the intrusive religious requirements, very onerous in the 
particular tradition that bound up my life, was the least of 
it. More serious was the loneliness of inhabiting a place of 
unvoiced convictions, forever foregoing the give-and-take 
promoted by mutual respect. 

For me, every thought I had was first rigorously 
assessed before it was expressed, not only for its soundness 
but also for its possible potential to give offense. As time 
went on, and my thinking progressed, the proportion of 
propositions that failed to meet the second requirement 
began to dominate. That’s a lonely space in which to be 
confined.

But far more debilitating was the damage delivered 
to my sense of integrity. Yes, I could tell myself that I was 
behaving as I was out of regard for others, particularly 
my family, who would be privately pained and publicly 
humiliated by my speaking my thoughts. And, too, I could 
be scrupulous, as I tried to be, in never professing beliefs 
I didn’t possess, in keeping mum while I went through 
the motions. Still, my observance itself spoke assent to 
propositions I vehemently rejected, and the clash between 
convictions and actions gradually chipped away at my 
sense of integrity.

It’s an interesting word, integrity, sharing its root with 
the words integer, meaning a whole number, and integrate. 
In other words, this term that refers to a high level of moral 
achievement also speaks of wholeness. Is it possible to be a 
person of integrity while maintaining a radical bifurcation 
between one’s outer and inner lives? And if that inner life 
should value rationality, free inquiry, and the right of us all 
to flourish to our fullest, then how can you keep silent about 
the conclusions to which your rational free inquiry has 
brought you? How can you deny for yourself the right to 
flourish in the company of like-minded people who will not 
disapprove of you for subjecting your beliefs and actions 
to the standards of rational accountability? If you believe 
in the integrity of your conclusions then you must show 
them to the world, making the case for them not only by the 
arguments you hash out in the privacy of your own mind 
but by the life that you publicly lead. There was a lot I had 
to overcome—not least of all that blasted female modesty—
before I could follow through on this line of reasoning.

Betraying Spinoza: The Renegade Jew Who Gave Us 
Modernity was the eighth book I’d published, but it was 
the first in which I took the long-delayed and irrevocable 
step of integrating my private and public selves. Integrity 
is, like all the virtues, its own reward, but an additional 
reward came to me as a result of publishing that book. The 
humanist movement, of which I’d been ignorant, reached 
out to me. I have to say that at first I was stunned. I’d 
never imagined a movement composed of freethinkers. 
There seemed something, at first, almost paradoxical about 
it. But that’s only because for so long I’d thought that the 
price of integrity, at least for a person like me, had to be 
estrangement and solitude, a forfeiting of the support and 
solace of community. Secular humanism proves otherwise.

Permit us to question —to doubt, that’s all— and not to 
be sure…. It is our responsibility…to proclaim the value 

of this freedom, to teach how doubt is not to be feared but 
welcomed and discussed, and to demand this freedom as 
our duty to all coming generations. —Richard Feynman
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NICE TRY, MR. PRESIDENT, 
BUT THE GLASS IS ONLY HALF FULL

Dennis Middlebrooks
(Dennis’ letter appeared in The New York Post on 2/15)

To the Editor: I see that President Obama has visited 
a Baltimore mosque to counteract negative views 
regarding Muslims, a group that Americans consider 

more trustworthy and patriotic than atheists. Shouldn’t 
Obama now speak before an atheist or humanist organization 
to counteract negative views towards non-believers in the 
USA? There are far more atheists than Muslims in the USA 
and, like Muslims, the vast majority are good citizens, with 
many serving in the military. Why are they as a group less 
worthy of Obama’s platitudes and solicitation?

“HELL NO, YOU SEXIST DUPE,
 THAT GLASS IS HALF EMPTY!”

John Rafferty

On the same day that Dennis’ letter (above) appeared 
in the Post, an essay on patheos.com appeared 
under the heading, “Obama’s Mosque Visit a Tacit 

Endorsement of Gender Apartheid”. 
“By speaking to the gender segregated Islamic Society 

of Baltimore,” complainer Michael Stone wrote, “President 
Barack Obama abandoned human rights by giving his tacit 
approval to the despicable practice of gender apartheid.”

Oh, for Christ’s sake. Barack Obama, who has to weigh 
the impact of every word he utters (and does), sticks his 
neck out to confront bigotry, then has to take grief from 
smug internet trolls flaunting their political purity.

What the hell was he supposed to have done – lectured 
the Baltimore Muslims that their gender apartheid isn’t 
“American” enough while he was trying to tell the country 
that most Muslims are Americans? 

(He could then take that lecture to an Orthodox Jewish 
synagogue, to the all-male Council of Catholic Bishops and 
to the men-only 15 Apostles of the Mormon church.)

Millions of 21st century Americans take offense the 
way the rest of us take air, and the internet and social media 
are their consequence-free habitats. It costs them nothing to 
air their real and/or imagined grievances, and in a nation of 
330 million they can easily gather support from many, many 
more of the disgruntled, the conspiracy-minded and the 
plain cuckoo. Witness the “Obama-killed-him” meme that 
boop-beeped into millions of smartphones within hours of 
Scalia’s death, or the current “Earth-is-Flat” ALL-CAPS rants 
of Atlanta rapper B.o.B., read by 2.3 million “followers”.

When Americans read newspapers, they knew, even 
when they disagreed with what they were reading, that 
professionals—writer, editors, publisher—were responsible 
for what was printed.  Dennis’s letter likely ticked off a lot of 
conservative Post readers, but somebody responsible at the 
Post (I know that may be an oxymoron, but work with me 
here) made a decision to publish, and that lends credibility 
to both writer and publisher. I wish the same were true of 
what goes on on the internet.

SPOOKY ACTION 101: IS SPACE 
AS WE KNOW IT A KIND OF ILLUSION?

George Musser
(Transcribed from BigThink.com. George Musser is the 
author of Spooky Action at a Distance: The Phenomenon 
That Reimagines Space and Time—and What It Means for 
Black Holes, the Big Bang, and Theories of Everything.)

So spooky action at a distance was Einstein’s kind of 
appellation for the idea of nonlocality. Non-locality 
is the technical term for it. And what it means is that 

there’s a connection between different objects or places in 
the universe. There’s some kind of link or bond between 
particles or places or just objects in general that can be quite 
far apart from one another. In principle, they can be on the 
other side of the universe even. And the natural world is 
filled with connections of different sorts. That’s really what 
science is all about — making sense of those connections. 

But what’s unusual about these connections is there 
doesn’t seem to be a connector. There’s no mechanism that 
actually relates the object in one place to the object in the 
other. And yet those objects still act in unison. They’re able 
to coordinate what they do. So that’s kind of the mystery of 
this whole subject – why Einstein thought it was spooky that 
there was this connection and yet no seeming mechanism to 
explain it.

This phenomenon of nonlocality that worried Einstein 
actually comes out in many different ways. So the original 
way that Einstein was worried about concerned subatomic 
particles. So electrons, photons, neutrons, ions, you know, 
small things because they’re just easy to manipulate. And 
what you would do is you would create them together or 
you might bring them together and it has some kind of 
interaction and you develop a connection between them. 
They develop some kind of bond. And then they separate 
and in the original experiments they would go to the other 
side of the laboratory or the laboratory bench. And then 
they got more sophisticated and went to the other side of 
the city or the island chain. And in principle, you could take 
it, as I’ve said, to the other side of the known universe or 
even the unknown universe. And then once they have it 
in those — the two particles, in this case – in those remote 
locations they manipulate them. They perform some kind 
of action on them. They might measure them just to see 
what their properties are. And they can do that in several 
different ways. And what turns out to happen is that the 
particles are able to coordinate. They come up with the 
same measurement values.

So the example I often give is two coins. So you can treat 
some of these particles as having two possible outcomes of 
a measurement. And you can think about it as heads or tails 
of a coin. So you create two of them. You give one to your 
friend. Your friend goes off somewhere and you keep the 
other. And you both flip the coin and you come up with 
heads, they come up with heads. You come up with tails, 
they come up with tails. Heads, tails. It just goes back and 
forth. And yet they’re the same answer on both sides. And 
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again there’s no mechanism. There’s no reason they would 
be. The scientists have gone through the different possible 
tricks like, for instance, are they double-sided coins? Are 
they trick coins? And they’ve kind of done experiments to 
rule that out. Is there some kind of surreptitious radio signal 
passing between them? They’ve ruled that out. Is there some 
kind of predetermination? I mean they would have gone 
through all the options and yet they can’t explain why these 
coins land on the same side. But now I think the progress 
of science and understanding the nature of space and time 
have taken us to a possible explanation.

So if you think of those two coins — they’re on opposite 
sides of the universe or the continent or wherever they may 
be. But they act as though they’re right next to one another. 
They act as though they’re kind of nuzzled up together. So 
they don’t seem to have any distance between them. They’re 
acting as though there’s no distance between them, although 
if you go and measure the distance, it’s enormous. 

So the proposition is that the distance between them 
is somehow an illusion; it’s somehow kind of a mirage. Or 
maybe a better way of putting it, it’s a construction that 
those particles or those coins, the metaphor, are rooted in 
a layer of reality where the distance doesn’t seem to exist. 
They’re juxtaposed even though they look like they’re far 
apart. And the distance is real to us. So it’s real at our level 
of reality, but it’s not real to the particles. 

So the idea is that the concept of space, of distance, all 
the spatial concepts we deal with in science are emerging 
from that deeper level. They’re not fundamental in the 
world. They’re derivative.
Comment: I’m still trying to get my head around the notion that 
space bends – how? In what direction can space bend? And now 
I’m supposed to understand that the space between you and me is 
on some level not real? Stop crowding – back off! – JR  

The suppression of uncomfortable ideas may be common 
in religion or in politics, but it is not the path to 

knowledge, and there’s no place for it in the endeavor of 
science. We do not know beforehand where fundamental 
insights will arise from about our mysterious and lovely 
solar system. 

The history of our study of our solar system shows 
us clearly that accepted and conventional ideas are often 
wrong, and that fundamental insights can arise from the 
most unexpected sources. -- Carl Sagan

Much Madness is divinest Sense
Emily Dickinson

Much Madness is divinest Sense —
To a discerning Eye —

Much Sense — the starkest Madness —
'Tis the Majority

In this, as All, prevail —
Assent — and you are sane —

Demur — you’re straightway dangerous —
And handled with a Chain — 

KENTUCKY’S WAR ON WOMEN CONTINUES
(Excerpted from “New Kentucky Law Humiliates and 
Harasses Women Seeking Abortion”, by Michael Stone, on 
Progressive Secular Humanist, 2/12/2016)

At a celebratory Right to Life Rally, Kentucky 
Governor Matt Bevin  signed an “informed consent” 
bill that humiliates and forces women seeking an 

abortion to listen to a patronizing lecture about the supposed 
perils of the procedure. “We must be vigilant,” he said, “in 
our efforts to protect the rights of the unborn child.” 

While Bevin may value the life of a fetus, he shows 
only contempt for the reproductive rights of women. And 
in an obnoxious display of Christian supremacy, the signing 
began with a five-minute-long prayer about “stand[ing] in 
solidarity for the least privileged: the unborn.”

In reality, the ugly legislation has nothing to do with 
protecting the so-called “unborn”, and everything to do 
with controlling and demeaning women. The measure 
updates the state’s current “informed consent” law 
requiring that women be told of medical risks and benefits 
at least 24 hours beforehand. The new bill’s supporters 
claim some doctors circumvented the requirement by 
having patients listen to a recorded message on the phone.

As abortion rights advocates are quick to point out, 
“informed consent” laws … [are] calculated to cause 
substantial obstacles that are particularly burdensome for 
low-income women, young women, women who work, or 
those without transportation by requiring women to make 
multiple trips to their abortion provider, often located at 
great distance from their homes.

Bottom line: The new “informed consent” law in 
Kentucky is just another attempt by Christian conservative 
legislators to humiliate, harass, and degrade women.

AND A KENTUCKY WOMAN FIGHTS BACK!
(Excerpted from “Kentucky Bill Restricts Viagra to Married 
Men With Note From Wife”, by Michael Stone, on Progressive 
Secular Humanist, 2/13/2016)

In response to laws restricting abortion rights, a new bill 
in Kentucky would place new restrictions on men 
wanting to obtain erectile dysfunction drugs like Viagra.

Under the bill only married men would be allowed to 
obtain erectile dysfunction drugs like Viagra. Men in 
Kentucky would have to visit a doctor twice and have 
signed permission from their wives before obtaining a 
prescription for Viagra or other drugs for erectile 
dysfunction.

Rep. Mary Lou Marzian, a Louisville Democrat, is 
sponsoring House Bill 396. The legislation would require
a man to make a sworn statement with his hand on a Bible 
that he will only use a prescription for a drug for erectile 
dysfunction when having sexual relations with his current 
spouse.

With tongue in cheek, Rep. Marzian says: “This is 
about family values,” adding, “I want to protect these men 
from themselves.”
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THE CHURCH OF THE FLYING SPAGHETTI 
MONSTER  IS NOW AN OFFICIAL RELIGION IN 

THE NETHERLANDS. WHY ARE WE LAUGHING?
(Based on a 1/30/2016 report on deadstate.org, forwarded 
by Steve Green)

The Netherlands just made the Church of the Flying 
Spaghetti Monster an official religion. A spokesman 
for the Dutch wing of the church released the 

following statement:
“The church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster is since 
today officially registered as Denomination! Our 
church stands for equality for all. Therefore, anyone 
can sign up free of charge and without obligation. We 
come together in local churches and at events. Our 
services are especially devoted to socializing. So we eat 
pasta, we drink beer and discuss faith.”
Currently, the church’s Twitter account has more 

than 4,200 members, with the number of new congregants 
increasing by the day.
Comment: Yes, the FSM “church” is itself a sendup of 
religion. And yes, it’s supposed to be all in fun. But while 
FSM is possibly only slightly crazier than Mormon or 
Scientology, it’s still a religion. 

Think no one will ever take it seriously? Give it a few 
generations and see if some 22nd century idiots find it no 
harder to swallow than these:
• “Hey, you know that guy the Romans nailed up for 
disturbing the peace? Turns out he’s God!”
• ‘The universe? It’s in a jeweled bowl sitting on the back of 
a big, really big turtle.”
• “You’ve been chosen for a special relationship with God, 
but first we have to trim the tip of your schmeckie.”
• “And when you die you get to be kind-of the emperor of 
your own planet, and rule over your family forever.”
• “So he (peace be upon him) mounted a magical white 
horse with wings and flew up to Heaven.”
• “Trillions of years ago there was this race of super beings 
called Thetans …”

I’ve done my share of laughing along with FSM, even 
applauded in these pages its “victories” in delivering 
invocations at civic events and setting up displays adjacent 
to creches and menorahs. But when the church, however 
innocently, applies for “official” status – anywhere – I start 
to worry. – JR  

MO SETTLES THE EUTHYPHRO-SOCRATES 
DEBATE IN JUST EIGHT WORDS.

(Transcribed from jesusandmo.net/2016/02/03/deed/
Mohammed: I’m the perfect role model for all mankind.
Jesus: But what’s wrong is wrong. And if it was wrong, you 
shouldn’t have done it.
Mo: It wasn’t wrong.
Jesus: By what criteria do you judge the morality of the 
deed? How can you say it wasn’t wrong?
Mo: Because I did it. And I’m the perfect role model for all 
mankind.

WE CELEBRATED DARWIN DAY,
ELECTED A DUMBTH, AND THEN … WTF?

John Rafferty

Fifty-eight of us – SHSNY members, freethinking 
friends and fellow-travelers – braved the winter’s chill 
of February 12 and gathered at Byblos Restaurant in 

midtown to celebrate the birthdays of Charles Darwin (207) 
and the Secular Humanist Society of New York (28).  

It was well worth the (for most of us short) trip. We 
dined on hummus, baba ghannouj, spinach pies, kebobs 
and baklava. We mingled, schmoozed, met old friends and 
made new ones, and thoroughly enjoyed ourselves (one big 
and widely appreciated improvement over our previous 
Chinatown venue was Byblos’s efficient bar — “London Dry 
gin, extra dry, on the rocks, several olives, please”).

Once again, Richard Milner 
entertained, with the “beta version” of his 
new performance piece, “Darwin, Wallace, 
and Other Voices in My Head”, laced 
with anecdotes about the two fathers of 
natural selection, and a demonstration of 
Victorian-era “spiritualist” trickery. Thank 
you, Richard.

We introduced a new, more fun-filled 
method of electing our Dumbth of the 
Year. In the first round of show-of-hands 
voting, we added in the couple of dozen 
online votes, and knocked out the bottom 
three vote getters. Second round: Bye-bye 
Bill (“the Church had almost nothing to do 
with the Inquisition”) Donohue and Shirley 
(“Maybe the Holocaust was karmic payback”) 
MacLaine, leaving just Ben (“Joseph built the 
pyramids to store grain”) Carson ... and the ultimate winner 
by just two votes: Antonin (“the human race is at least 5,000 
years old”) Scalia!

The next morning, Justice Scalia was found dead. 
And my Inbox was filled to overflowing. Although he 

was a favorite target in these pages, we will not celebrate 
the death of another human being. De mortuis nil nisi bonum.

And honest, we had nothing to do with it.

THE BARMAID EXPLAINS RELIGIOUS MOCKERY
(Transcribed from jesusandmo.net/2015/12/30/maybe2/)
Jesus: Mockery is nothing new. In early Christianity they 
ridiculed us, but they only strengthened our faith.
Barmaid: Maybe they weren’t doing it properly.
Mohammed: It’s worse today: computer games, comics …
Jesus: Atheists display a complete and utter lack of respect 
for our dearly held religious beliefs.
Barmaid: There is a reason for that.
Mo: What, what is the reason for this disgraceful display?
Barmaid: A complete and utter lack of respect for your 
dearly held religious beliefs.
Jesus: Ah …
Mo: … that would explain it.
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SHSNY CALENDAR: MARCH - MAY 2016
SHSNY BOOK CLUB

THURS, MARCH 3, 7-8:30 pm
THE COMMUNITY CHURCH

OF NEW YORK
28 East 35 St. (front lounge)

We’ll discuss
THIS IDEA MUST DIE: 

Scientific Theories that are 
Blocking Progress

John Brockman, Ed.

Each year, John Brockman, 
publisher of Edge.org—”The 

world’s smartest website”—chal-
lenges some of the world’s greatest 
scientists, artists, and philosophers 
to answer a provocative question 
crucial to our time. 

In 2014 he asked 175 brilliant 
minds to ponder: What scientific 
idea needs to 
be put aside in 
order to make 
room for new 
ideas to ad-
vance? Dawkins 
and Pinker head 
the list, while Geoffrey West chal-
lenges the concept of a “Theory 
of Everything” and Alan Guth 
rethinks the origins of the uni-
verse.—Paper, Kindle, Audio

Join us even if you haven’t
finished reading. The SHSNY Book

Club is open to all … and free!

PLANNING AHEAD
The usual SHSNY schedule is ...

Book Club: First Thursday
at the Community Church of NY

Movie Night: Second Monday
at Stone Creek Lounge.
Brunch: Third Sunday
at Stone Creek Lounge

Great Lectures: 4th Wednesday
at Stone Creek Lounge.

Studying Humanism: Last Monday
at the Community Church of NY

More info: www.shsny.org,
and/or 646-922-7389

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, APRIL 7, 7-8:30 pm

Community Church of New York
THE ORIGINS OF 

POLITICAL ORDER: 
From Prehistoric Times to the 

French Revolution
PART I

Francis Fukuyama

Bestseller Fuku-
yama provides 

a sweeping account 
of how today’s basic 
political institutions 
developed, beginning 
with politics among 
our primate ancestors 

and follows the story through the 
emergence of tribal societies, the 
growth of the first modern state in 
China, the beginning of the rule of 
law in India and the Middle East, 
and the development of political 
accountability in Europe up until 
the eve of the French Revolution.

Drawing on a vast body of 
knowledge, history, evolutionary 
biology, archaeology, and econom-
ics, Fukuyama has produced a 
brilliant, provocative work that of-
fers fresh insights on the origins of 
democratic societies and raises es-
sential questions about the nature 
of politics and its discontents. from 
tribes to national governments. 

We’ll read and discuss the first 
half of this blockbuster (Chaps 
1-15), then the second half in May. 

   — Paperback

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, MAY 5, 7-8:30 pm

Community Church of New York
THE ORIGINS OF 

POLITICAL ORDER: 
PART II

We’ll conclude our reading 
and our discussion. 

SHSNY MOVIE NIGHT
MON, MARCH 14, 6:30 pm
Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 St (Lex-3rd Aves)
THE BOTANY OF DESIRE

Journalism profes-
sor Michael Pol-

lan presents the his-
tory of four plants, 
each of which found 
a way to make itself 
essential to humans, 
thus ensuring wide-
spread propagation. 
Apples, for sweetness; tulips, for 
beauty; marijuana, for pleasure; 
and, potatoes, for sustenance. Each 
has a story of discovery and adap-
tation; each has a symbiotic rela-
tionship with human civilization.

After-Film Discussion:
Do we really adapt to plants?

SHSNY Movie Night is FREE.
(But put something on the bar besides your elbow.)

BRUNCH & CONVERSATION
SUN, MARCH 20, 11:30 am
 Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 St. (Lex-3rd Aves)

We gather in the saloon’s 
back room, where we have 

enough privacy to have different 
conversations around the several 
large tables, as well as the big one 
led by Dorothy Kahn.

The expanded pub-grub menu 
has been enhanced with an $11 
breakfast 
special, the 
Bloody Marys 
are hot, the 
beer is cold, 
and conversa-
tion sparkles.

Come join 
20 or more freethinkers for food, 
fun and conversation.

Discussion: 
Atheism and humanism: identical?
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SHSNY CALENDAR: MARCH - MAY 2016
GREAT LECTURES ON DVD

WED, MAR 30, 7 pm
Stone Creek Bar & Lounge

140 East 27 St (Lex-3rd Aves)
THE HIDDEN BOOK 

IN THE BIBLE
Dr. Richard Elliott Friedman

As all biblical 
scholars know, 

the Bible was writ-
ten by a number of 
authors over a long 
period of time and 
then edited down 
into the work with 

which we are all familiar (more or 
less; mostly less). 

But now the renowned biblical 
sleuth and scholar, Dr. Richard 
Elliott Friedman, a professor at the 
University of California, San 
Diego, reveals his most startling 
and revolutionary discovery: bur-
ied within the Bible is a continu-
ous narrative, a 3000-year-old epic 
of love, deception, war, and 
redemption, written by a single, 
masterful author but subsequently 
sliced apart by ancient editors who 
interlaced it with other stories, 
laws and poetry.  

Using a creative blend of schol-
arship and detective work, Dr. 
Friedman has joined together this 
story from the dawn of written 
history into the extraordinary form 
in which it was originally written, 
what he calls “the first prose mas-
terpiece”.
Great Lectures on DVD is FREE
(But put something on the bar besides your elbow.)

LIKE SHSNY ON FACEBOOK
https://www.facebook.com/SHSofNY

MEET US ON MEETUP
www.meetup.com/shsny-org/

TEXT US ON TWITTER
@NY_Sec_Humanist

STUDYING HUMANISM
MON, MAR 28, 6:30-8:30 pm

Community Church of NY
28 East 35 St. (Gallery)

2015-16 Meeting/Discussion #5
ANTI-INTELLECTUALISM

IN AMERICA
Part II

This is just too good a topic, we 
decided, to confine to just one 

session, especially in this logic- 
and fact-deprived election year. So 
let’s continue our 
discussion.
Readings:
Book: Jacoby, 
Susan: The Age of 
American Unreason. 
(paperback)
Online:
• The Tea Party is 
Timeless
http://www.cjr.org/second_read/
richard_hofstadter_tea_party.php
• Why Anti-Intellectualism is Dumb
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/
thomas-white/why-anti-intellectu-
alism-is-dumb_b_4842808.html
NOTE: Studying Humanism is a 
study group. If you have not done 
the reading, you may audit the 
discussion. All are welcome!

SHSNY MEMBERS ALSO ...
• Thurs, Mar 3 - 31 - Artists Irene 
Christensen & Donna Marxer 
will curate “The Suitcase Show” 
of works by Artist In Residence 
in Everglades (AIRIE) Fellows 
in the Visitors Center Gallery 
in Everglades National Park, 
Homestead, FL.
• Thurs, Mar 17, 8pm - Performer/
Filmmaker Kiwi Callahan will 
deliver the Greater New York 
Mensa Society Third Thursday 
Lecture, “My Life as a Case 
Study in How the Internet is 
Democratizing Filmaking”, at the 
Microsoft Store, 677 5th Ave.

Tell Us Your “None” Story,
Get a Free Humanist Book

How I Became a None” 
has become one of the 

most popular SHSNY reader-
participation projects ever, and we 
want you to join in.

Send your “None” story to 
editor@shsny.org and, if yours is 
chosen for publication, choose one 
of these books by SHSNY members 
as our “Thank you”.
• Philip Appleman: The Labyrinth: 
God, Darwin, and the Meaning of Life
• Giddian Beer: Kouken: Jewels, Jolts 
& Jeremaids
• Jennifer Michael Hecht: Stay: 
A History of Suicide and the 
Philosophies Against It
• Philip Kitcher: Life After Faith: 
The Case for Secular Humanism
• David Orenstein: Godless Grace: 
How Non-Believers are Making the 
World Safer, Richer and Kinder
• Massimo Pigliucci: Answers 
for Aristotle: How Science and 
Philosophy Can Lead Us to a More 
Meaningful Life
• John Rafferty: A Fit of Pique: 
Dispatches from the Culture Wars



HOW I BECAME A NONE
Brad Wheeler

“Red and Yellow, Black & White, they are precious in 
His sight! Jesus loves the little children of the world!” 

In the early 1960s, my very first doubts about religion came 
as we pasty-faced kiddies sang those words, marching 
in circles around our Sunday School table. I’d watched 

blister-lipped “Red” children standing in the roadside dust 
as my parents drove through a sizzling Arizona summer. 
I’d seen barefoot Black children playing in the dirt next to 
dilapidated Texas shacks. If Jesus loved those children, I 
wondered, why didn’t He and God help them out?

A few years later, my goal was to someday become 
a leader in the evangelical church that seemed the most 
important element of life, at least in the lives of my family 
and friends. Thrilled to receive my first soft-leather bound 
New Testament, I resolved to know its every word. But 
almost every time I asked about yet another quirk I’d 
discovered in the text, the replies were, “Ask someone else; 
I don’t know” or “Don’t question God’s Word.” New doubts 
arose in the back of my mind as I thought, “If it’s from God, 
shouldn’t it make sense?”

Another shock to my childhood faith came when a 
very big, strong, new boy arrived in my small-town sixth 
grade class. To my relief, unlike most other boys Carl was 
uninterested in fistfights. He was happy, easy-going, and 
really smart. But one day he told me a secret; he and his 
family neither attended church nor believed in God. The 
dissonance between what I saw in Carl and the depraved 
description of non-Christians I’d been taught made my 
head want to explode. With both sadness and fear of God, I 
told Carl we couldn’t be friends.

Still, around the same time I’d started to notice how 
mean-spirited many of the most pious adults in our church 
seemed to be, especially elders and pastors. My father 
told me that one couldn’t judge Christianity by Christians 
because all of us were fundamentally sinful. Otherwise, 
Jesus wouldn’t have needed to come down from heaven to 
save us! But I couldn’t help thinking that if Jesus and God 
were as they were portrayed, surely church leaders, at least, 
would have more kindness in their hearts. Though I couldn’t 
speak of it or even think much about it, the more I looked, 
the more Christian holiness seemed to have holes in it.

Needless to say, soon enough hormones directed my 
attention to hellfire sins that felt like heaven but with a 
far shorter wait. (Insert your own jokes here.) As was/is 
almost always the case for religious youth, available counsel 
insisted that my desires were harmful, sinful, and in need 
of suppression. The idea that adolescent sexual urges might 
be natural, healthy, and addressed responsibly was not on 
anyone’s radar. Here again, I sensed there was something 
unrealistic and wrong in the teachings of Bible and church. 
Years later, songwriter Butch Hancock nailed my confusion: 

“Life in Lubbock, Texas, taught me two things: One is 
that God loves you and you’re going to burn in Hell. 
The other is that sex is the most awful, filthy thing on 
Earth and you should save it for someone you love.”

While I continued attending church with my parents 
during the remainder of my youth, I steadily began to notice 
that non-Biblical sources of knowledge had more verifiable, 
if equally amazing, stories to tell about humanity and the 
universe. I learned, too, that throughout history people had 
devoutly believed in countless gods and that while those 
deities served explanatory and unifying social purposes, 
none had been found to exist outside the wishful thinking 
of their adherents. Without conscious effort, eventually it 
became clear to me that the Christian trio of deities, too, was 
unsupportable.

But that realization was not the end of my troubles. 
Having been raised to believe in one magical, evidence-
ignoring narrative as “The Way”, I was a sucker for other 
“Ways” promising easy and complete solutions to life’s 
difficulties. For years I wandered in the wilderness of “woo” 
from Ram Dass to L Ron Hubbard. I suspect this manner of 
being lost is one of the most under-acknowledged “gifts” 
of early religious immersion. Though people like me may 
escape our initial soaking in supernatural snake oil, we 
enter the broader world with crippled critical thinking 
skills, no inkling of secular ethics, and very often inadequate 
education overall. In short, we have barely a clue of how to 
develop a better life. Comedy, tragedy, or both inevitably 
follow these circumstances.

I got lucky. Insatiable curiosity, ongoing education, 
and introductions to many wonderful non-religious people 
all helped me see the treasures and freedom available in a 
thoughtful, reason-seeking, secular life. It was as though I’d 
stumbled from a desert filled with mirages into a huge, rich 
oasis.

Last, what I saw and felt walking across Manhattan 
on September 11, 2001, led me to study further the vast 
consequences, good and ill, of god beliefs, and to fully 
appreciate my luck in having become a secular humanist. 
It’s an amusing irony now to be labeled a “none” through a 
quirk in polling categories, because being a “none” means to 
have better, healthier, and more truthful understandings of 
life than can ever be had as a religious “one”!

HOW I BECAME A NONE
Peter Flom

I have been a “none” ever since I started thinking about 
it.  By age 6, I was convinced that the sort of God my 
rabbi talked about was impossible. In the half century 

since, nothing I’ve read or heard has changed my mind: An 
omnipotent, omniscient, benevolent deity is nonsensical.  
This world was not created by such a being. 

Of course, at age six I didn’t know words like 
omnipotent and omniscient, much less one like theodicy.  
But I knew my rabbi said that God was powerful and good 
and I knew that there was a lot of suffering in the world. So 
I became a none. Or perhaps I merely stayed one, because 
we’re all born none.

There are many arguments that theists make regarding 
the problem of theodicy.  Some argue for “free will” but they 
don’t talk about the free will of the victim. Nor about cruelty 
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between animals that apparently lack free will. But there’s a 
subtler problem: I call it the zit problem.  

What sort of deity creates pimples?
I mean, you could argue that rape happens because 

rapists have the free will to commit rape. One could argue 
that death is needed to prevent overpopulation. But what 
about pimples? What about the common cold? What about 
all the many imperfections of the human body that don’t kill 
us and don’t make us stronger? Could an omnipotent and 
benevolent deity create such a world?

It’s beyond belief. And so am I.

WHY I AM NOT A NONE
Joel Galker

The term None is used as a way of labeling/classifying 
people seen as marginal, as being somewhere an 
outlier on an axis of belief, i.e., as a kind of believer. 

Consider my rejection of None as my own little war defending 
the separation of church and state – like you [Editor: he means 
me] inking out the phrase “In God We Trust” on money. 

Radical believers commonly accuse even atheists of 
being secret believers. Is it correct to say that atheists believe 
that god doesn’t exist? People more accurately described 
as apatheist, and perhaps some avowed atheists, are not 
properly on that axis from high to low belief with branches 
to various religions (whatever religion is). 

A more descriptive axis might be something like belief-
pragmatism and I would place myself close to the pole of 
radical pragmatism. This doesn’t preclude such things as 
atheists in foxholes fearing death or saying a prayer. 

Fortunately, I’m a fairly fluent thinker and speaker of 
both belief and pragmatism and I’m able to simultaneously 
translate from one to the other. The term believe does not 
exist in pragmatism but the closest notion that I’m willing 
to equate it with is an account of my experience and 
the testimony of others that I’m willing to act on. I mean 
something like holding my grandchild’s hand while crossing 
the street after I see the green and looking both ways. When 
I speak with someone who understands pragmatism it’s the 
language I prefer, but on a questionnaire I’m willing to use 
the vulgar tongue. 
The Editor Strikes Back

Joel: I think you are a None. To explain: Like so many 
words and expressions in our new instant-and-univer-
sal-communications society, the definition of None has 

sloshed about as people use it indiscriminately. Originally—
in the dim past of say ten years ago— it meant that if 
you were confronted with a list of religious choices on a 
questionnaire and asked to pick one, you would scroll to the 
bottom of the list and tick “None of the above”. That’s all, 
and that’s how I still use the word. 

Now some people treat None as if it were itself a 
religious category, and split hairs over who belongs in the 
mix. Atheists, agnostics, humanists, sure. But how about 
Ethical Culturists? Satanists? Flying Spaghetti Monsterites? 
To me, “None” means “None of the above”, and from what 

you write, I think it means that to you, too. — JR

To the Editor: Just got the latest PIQUE – another magnificent 
job! Congratulations on publishing “How I Became a None” 
stories, including mine – I’ve learned a lot about my fellow 
SHSNY members, and also learned that there is more than 
one path to enlightenment. 

I’m a big fan of Massimo Pigliucci and haven’t read 
Answers for Aristotle, so please send me that. — Norm Condit

WE MUST RECLAIM THE LANGUAGE OF 
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM FROM THE FAR RIGHT

Susan Jacoby
(Excerpted from “I’m Sick and Tired of ‘God Bless America’” 
in The New York Times  Sunday Review 2/5/2016)

The population of nonreligious Americans — including 
atheists, agnostics and those who call themselves 
“nothing in particular” — stands at an all-time 

high this election year. Americans who say religion is not 
important in their lives and who do not belong to a religious 
group, according to the Pew Research Center, have risen in 
numbers from an estimated 21 million in 2008 to more than 
36 million now.

Despite the extraordinary swiftness and magnitude of 
this shift, our political campaigns are still conducted as if all 
potential voters were among the faithful. The presumption is 
that candidates have everything to gain and nothing to lose 
by continuing their obsequious attitude toward orthodox 
religion and ignoring the growing population of those who 
make up a more secular America. …

The question is not why nonreligious Americans vote 
for these candidates — there is no one on the ballot who full-
throatedly endorses nonreligious humanism — but why 
candidates themselves ignore the growing group of secular 
voters. 

Yes, America is still a predominantly Christian nation, 
but evangelical Christians (including multiple Protestant 
denominations), at 25.4 percent, are the only group larger 
than those who don’t belong to any church. At 22.8 percent 
(Pew), the unchurched make up a larger group than 
Catholics, any single Protestant denomination and small 
minorities of Jews, Muslims and Hindus.

Critics have suggested that there is no such entity as 
secular America, because the nonreligious do not all share 
the same values. One might just as easily say the same thing 
about the religious. President Jimmy Carter, for example, 
left the Southern Baptist Convention because he disagreed 
with its views about women — but Mr. Carter remains his 
own kind of devout and liberal Baptist in the tradition of his 
18th-century religious forebears.

Secularists remain politically weak in part because of 
the reluctance of many, especially the young, to become 
“joiners”. Rejection of labels may be one reason so many 
of the religiously unaffiliated prefer to check “nothing in 
particular” rather than the atheist or agnostic box.

But it takes joiners to create a lobby. The American 
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Center for Law and Justice, an organization focused on the 
rights of Christians, gathered more than a million signatures 
on a petition protesting the imprisonment of Saeed Abedini, 
an Iranian-American pastor and convert from Islam who 
was one of four Americans freed in last month’s prisoner 
swap. For small secular organizations, a million signatures 
for any cause would constitute a supernatural happening. 
I spent a few years working for the Center for Inquiry, a 
humanist think tank that merged, in a rare union of secular 
forces, with the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason 
and Science. Michael De Dora, the center’s public policy 
director, argues that secularists must work with liberal and 
mainstream religious groups on issues of mutual concern.

Yet there is some controversy over coalition building 
between those who consider themselves “hard” and “soft” 
atheists. I suppose I must be a “soft” atheist for believing 
that there is a huge political upside to ad hoc coalitions with 
liberal religious groups.

Freedom of conscience for all — which exists only in 
secular democracies — should be at the top of the list of 
shared concerns. Candidates who rightly denounce the 
persecution of Christians by radical Islamists should be 
ashamed of themselves for not expressing equal indignation 
at the persecution of freethinkers and atheists, as well as 
dissenting Muslims and small religious sects, not only by 
terrorists but also by theocracies like Saudi Arabia. With 
liberal religious allies, it would be easier for secularists to 
hold candidates to account when they talk as if freedom of 
conscience is a human right only for the religious.

Even more critical is the necessity of reclaiming the 
language of religious freedom from the far right. As defined 
by many pandering politicians, “religious freedom” is 
in danger of becoming code for accepting public money 
while imposing faith-based values on others. Anyone who 
dismisses the importance of taking back this language 
should consider the gravity of the mistake made by 
supporters of legal abortion when they allowed the anti-
abortion movement to claim the term “pro-life”.

Secularists must hold candidates to account when they 
insult secular values, whether that means challenging them 
in town hall meetings or withholding donations. Why, for 
example, would any secular Republican (yes, there are some) 
think of supporting the many Republican politicians who 
have denied the scientific validity of evolution? Politicians 
will continue to ignore secular Americans until they are 
convinced that there is a price to be paid for doing so.

“God bless America” has become the standard ending 
of every major political speech. Just once in my life, I would 
like the chance to vote for a presidential candidate who ends 
his or her appeals with Thomas Paine’s observation that 
“The most formidable weapon against errors of every kind 
is Reason.”

One of the best ways to get yourself a reputation as a 
dangerous citizen these days is to go about repeating 

the very phrases which our founding fathers used in the 
great struggle for independence. — historian Charles Beard

FREEDOM FROM RELIGION
Jonathan Engel

In the ongoing skirmish over the doctrine of “separation 
of church and state”, one of the battle points is whether 
“freedom of religion” includes the right to be free from 

religion. To me, the answer is an obvious “Yes”. How can 
I freely practice my religion if I don’t have the right to be 
free from yours? My religion might forbid me from doing 
something that your religion mandates, and then where 
would we be? But what is obvious to me has somehow 
escaped the attention of the late Justice Scalia. In a speech 
made just prior to his untimely passing, he commented: 
“To tell you the truth there is no place for that in our 
constitutional tradition. Where did that come from? To be 
sure, you can’t favor one denomination over another, but 
can’t favor religion over non-religion?”

Where that came from? Well, we could start with 
Thomas Jefferson, who said “But it does me no injury for 
my neighbor to say there are twenty gods or no God at all. 
It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg”. Understand, 
what Jefferson was saying there is that it is no business of 
government to concern itself with the peoples’ religious 
beliefs, whether they be pro or anti. But to acknowledge 
the freedom to be non-religious we only have to look at the 
exact wording of the constitution itself, which is a form of 
statutory construction that Justice Scalia should have, at 
least in theory, approved of. He was, after all, known to be a 
constitutional textualist, i.e., one who believes that a statute 
should be interpreted only according to a plain reading 
of its text. In this case the text in question says “Congress 
shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Note that the plain 
wording of the statute prohibits the establishment of religion, 
as opposed to the establishment of one particular religion. It 
could have been written to only prohibit the establishment 
of one religion, but it wasn’t. As a textualist, Justice Scalia 
should have understood this. 

More important, and quite troubling, are the impli-
cations of Scalia being right (which he fortunately was not) 
that government is allowed to favor religion in general over 
non-religion. Say, for example, that a state passed a law that 
required all of its residents to show proof of membership 
in a religious congregation of their choosing, or pay a hefty 
fine. Did Justice Scalia really believe that such a law would 
pass constitutional muster? What if my state passed such 
a mandatory religious-affiliation law, and I responded to it 
by asserting my membership in the Church of the Flying 
Spaghetti Monster? How about the Church of the Infallible 
Engel, of which I was the only member? 

Would this be okay with my state, or would it prefer 
to get itself immersed in the incredibly sticky business of 
deciding which religions are “legitimate” and which are not? 
Would Islam pass the test? Scientology? Ethical Culture? 
Where and how would the lines be drawn? Every time 
Justice Scalia commented on the place of religion in public 
life, it reminded me of what a good idea it is to maintain 
Jefferson’s “wall of separation between church & state”.  
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THE NEXT JUSTICE? IT’S NOT UP TO US
Garry Wills

(Reprinted from The New York Review at nybooks.com/
daily/2016/02/15)

No sooner was Antonin Scalia dead than Republicans 
said that his seat should not be filled before the 
election of a new president. Senator Mitch 

McConnell said this will let the American people “have a 
voice” in who the new justice will be. Senator Kelly Ayotte 
said “Americans deserve an opportunity to weigh in” on 
the matter. And Senator Ted Cruz, the presidential candidate, 
Senate Judiciary Committee member, and self-styled 
guardian of the Constitution, wrote on Twitter, “We owe it 
to him, [Scalia] & the Nation, for the Senate to ensure that 
the next President names his replacement.” That is, we owe 
it to the archetypal originalist, where the Constitution is 
concerned, to ignore and defy the original Constitution.

One thing the framers of the Constitution set out to 
prevent was a popular say in who should be a Supreme 
Court justice. The aim of the document was to ensure there 
would be an independent judiciary—independent of 
Congress (by ensuring justices’ salaries), independent of 
changing administrations (by granting them life tenure), 
and not subject to popular election. This ideal could not be 
perfectly reached, and changes in the Constitution have 
made it even harder to attain. But those who profess an 
absolute devotion to the Constitution should at least pay it 
some lip service.

If the framers wanted to let the people “have a say” 
and “weigh in”, they would have made the appointment or 
confirmation of the justices come from the one directly 
democratic part of the system—the popularly-elected and 
short-termed members of the House of Representatives, a 
body that was designed to read the pulse of the people in a 
direct and frequent way. Instead, they gave the choice of 
justices a double baffle of insulation from the public. The 
president alone has the appointment power—and remember 
that the president was originally not elected directly by the 
people but indirectly through electors. Then a second filter 
was provided by confirmation in the Senate—and the 
Senate was originally not directly elected but indirectly by 
state legislatures. The Senate was meant to be a more stable 
body than the House, its members serving terms that are 
three times as long and only a third of them up for reelection 
at a time—not the whole body, as in the House. The Senate 
was meant to assure other nations that treaties (confirmed 
by the Senate) and other commitments would be honored 
for more than a day.

Of course, Senators became popularly elected in 1913, 
by the Seventeenth Amendment. But originalists should at 
least remember that senators were given their confirmation 
power because they were not subject to continuing popular 
approval. An extra fillip of irony is provided now, since 
some of the conservatives who want to let the people “have 
a say” in who becomes a justice—including Ted Cruz!—
have recently called for revocation of the Seventeenth 
Amendment, so the people would not have a say in who 

becomes a senator. So far, then, we have seen that the aim 
of keeping the judiciary independent was put in the 
Constitution by these moves:

1. Appointment by a non-directly elected president.
2. Confirmation by an (originally) non-directly elected 

Senate, only a third of whose members are removable at 
any election.

3. The elimination of any influence by the directly-
elected House, which was constantly removable.

What more can be done to promote independence in 
the Judiciary? Alexander Hamilton reminds us of this in 
Federalist Nos. 78 and 79:

4. Give “permanent tenure of judicial offices” to 
guarantee “independent spirit in the judges” (No. 78).

5. Give them “a fixed provision for their support” (No. 
79), by guaranteeing each justice “a compensation which 
shall not be diminished during their continuance in office.”

These ideas were enshrined in Article III of the 
Constitution, which states:

The judicial power of the United States, shall be vested in 
one Supreme Court, and in such inferior courts as the 
Congress may from time to time ordain and establish. The 
judges, both of the supreme and inferior courts, shall hold 
their offices during good behaviour, and shall, at stated 
times, receive for their services, a compensation, which shall 
not be diminished during their continuance in office.

Which brings us to one more point:
6. Since life tenure is “during good behavior,” high 

crimes and misdemeanors must not go unpunished even by 
judges. But the House, attuned to new developments, can 
only challenge (impeach) a justice, and the (original) non-
directly elected Senate must try him.

As I say, nothing can entirely remove the Court from 
popular influence. Mr. Dooley, the character created by the 
humorist Finley Peter Dunne, said it in 1901: “th’ Supreme 
Coort follows th’election returns.” But what more could the 
framers have done to make it clear that they wanted a 
judiciary that was independent of letting people “have a 
say” or “weigh in”, as our Republican “originalists” are 
now demanding? It is true that the nation has changed its 
ethos since the time of the Constitution—become more 
democratic, more egalitarian, more sensitive to human 
rights. But Antonin Scalia devoted his life to denying this 
history, to calling us back to the strait jacket of eighteenth-
century values. What could be more absurd than for a 
cultist of Scalia like Senator Cruz to call for a popular 
referendum on Supreme Court justices?

OUR SECOND NON-ENDORSEMENT OF 2016
John Rafferty

I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can, only as one 
who has seen its brutality, its futility, its stupidity. 

– Dwight D. Eisenhower

We will carpet bomb them into oblivion. I don’t know 
if sand can glow in the dark, but we’re going to find 

out. – Ted Cruz

11



STEPHEN FRY ASKS A QUESTION
ABOUT THE MORMON AFTERLIFE

Stephen Fry
(Excerpted from bigthink.com) 

I was expelled from a meeting of Latter Day Saints when 
I first went to Salt Lake City … as a tourist, wandering 
around, and this person in a gray shift came up to me 

and said “Would you like to see around?” and I said yes, 
and she gathered others, and I realized she was a Mormon, 
giving a tour, and there was a bit of recruitment going on. 

Anyway, she gave a good tour, and  … at one point 
she said, how, in the afterlife, all families would be reunited, 
and you’d be with your families, forever. 

So I put my hand up and said, “But what happens if 
you’ve been good?”

And she said, “Could you leave, please?” because 
everyone started laughing.

MARCH 14 IS EINSTEIN’S BIRTHDAY:
HAVE A SLICE OF PI

Let’s party to celebrate the 137th anniversary of the birth 
of Albert Einstein, the man who changed reality itself. 
It’s also Pi Day—3/14 in the month/date format —

celebrated on college campuses since 1989. So have a slice of 
pie, toast Albert with the libation of your choice, and enjoy 
America’s only science-based (if unofficial) holiday.

BARBARA LIFTON
1934-2016

Barbara Gewirtz Lifton, a legal advocate and pioneer 
on behalf of women, an artist and musician —and 
a 14-year-long active and generous member of 

SHSNY—died on February 6 after a two-month battle to 
survive injuries sustained when she was struck by a vehicle 
while crossing 2nd Avenue near her Manhattan home.  

After a long and distinguished 
career of activism in the peace and civil 
rights movements—as well as in private 
law practice in New Haven—Barbara 
moved back to her birthplace, New 
York. She retired from legal practice 
in 2004 at age 70, returned to the arts 
as a painter, actress and budding 
playwright, and became a mentor to 
the newly reestablished New York chapter of the National 
Women’s Political Caucus. Barbara joined SHSNY in 2002, 
chaired a memorably raucous  panel on “new atheism” and 
Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion a couple of years later, 
and contributed several articles to PIQUE over the years. 

Generous? Her busy schedule occasionally conflicted 
with her ability to attend SHSNY events. In which case she’d 
send a check anyway, with instructions to pay the way for 
someone who couldn’t otherwise afford to go. 

Hail and farewell, Barbara – you were a lot of fun. – JR 
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