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Herein we celebrate our Darwin Day celebration and salute Alby Einstein with a slice of Pi. We 
affirm the humanity of science (and wonder what to do with it), and parse the humanism of one of 

science’s most famous. We ask why God doesn’t satisfy, why we bother debating idiots, whether 
math and the universe are real, and discover why we’ve always liked Barney Frank. But first, 150 

years after Emancipation, we consider the realities of our new “peculiar institution”. — JR

THE NEW AMERICAN SLAVERY
John Rafferty

Once upon a time, the world’s leading superpower 
hit upon a “legal” solution to two societal problems: 
the crime rate among its native underclass and its 

unwanted immigrants; and the need for crowds of cheap 
labor to work a burgeoning new business in which the 
ruling class was heavily invested.

And so in the 18th century Great Britain began a 
century-long program of shipping convicts to the new 
colony of Australia. The sheep farms “down under” thrived, 
new fortunes were made by the fortunate few, and the 
demand for more and more “immigrants” mounted. Soon 
the courts in London and Liverpool were “transporting” 
pickpockets and prostitutes, then drunks and brawlers and 
the unemployed immigrant Irish “vagrants” whose only 
crime was being, well, Irish. 

The ruling classes who profited from this traffic in 
human beings, and the middle classes who were told that 
their streets, their houses and their persons were being made 
safer, all ignored a simple fact: the “transported” shoplifters, 
disturbers-of-the-peace, and even schoolboy truants, were 
given life sentences – for who among them could ever afford 
to pay for passage back home?

How was that not slavery?

Once upon another time – now – the world’s leading 
superpower drifted into a “legal” solution to two 
imaginary societal problems: the supposedly 

burgeoning crime rate among its native underclass and its 
unwanted (except in picking season) immigrants; and the felt 
need by those on the extreme right of its political spectrum 
to replace government (especially the federal government) 
with the “free market” wherever possible.

And so in the late 20th century America created its own 
Australia, a for-profit prison industry. Prisons built, staffed, 

and maintained by private companies have now replaced 
government-run penitentiaries in states all across the nation. 
And the industry, fueled by multi-million dollar lobbying 
campaigns and dependent on the mayfly attention span of 
the American public, is booming. 

The economic lie that the industry and its enablers has 
told the minuscule portion of the public that is even aware 
of the system is that “free market efficiencies” create better 
prisons and better conditions while lowering costs – and 
taxes – for everyone. They sweep under rhetorical rugs 
the fact that any state in which they operate still has to pay 
for the prisons; the costs having simply moved from the 
operating budget columns of the state’s spread sheet to the 
payment-for-services side – only now with a profit for the 
private company added. How is that “lowering costs”?

But there is a far more vicious lie at the reptile heart of 
this system that now holds a full quarter of all the prisoners 
on the face of the Earth under lock and key in the United 
States of America. We have created a system that demands 
that we put more and more people in prison every year – 
and keep them there, whatever their “crimes”, for longer 
and longer stretches of time.

We are imprisoning tens, even hundreds of thousands 
of our black underclass and brown “illegal” immigrants for 
minor offenses in a failed “War on Drugs” (while letting 
white folks off, of course). 

We are meting out life sentences under insane “3 
Strikes” and other mandatory-sentencing laws that are 
decried even by the judges who have to implement them.

We are even jailing people for petty commercial vio-
lations and unpaid property assessments (see “Land of the 
Free?” below). 

We are sending juvenile offenders, even truants, to 
phony “faith-based boot camps” that get paid per juvenile 
they get to lock up.



And of course we have already had several cases of on-
the-take judges—in Texas, of course—who have been paid 
under the table per person they incarcerate. 

Perhaps worst of all: every one of those people who 
has ever been incarcerated, for whatever reason – holding 
one joint, not paying a water bill, cutting school! – will be 
punished all over again whenever he or she confronts a job 
interview: “Have you ever been convicted?” And in the age of 
the internet there is no hiding – it’s a life sentence.

How is this not slavery?
How is this not a humanist issue?
I’m no bleeding heart, and as the comedian Richard 

Pryor said decades ago, he went to a prison where he was 
shooting a movie, all excited to “get down with the brothers”, 
and came out saying, “Thank God we have  penitentiaries!” 
But if we’re going to have penitentiaries we have to face up 
to the taxes needed to build and maintain and police them. 
We have to overhaul our whole system into something 
more rational than “Lock ‘em up and throw away the key” 
stupidity. We as a nation have to pull our collective head 
out of our collective ass, have a rational national discussion 
about what kind of law-and-order society we want, and fix 
the disgraceful system we have. 

SELLING PRISONERS TO THE HIGHEST BIDDER
Roy Speckhardt

Executive Director, AHA
(Excerpted from Huffington Post, 2/14/2014)

There are a variety of issues that arise when the 
government outsources the running of prisons 
to private corporations, from concerns over price 

gouging to improper training for private prison guards, 
to the greater ethical concern of who should manage the 
people society has decided should be incarcerated. When 
we take away a person’s freedom by putting them in jail, 
we are taking away one of their fundamental rights, the 
right to liberty. This deprivation of freedom can only be 
ordered by the government, so why do we think that private 
corporations have the right to carry out the sentence?

One of the most serious concerns regarding private 
prisons is the profit motives of prison corporations; 
essentially, if corporations get paid more money for holding 
more prisoners, what’s to stop them and their lobbyists 
from supporting or even proposing government policies 
that result in more inmates staying in prisons longer or 
even bribing local judges to send more people to jail? This 
isn’t just hyperbole, as Edward Kenzakoski, a teen with no 
prior criminal record, killed himself after months of being 
unfairly jailed by a judge who received kickbacks from a 
prison corporation. 

And why would prisons fully pursue important policies 
like educational programs intended to prevent recidivism? 
If such policies were effective and decreased the number of 
inmates in their prisons it would negatively impact their 
bottom line.

The serious philosophical shift that permits private 

citizens to lock people up is no small development. Until 
recently, prison administration was one of the services the 
general public felt only government should provide, similar 
to policing, firefighting, and other public services. While 
concerns over the cost of public prison administration merit 
attention and serious debate, the idea that the expense of 
maintaining prison facilities justifies private ownership is 
just wrong. Private corporations are a vital part of American 
society, but they must not be given the same rights 
and responsibilities as government institutions. Private 
corporations are only accountable to their shareholders and 
owners while the democratic government is accountable to 
everyone. This is especially true when it comes to managing 
people who have seen their freedoms deprived by our 
government.

How we act towards those we deemed a threat to 
society is indicative of our country’s larger attitude towards 
civil rights and freedom in general. Are we really willing 
to say that once a person has committed a crime they can 
be milked for profit by private corporations? Or will we 
once again recognize that prisons need to be places solely 
dedicated to rehabilitating those who have committed 
crimes so that they won’t commit them again in the future? 

LAND OF THE FREE?
Joshua Holland

(Excerpted from “Land of the Free? America Has 25 Percent 
of the World’s Prisoners” on BillMoyers.com, 12/17/2013)

The United States has about five percent of the world’s 
population and houses around 25 percent of its 
prisoners. In large part, that’s the result of the “war 

on drugs” and long mandatory minimum sentences, but 
it also reflects America’s tendency to criminalize acts that 
other countries view as civil violations.

In 2010, The Economist highlighted a case in which 
four Americans were arrested for importing lobster tails in 
plastic bags rather than in cardboard boxes. That violated a 
Honduran law which that country no longer enforces, but 
because it’s still on the books there it’s enforced here. “The 
lobstermen had no idea they were breaking the law. Yet 
three of them got eight years apiece.” When the article was 
published 10 years later, two were still behind bars.

A UN report noted that Alabama officials arrested 
dozens of people who were too poor to repair septic systems 
that violated state health laws. In one case, authorities took 
steps to arrest a 27-year-old single mother living in a mobile 
home with her autistic child for the same “crime”. Replacing 
the system would have cost more than her $12,000 annual 
income. As The Economist put it:

America imprisons people for technical violations 
of immigration laws, environmental standards and 
arcane business rules. So many federal rules carry 
criminal penalties that experts struggle to count them. 
Many are incomprehensible. Few are ever repealed, 
though the Supreme Court… pared back a law against 
depriving the public of “the intangible right of honest 
services”, which prosecutors loved because they could 
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use it against almost anyone. Still, they have plenty 
of other weapons. By counting each e-mail sent by 
a white-collar wrongdoer as a separate case of wire 
fraud, prosecutors can threaten him with a gargantuan 
sentence unless he confesses, or informs on his boss. 
The potential for injustice is obvious.
About 10 percent of America’s prisoners are housed 

in the federal corrections system.  Last week, the Justice 
Department’s Office of the Inspector General released its 
annual review of DOJ operations ... [which] details a growing 
crisis within the federal prison system that threatens to 
undermine the DOJ’s other vital functions, including the 
enforcement of civil rights legislation, counter-terrorism 
and crime-fighting. ...

The problems detailed in the Inspector General’s 
report merely scratch the surface, as around nine out of 10 
prisoners are held in state and local facilities. According to a 
2012 report in The New York Times, state spending on prisons 
is now growing faster than any other budget item other than 
Medicaid. California now spends more on its prisons than 
its education system – a stark reversal from thirty years ago, 
when it spent three times as much educating its citizens 
than locking them up.

HOW IS THIS SYSTEM DIFFERENT FROM 
SLAVERY?

CJ Werleman
(Excerpted from “Why Surging Support for Marijuana Is 
Hurting the GOP ” on alternet.org, 2/17/2014)

The industrial prison complex is one of the [Republican] 
party’s major donors. Since 2008, three major private 
prison corporations have spent nearly $50 million on 

campaign donations and lobbyists to push tough anti-drug 
legislation at the state and federal level. In 2011, the Justice 
Policy Institute (JPI) released a report revealing the political 
strategies of private prison corporations “working to make 
money through harsh policies and longer sentences”. A 
significant finding was that while the total prison population 
increased by 15 percent, the number of people held in private 
prisons increased by 120 percent since 2001. 

According to an expose of the for-profit prison 
industry, the five biggest recipients of private prison 
campaign donations are all Republicans. They include Rep. 
Marco Rubio (R-FL), Sen. John McCain (R-AZ), Rep. Jim 
Sensenbrenner (R-WI), Rep. Lamar Smith (R-TX), and Sen. 
John Cornyn (R-TX). 

Thanks to corporate political influence, the war on 
drugs became a war on the poor. As Chris Hedges has 
pointed out, the poor are of no value to corporations if 
they’re on the streets, but put a poor person in prison, and 
voila, corporations earn up to $50,000 per year courtesy of 
taxpayer dollars paid for the outsourcing of U.S. prisons. 
Effectively, corporations have told the Republican Party 
that if they’re going to take the risk of building the prisons, 
lawmakers had better enact tough drug laws to ensure they 
can be filled. 

WHAT SCIENTIFIC IDEA IS READY FOR 
RETIREMENT?

OUR NARROW DEFINITION OF “SCIENCE”
Sam Harris

(Ed: Philosopher, neuroscientist, atheist, Sam Harris was 
one of the public thinkers asked by the editors of edge.org to 
answer the 2014 Edge Question: What established scientific 
idea is ready to be moved aside so that science can advance? 
His answer: Our Narrow Definition of “Science”. – JR)

Search your mind, or pay attention to the conversations 
you have with other people, and you will discover 
that there are no real boundaries between science 

and philosophy—or between those disciplines and any 
other that attempts to make valid claims about the world 
on the basis of evidence and logic. When such claims and 
their methods of verification admit of experiment and/or 
mathematical description, we tend to say that our concerns 
are “scientific”; when they relate to matters more abstract, 
or to the consistency of our thinking itself, we often say 
that we are being “philosophical”; when we merely want 
to know how people behaved in the past, we dub our 
interests “historical” or “journalistic”; and when a person’s 
commitment to evidence and logic grows dangerously thin or 
snaps under the burden of fear, wishful thinking, tribalism, 
or ecstasy, we recognize that he is being “religious”.

The boundaries between true intellectual disciplines 
are currently enforced by little more than university budgets 
and architecture. Is the Shroud of Turin a medieval forgery? 
This is a question of history, of course, and of archaeology, 
but the techniques of radiocarbon dating make it a question 
of chemistry and physics as well. The real distinction 
we should care about—the sine qua non of the scientific 
attitude—is between demanding good reasons for what one 
believes and being satisfied with bad ones.

The scientific attitude can handle whatever happens to 
be the case. If the evidence for the inerrancy of the Bible and 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ were good, one could embrace 
the doctrine of fundamentalist Christianity scientifically. The 
problem, of course, is that the evidence is either terrible 
or nonexistent—hence the partition we have erected (in 
practice, never in principle) between science and religion.

Confusion on this point has spawned many strange 
ideas about the nature of human knowledge and the limits 
of “science”. People who fear the encroachment of the 
scientific attitude—especially those who insist upon the 
dignity of believing in one or another Iron Age god—will 
often make derogatory use of words such as materialism, 
neo-Darwinism, and reductionism, as if those doctrines had 
some necessary connection to science itself.

There are, of course, good reasons for scientists to be 
materialist, neo-Darwinian, and reductionist. However, 
science entails none of those commitments, nor do they 
entail one another. If there were evidence for dualism 
(immaterial souls, reincarnation), one could be a scientist 
without being a materialist. As it happens, the evidence 
here is extraordinarily thin, so virtually all scientists are 
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materialists of some sort. If there were evidence against 
evolution by natural selection, one could be a scientific 
materialist without being a neo-Darwinist. But as it 
happens, the general framework put forward by Darwin 
is as well established as any other in science. If there were 
evidence that complex systems produced phenomena that 
cannot be understood in terms of their constituent parts, it 
would be possible to be a neo-Darwinist without being a 
reductionist. For all practical purposes, that is where most 
scientists find themselves, because every branch of science 
beyond physics must resort to concepts that cannot be 
understood merely in terms of particles and fields. Many 
of us have had “philosophical” debates about what to make 
of this explanatory impasse. Does the fact that we cannot 
predict the behavior of chickens or fledgling democracies 
on the basis of quantum mechanics mean that those higher-
level phenomena are something other than their underlying 
physics? I would vote “no” here, but that doesn’t mean I 
envision a time when we will use only the nouns and verbs 
of physics to describe the world. 

But even if one thinks that the human mind is entirely 
the product of physics, the reality of consciousness becomes 
no less wondrous, and the difference between happiness and 
suffering no less important. Nor does such a view suggest 
we will ever find the emergence of mind from matter fully 
intelligible; consciousness may always seem like a miracle. In 
philosophical circles, this is known as “the hard problem of 
consciousness”— some of us agree that this problem exists, 
some of us don’t. Should consciousness prove conceptually 
irreducible, remaining the mysterious ground for all we can 
conceivably experience or value, the rest of the scientific 
worldview would remain perfectly intact.

The remedy for all this confusion is simple: We 
must abandon the idea that science is distinct from the 
rest of human rationality. When you are adhering to the 
highest standards of logic and evidence, you are thinking 
scientifically. And when you’re not, you’re not. 

THE HUMANITY OF SCIENCE
“We have to touch people.”

Jacob Bronowski
(Transcribed from a video clip in his video series, “The 
Ascent of Man”, forwarded by Edith Finell.)
[Ed: The scene is a field at the Auschwitz concentration camp. Dr. 
Bronowski stands at the edge of a muddy collect pond.]

It is said that science will dehumanize people, and turn 
them into nothing. That is false, tragically false. Look for 
yourself: this is the concentration camp and crematorium 

at Auschwitz. This is where people were turned into 
nothing.

Into this pond were flushed the ashes of some four 
million people. And that was not done by gas. It was done by 
arrogance. It was done by dogma. It was done by ignorance. 
When people believe that they have absolute knowledge, 
with no test in reality, this is how they behave. This is what 
men do when they aspire to the knowledge of gods.

Science is a very human form of knowledge. We’re 
always at the brink of the known. We always fear forward 
for what is to be hoped. Every judgment in science stands on 
the edge of error, and is personal. 

Science is a tribute to what we can know, although 
we are fallible. In the end, the words were said by Oliver 
Cromwell: “I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it 
possible you may be mistaken.”

I owe it as a scientist to my friend, Leo Szilard, I owe it 
as a human being to the many members of my family who 
died here, to stand here as a survivor and a witness. We 
have to cure ourselves of the itch for the absolute knowledge 
of power. We have to close the distance between the push-
button order and the human act.
[He stoops to put his hand in the pond, pulls up mud.]

We have to touch people. 

IF GOD EXISTS, WHY IS ANYBODY UNHAPPY?
Peter Watson

(Excerpted from an interview of Watson, author of The Age 
of Atheists, on salon.com, 2/15/2014)
Salon interviewer Katie Englehart begins: “A major premise of the 
book [The Age of Atheists] is that religion can’t really be replaced 
with nothing. Over the years we have used different fillers — from 
communism to trench warfare to psychology to occultism — but 
the constant is that we will inevitably seek out something to fill 
religion’s place.” Watson replies.

I am a great fan of Wallace Stevens, the American poet. 
And I quote him as saying, “We will probably never sort 
everything out intellectually, but we can sort things out 

emotionally.”
It seems that people need two grounds of meaning, an 

intellectual meaning and an emotional meaning. That’s one 
reason why the arts have proved so important. You might 
expect science to replace religion, and for many people it 
does. But for others, whilst science is an intellectual answer, 
it is not an emotional answer. And people need emotional 
satisfaction. Clifford Geertz, the famous American anthro-
pologist, says the search for significance and meaning is as 
real as the biological needs for food and sex and warmth 
and so forth. …

We’ve been misled by years of monotheism to think 
that there is one answer to everything. I don’t think there 
is. And to call it a distraction puts it down. The search for 
intensity — knowing that moments can only come fleetingly 
— is the only answer that people have. And living with that 
is the human condition. …

I think the feeling of an afterlife does make some people 
happy. But really, my point is that if God exists, why is 
anybody unhappy? If religion and God made people happy, 
why doesn’t he make everybody happy? Why are there so 
many unhappy people in the world? Do you have to worship 
God in order to be happy? Is he proposing a deal? 

We are here on earth to do good to others. What the 
others are here for, I don’t know. — W.H. Auden
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HAPPY 205TH BIRTHDAY, CHARLES DARWIN!
HAPPY 26TH ANNIVERSARY, SHSNY!

WE HAVE A LOSER!
Fox News anchor Megan Kelly nearly won the 2013 
SHSNY Dumbth Award with her contention that Jesus 
and Santa were both real and both white men, but 
after we counted the ballots three times to make sure, 
she lost by just one vote (out of more than 60) to …

The winner, um, loser? Right-wing, anti-choice, 
gun nut Rep. Steve Stockman (R-TX), who took the 
not-so-coveted horse’s-ass trophy with his logic-
defying pronouncement that, “If babies had guns they 
wouldn’t be aborted.”

We braved the teens-temperature cold and 
trudged through yet more snow, but it was 
all well worth the effort. The bar at Golden 
Unicorn was open (if ineptly run), freethinking 
friends and colleagues gathered around the 
elegantly-set tables in our red-and-gold dining 
room, conversation flowed, and thirteen 
courses of delicious Chinese food arrived, plate 
after plate, often to applause.

As the last plates cleared, our speaker, 
anthropologist (and “Paleolibrarian” blogger) 
David Orenstein took the stage, began 
“Celebrating Charles Darwin and the Idea that 
Changed the World”, and held his audience 
fascinated throughout the PowerPoint 
presentation. Congratulations, and thank you, 
David.

A great evening. Same time, same place 
next year? The consensus is Yes!

David Orenstein 

John RaffertyPhotos: Remo Cosentino
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SHSNY CALENDAR: MARCH - MAY 2014
BRUNCH & CONVERSATION
SUNDAY, MAR 16, 12 NOON

MONTHLY CASUAL BRUNCH
The Stag’s Head
252 East 51 St. 

(Just West of 2nd Ave) 

We’re trying out yet another 
brunch venue. The Stag’s 

Head offers an American-tradi-
tional brunch menu of eggs and 
omelets several ways, crepes, burg-
ers, frittatas, burritos and short-rib 
hash (all in the $10.95-12.95 range) 
and a full pub-grub menu for the 
hungry splurgers among us, Join 
19 (private space in back seats 20) 
other freethinkers and humanists 
for food, fellowship and fun.

March Brunch Discussion:
Should we expand the “limits” of 

science to include “values”?
(See pages 3-4)

  MONDAY, MAR 10, 7:00 pm
SHSNY MOVIE NIGHT

Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 St (Lex-3rd Aves)

DOUBT

Celebrating the 
tragically late 

Philip Seymour 
Hoffman, we’ll 
watch this 2008 
film – nominated 
for five Oscars – of John Patrick 
Shanley’s (he directed, too) 
Pulitzer Prize-winning play.

Meryl Streep plays the nun/
principal of a Catholic school who 
suspects, then is convinced that a 
priest (Hoffman) is abusing a black 
student. Amy Adams is the naive 
young nun who first suspects, then 
doubts, then doubts her doubt. 

After-film discussion:
Suspicion, doubt, certainty: 

Where do we draw the lines?
SHSNY Movie Night is FREE.

(But put something on the bar beside your elbow.)

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, MARCH 6, 7–8:30 pm

in the front room of 
THE COMMUNITY CHURCH 

OF NEW YORK 
28 East 35 St. (Park-Mad)

(3 doors West of the church - red door)
We’ll discuss

THE OXFORD BOOK OF 
MODERN SCIENCE WRITING

Richard Dawkins, Ed.

Boasting almost one hundred ar-
ticles and book excerpts, this is a 

breathtaking celebration of the finest 
writing by scientists (Gould, Pinker, 
Einstein, Huxley, Dennett, Turing), 
packed with scintillating essays that 
make must reading for every science 
buff. 

Says Book Club Editor Elaine 
Lynn, “This is a huge treasure-trove 
(in a moderately-priced paperback), 
and choosing selections from it that 
we could all read and discuss was 
nearly impossible. But here are my 
suggestions, all very short.”
• Creation Revisited by Peter Atkins 

(p.11);
• One Self: A Meditation on the 

Unity of Consciousness by Nicho-
las Humphrey (p. 96);

• The Rise and Fall of the Third 
Chimpanzee by Jared Diamond 
(p. 110);

• Religion and Science by Albert 
Einstein (p. 235);

• The Character of Physical Law by 
Richard Feynman (p. 247);

• What is Life? by Erwin Schro-
dinger (p. 249);

• A Brief History of Time by Ste-
phen Hawking (p. 342);

• Little Men and Flying Saucers by 
Loren Eiseley (p. 393).

•	
Join us even if you haven’t 

finished reading.
The SHSNY Book Club 

is open to all ... and free!

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, APRIL 3, 7-8:30 pm
at Community Church of NY 
28 East 35 Street (Park-Mad)

WHO'S IN CHARGE? 
Free Will and the 

Science of the Brain
Michael S. Gazzaniga

In this remarkable book, the “fa-
ther of cognitive neuroscience” 

makes a powerful and provocative 
argument that counters the com-
mon wisdom that our lives are 
wholly determined by physical 
processes we cannot control. 

Gazzaniga’s case against the 
idea that ours is a “determined” 
world is fascinating and liberating, 
solidifying his place along with 
Oliver Sachs and other bestselling 
authors exploring the mysteries of 
the human brain. — Paper & Kindle

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, MAY 1, 7-8:30 pm
at Community Church of NY 
28 East 35 Street (Park-Mad)

A FIT OF PIQUE
John Rafferty

Here is the SHSNY President’s 
selection of a dozen years 

worth of his own essays from the 
pages of this newsletter. Church/
State, evolution/creation, Hitch-
ens, Gingrich, Madonna, Tony 
Soprano, Ronald McDonald and 
“Touchdown Jesus” – all here, in a 
collection Chuck Debrovner, past 
President of the Humanist Insti-
tute, calls, “a treasure trove of wit 
and wisdom from the humanist 
perspective”. — Paper & Kindle

LIKE SHSNY ON FACEBOOK
www.facebook.com/pages/The-

Secular-Humanist-Society-of-New-
York/168704396485734

AND MEET US ON MEETUP
www.meetup.com/shsny-org/
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SHSNY CALENDAR: MARCH - MAY 2014
GREAT LECTURES ON DVD

WED, MARCH 26, 7 pm
Stone Creek Bar & Lounge

140 East 27 St. (Lex-3rd Aves)
MERCHANTS OF DOUBT:

How a Handful of Scientists 
Obscured the Truth on Issues 

from Tobacco Smoke to 
Global Warming

Eric Conway

Conway tells an 
important story 

about the misuse of 
science to deliber-
ately mislead the 
public. He names 
names, document-
ing the involvement of scientists, 
former cold warriors, who serve the 
conservative agenda of vested inter-
ests like the tobacco industry — 
sowing doubt on matters of settled 
science like acid rain, the risks of 
smoking and of second-hand 
smoke, global warming, the ozone 
hole, the Strategic Defense Initiative 
and the banning of DDT — by cast-
ing aspersions on the science and 
the scientists who produce it.

He shows how journalists and 
bloggers multiply the damage by 
uncritically repeating the crap.

Great Lectures on DVD is FREE.
(But put something on the bar beside your elbow.)

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 The Stag’s Head
Great Lectures: 4th Wednesday

at Stone Creek Lounge.
Humanism 101: Last Monday

at the Community Church of NY
More info: www.shsny.org,

and/or 646-922-7389

HUMANISM 102
MONDAY, MARCH 31, 6:30-8:30
Community Church of New York

28 East 35 Street (red door)
Meeting /Discussion #5: 

Humanism & Its Competitors 
in the 20th & 21st Centuries

Readings - All Online
Fundamentalism:
• Closing argument of William 

Jennings Bryan at the Scopes trial
• The 1910 Papal “Oath Against 

Modernism”
Mystical/Occult Movements:
• Swedenborg 
• Theosophy & Mme. Blavatsky
The Development of Humanism:
• Humanist Manifesto III
Links to all are posted at shsny.org - click 
Mar 31 on Calendar of Events.
Note: Humanism 102 is a study group, 
not a book club. You can do the online 
reading in an hour or two. But if you 
have not done the reading, you may still 
audit the discussion — all are welcome!

Upcoming in Humanism 102
Meeting #6, Apr 28: The Sleep of Rea-
son in America: From UFOs to Birthers
Meetings #7, May 26 & #8, Jun 30: 
Themes TBD by participants/readers.

THURS APRIL 3, 6:00 pm
Dr. Phyllis Harrison-Ross 

Public Service Award Program:
CHAMPIONS OF CHANGE, 

HONORING DAVID N. DINKINS
New York Society for 

Ethical Culture, 2 West 64 Street
Celebration, Buffet Reception 

& Entertainment, with
NBC-TV's Harry Smith, and

Alton Fitzgerald White
and special remarks by

Harry Belafonte
Program & Reception Contributions:
Patron - $2,500 (includes 4 VIP seats)

Supporter - $350 (1 reserved seat)
Program-Only tickets: $100

Info: www.nysec.org

OTHER REASONABLE
NEW YORK EVENTS

www.reasonablenewyork.org
CFI-NYC. Mon., Mar 10, 10 pm, 
Googie’s Lounge (Upstairs at the 
Living Room), 154 Ludlow St.: 
“Skeptics on the Mic Karaoke”. 
New York Philosophy: Tue, Mar 
11, 6-10 pm: 49 Grove, 49 Grove 
St at Christopher St/Sheridan 
Square: Philosophy Roulette, i.e.,
“Bring Your Own Topic”. RSVP 
at nyphilosophy.com
NY Society for Ethical Culture:
Sun, Mar 2, 2 pm, Sunday As-
sembly-NYC Talks The Meaning 
of Life on Sunday, Free.
Mon, Mar 3, 1 pm, Ethics in 
Literature: Half the Sky: Turning 
Oppression into Opportunity for 
Women Worldwide, by Nicholas 
Kristoff and Sheryl Wu Dunn. 
Snacks & Bevs, $5.
Fri, Mar 7, 7 pm, Ethics in Film: 
Crimes & Misdemeanors. Snacks/
Bevs, $5 suggested donation.
Fri, Mar 14, 6:30 pm, Ethics and 
the Theater: Ibsen’s An Enemy of 
the People. Reception/Refresh-
ments, $10.

PLUS
Agnostic A.A.: Twelve weekly 
AA-endorsed meetings. agnos-
ticAAnyc.org/meetings.html
Atheism History Week — With 
SHSNY’s John Rafferty, 5:30 
p.m. every Wednesday, MNN 
Ch. 1997 in Manhattan, and live 
streaming at www.mnn.org.
Drinking With Atheists: Every 
Friday, fun and conversation. 
meetup.com/GothamAtheists/ 
Feminist Freethinkers of New 
York: Check schedule at 
feministfreethinkers.org 
Manhattan History Buffs: Ev-
ery 3d Tues, 6:00, dinner/talk at 
Lili’s rest,  83-84th/3rd. Mar 18: 
TBA. Info at 212-802-7427



THE CANDIDATES SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES

As per our bylaws, this is the second of three notices in 
PIQUE of our triannual election of members to the 
SHSNY Board of Directors. Statements by several of 

the candidates appear herein, and more will be published in 
April. All the statements, along with ballots, will be mailed 
to all dues-paid members on April 15 (two ballots to Family 
Memberships). Returned ballots will be due May 15, and 
election results will be announced in the June issue. The 
new 3-year Board terms will begin June 1.

All dues-paid members of SHSNY are eligible for 
election or appointment to the Board. For details about 
nominating yourself or another, see February PIQUE or 
leave a call-back number at 646-922-7389.

Irv Millman
One has only to see the increasing extremism 
and polarization that is emerging in both 
the religious and political communities to 
realize how dire our situation has become. 
Now, more than ever, the relevance of the 
secular humanist credo, the advancing of 
our values of ethics, reason, tolerance and 
fairness, along with a fervent desire to spread the word and 
amplify those values must help to shake off the superstitions 
promoted by the religious right. We celebrate and admire 
scientists like Charles Darwin who discovered the natural 
phenomena that shaped our world. 

The SHSNY stands as a beacon to those of us who think 
alike and care enough to spend some of our time and energy 
to advance our credo.  

I have been very gratified participating as a member 
of the Board, along with my colleagues under the energetic 
leadership of John Rafferty and seeing the continued growth 
of our organization. To that end I am ready and eager to 
serve on the Board for another term. I ask for your vote! 

Brian Lemaire
Ellen Johnson, a former president of 
American Atheists, once said to me “Why do 
we need a separate organization for secular 
humanists? Don’t we all believe in the same 
thing?” In a way, yes, we do, but secular 
humanism also ventures to consider larger 
issues. Universal morals, an ethical system 
based on real life, informed by these morals. A meaning of 
life based on setting positive goals for ourselves. What is the 
meaning of life? It is whatever we want to define it to be.

I learned secular humanism early on — my father had 
de-programmed my Protestant mother before I was aware 
of these things, and from 1980 onward we usually had our 
monthly copy of Free Inquiry on the coffee table.

In 2010, I left corporate computer work to pursue a 
career as a website designer. Two years ago I started a blog 
on my ValeTales.info website. The blog covers literature 
and book editing, the scientific method, poetry, an account 

of Dan Dennett’s views on free will, Dr. Ellis and Rational 
Emotive Therapy, population and the environment, the 
reasons to legalize marijuana, and the need to do campaign 
finance reform in America. 

Other interests are a history club organized by Barbara 
Bernstein, one of our SHSNY members, and volunteer 
work renovating Loews Jersey City Landmark Theatre, 
which plays classic movies from the 1930s and 40s and 
hosts community events. I enjoy sailing and for a few years 
belonged to a sailing club in Jersey City.

I ask for your vote to continue a role with the Secular 
Humanist Society of New York. If anyone reading this 
thinks that our organization might be your cup of tea, come 
join our very happy family at the monthly brunches, or the 
monthly movie night & discussion at Stone Creek Bar.

Donna Marxer
The arts are my home ground, where I 
have been a professional painter and artist 
activist in New York City for 59 years.  
Twelve years ago I founded an artists’ and 
writers’ residence in Everglades National 
Park to bring attention to this ecologically 
endangered and important place.

As an environmental artist and humanist who grew 
up in the South, I am deeply concerned about the religious 
right’s threatened dominance in our society today. I’ve 
seen firsthand the stranglehold it can have on civil rights, 
freedom of all kinds, creative thinking.

This is a time when we must all make time to answer 
back, to make our views known. There are more of us out 
there than we know; they’re just afraid to make themselves 
heard. Let’s help them by our own example. 

I also proudly serve on the Board of Directors of the 
Rebecca Kelly Ballet Company.

Lee Loshak
I have been an atheist and humanist virtually 
all of my life.  My education and experience 
as a clinical psychologist has increased my 
respect for both science and human dignity. 
My convictions have been further increased 
by the turbulent times in which we are living.

The religious right is threatening to 
impose its authoritarian or dogmatic mode, a blindness to 
the rights of others, prejudice, and a mentality of violence. 
At the same time, others are experiencing an increasing 
disenchantment with irrational and religious thinking, along 
with a growing appreciation of free thought and humanism. 

SHSNY is in a position to foster the progressive 
movement. SHSNY will continue its ongoing activities, but 
we also need to reach others – (not to proselytize) – who 
may be eager to learn about our philosophy and, hopefully, 
embrace it. 

I would very much like to contribute to such an 
awakening.
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Carl Marxer
As a video and communications 
professional, I will continue to be a resource 
documenting and communicating the 
information available to SHSNY as a group, 
and helping make that information more 
available to the general population. I have 
won several awards for my documentary 
film and motion graphics work. With my background as a 
communicator and educator, I want to use the skills I have 
gained to spread the knowledge about SHSNY and what it 
stands for. 

I lived in the Atlanta area for many years, and grew 
tired of the religious dogma so prevalent there. I wanted 
to grow my business professionally, and decided to take 
advantage of the resources that the NYC area has to offer. 
Lucky for me, I found my cousin, Donna Marxer, and the 
Secular Humanist Society of New York. I was invited to 
several of the meetings and found like-minded humanists 
and rationalists I agree with in thought and philosophy. 
And I thought I was the only one who had these feelings. 
I believe though, that there are lots of people who have the 
same feelings as I do about life, but do not express them 
because of the pressures of organized religion. I want to 
help them see that it is OK to express their feelings through 
and with the support of the SHSNY organization.

John Rafferty
I am very proud to have helped—along 
with my fellow Board members and other 
dedicated volunteers—in the growth and 
revitalization of the  Secular Humanist 
Society of New York. (I’m also delighted to 
have served as the editor of this newsletter 
for the past decade – the best, although 
unpaid, writing gig I’ve ever had.)

We are now a Charter Chapter of the American 
Humanist Association, and an Affiliate Member of Atheist 
Alliance International (I serve as AAI’s Liaison to the U.N. 
Economic and Social Council), while we proudly  maintain 
our original association as an Affiliated Local Group of the 
Council for Secular Humanism. Here in New York SHSNY 
plays a leading role in Reasonable New York, the association 
of mutually-supporting local freethought groups that 
promotes reason across the metropolitan area.

Our membership is growing, our Board has expanded 
(join us!), our social schedule now includes five regularly-
scheduled events every month, as well as an expanded 
program of lectures, roundtables and celebrations — just 
look at page 5! — and we are making plans for greater 
community outreach and involvement.

I am dedicated to continuing the work of making 
SHSNY the premier local humanist organization in America. 
I ask for your vote.

I’m sorry that I offended you when I called you stupid. I 
honestly thought you knew. (Thanks, Eileen Regan)

THE RETURN OF “COSMOS”
AND THE HUMANISM OF NEIL deGRASSE TYSON

Edd Doerr

Carl Sagan’s great 1980 PBS series “Cosmos” is being 
“reconstructed” as a new 13-week series on Fox 
called “Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey”, to start 

March 9, and hosted by astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson. 
Though raised in a traditional religion, Tyson moved 

on to what we would recognize as humanism. But let’s let 
Tyson explain it himself, as he does in a The New Yorker piece 
by Rebecca Mead. “My confidence that there is a loving God 
who cares at all for your health or your longevity, based on 
what I see in the physical universe, is so low that it is not 
something that I would spend any time investing in, to try 
to explore any further about whether or not it’s true. I’ll 
let other people do that exploring. And, if they bring the 
evidence to me, that’s fine.”

Saying that he lacks the time or energy “to enter a 
debate about atheism”, Tyson adds, “It’s odd that the word 
‘atheist’ even exists. I don’t play golf. Is there a word for 
non-golf players? Do non-golf players gather to strategize? 
Do non-skiers have a word, and come together, and talk 
about the fact that they don’t ski?”

Tyson speaks for a great many humanists, secular 
humanists, religious humanists, naturalistic humanists, and 
just plain “unchurched” men and women, a far larger number 
of people than all the members of humanist, freethought and 
atheist organizations combined. And this ties in with my 
observations as an active humanist for over six decades. My 
experience leads me to recognize that labels are deceptive 
and too often counterproductive, that the shared interests 
of people of a wide range of labels (chosen, inherited ...  
whatever) should pull good people of all labels together to 
deal with the problems that face all of us — climate change, 
environmental degradation, overpopulation,  increasing 
attacks on church-state separation and public education, 
mounting assaults on women’s rights of conscience on 
reproductive matters, political stagnation, growing social 
inequality, poverty here and abroad, oligarchy, virulent 
fundamentalisms, indifference, etc.

These have been my concerns for my 32  years running 
Americans for Religious Liberty, 14 years as head of the 
AHA, 16 years at Americans United, over 50 years as a 
writer and activist and lecturer. I am happy to be on the 
same page  as guys like Neil deGrasse Tyson. 

A JOKE HUMANISTS CAN USE
[Anonymous on the net, but thanks to Milt Verstandig]

A fundamentalist evangelical was seated next to a 
young woman on an airplane. He turned to her and 
said, “Do you want to talk? Flights go quicker if you 

strike up a conversation with your fellow passenger.”
The woman, who had just started to read her book, 

replied, “What would you want to talk about?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said smugly, “how about why 

there is a God whose name is Jesus, who will determine 
whether you go to heaven or hell after your death?”
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“Okay,” she said, “those could be interesting topics. But 
let me ask you a question first. A horse, a cow, and a deer 
all eat the same stuff, grass. Yet a deer excretes little pellets, 
while a cow turns out a flat patty, and a horse produces 
clumps. Why do you suppose that is?”

Surprised, the fundamentalist says, “I have no idea.” 
To which the young woman replies, “Then do you 

really feel qualified to discuss God, heaven and hell, or life 
after death, when you really don’t know shit?”

READERS ESPOND TO FEBRUARY PIQUE

For me, the articles by various authors in the February 
issue bring into clearer relief what in secular humanism, 

in opposition to religion (that goes for “spirituality”, too), 
is valid and “fundamental”: we are not a belief or religion. 
What takes place here on earth, how we conduct ourselves 
towards others on earth, is more important than what 
happens in any “afterlife”. Ultimately we are the best judges 
of what we should believe. If we don’t believe, we are not 
arrogant, we are free to think for ourselves, as best we can, 
helped by reason and science.

The missing ingredient in the excellent discussions 
on the schizophrenia (rather than paralysis) of  American 
politics is not only the fundamental schism in beliefs, but 
the deepened bigotry of formerly slave-owning states 
unreconciled to the idea of a humanity that includes people 
of color. What else explains the extent of the negation of 
the legitimacy of a majority-elected president, whatever his 
political beliefs and programs? It’s as much about putting 
him “in his place” as about traditional political party 
opposition. 

Also, deliberate or not, I liked the covert comparison 
of Muslim and Christian “fundamentalism”; the articles 
underline, if the reader is attentive, that they spring from 
the same well of ignorance and hatred. — Remo Cosentino

Great issue, as usual. You aim for perfection and usually 
achieve excellence; not too bad a consistent achievement 

level.
Amongst February’s many fine articles, I really enjoyed 

Walter Balcerak’s “Spirituality Is Not a Dirty Word”.  I think 
he captured this elusive subject in a most quantifiable and 
substantive way. 

I too, regard myself as a “spiritual” person because I 
too, do not see that level of appreciation as the sole territory 
of theists. For me the key word is “inspire”, which also has, 
as its core meaning, “spirit”. When something – art music, 
a spectacular sunset,  even a DVD of my old family films – 
rises to the level of “awesome” or “tears-inducing”, I’m able 
to have and enjoy an inspired or spiritual feeling. But just as 
secular humanists know that their life essence comes from 
within rather than from without, my spirituality also comes 
from within and should be attributed to me, myself and I to 
originate and own. 

Bravo to Mr. Balcerak for his enlightening and valuable 
article.  — Stan Friedland, Ed.D. 

IS INFINITY REAL? IS MATHEMATICS?
Herb Silverman

(Excerpted from “War, Mathematics and God” in February 
The Separationist, newsletter of the Secular Humanists of 
the Low Country (SC), and on HuffingtonPost 1/29/2014). 

Mathematicians usually begin [their conjectures] 
with axioms that seem “self –evident” because they 
are more likely to guide us to real-world truths, 

including scientific discoveries and accurate predictions of 
physical phenomena. Most ancient religions are also loosely 
based on an axiom or a set of axioms. The most common 
axiom is “God exists”, which is not as self-evident as it 
appeared to be in a pre-scientific world. …

The assumptions (axioms) in monotheistic religions 
usually include these attributes for their God: omniscient, 
omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and infinite. However, 
religious apologists who want to avoid contradictory axioms 
have difficulty trying to justify an all-powerful, all-knowing, 
and all-loving God who allows so much needless suffering.

As a youngster with an Orthodox Jewish background 
and an interest in mathematics, an infinite God with infinite 
power who lived an infinite amount of time fascinated me. I 
felt that studying “infinity” would help me understand God. 
Later, I learned that infinity is a theoretical construct created 
by humans, and that the number “infinity” does not exist in 
reality. So if finite man created infinity, I reasoned, perhaps 
finite man created God and gave him infinite attributes. 
Infinity is a useful concept to help solve math problems, so 
maybe an infinite God could merely be a useful concept to 
help solve human problems.

Mathematicians, unlike most theologians, recognize 
that their axioms are just made up, but believers assume 
their god is real and infinite because a finite god would 
be limited and could be replaced by a more powerful god. 
However, we now know mathematically that there can’t be 
a largest infinity. In fact, there are infinitely many infinities. 
So any infinite god could theoretically be replaced by a more 
powerful infinite god.

Since the standard God axioms are contradictory, I 
wonder if there is a way to believe in a God with all those 
attributes when there is no objective evidence that such a 
God exists. Yes, but it requires an infinite amount of faith. 

IS THE UNIVERSE A SIMULATION?
Edward Frenkel

(Excerpted from Gray Matter, in The New York Times, 
2/14/2014) 

There is one area of human endeavor that comes close 
to exemplifying the maxim “manuscripts don’t burn”. 
That area is mathematics. If Pythagoras had not lived, 

or if his work had been destroyed, someone else eventually 
would have discovered the same Pythagorean theorem. 
Moreover, this theorem means the same thing to everyone 
today as it meant 2,500 years ago, and will mean the same 
thing to everyone a thousand years from now — no matter 
what advances occur in technology or what new evidence 
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emerges. Mathematical knowledge is unlike any other 
knowledge. Its truths are objective, necessary and timeless.

What kinds of things are mathematical entities and 
theorems, that they are knowable in this way? Do they exist 
somewhere, a set of immaterial objects in the enchanted 
gardens of the Platonic world, waiting to be discovered? Or 
are they mere creations of the human mind?

This question has divided thinkers for centuries. It 
seems spooky to suggest that mathematical entities actually 
exist in and of themselves. But if math is only a product of 
the human imagination, how do we all end up agreeing on 
exactly the same math? Some might argue that mathematical 
entities are like chess pieces, elaborate fictions in a game 
invented by humans. But unlike chess, mathematics is 
indispensable to scientific theories describing our universe.  
And yet there are many mathematical concepts — from 
esoteric numerical systems to infinite-dimensional spaces 
— that we don’t currently find in the world around us. In 
what sense do they exist? 

Many mathematicians, when pressed, admit to being 
Platonists. The great logician Kurt Gödel argued that 
mathematical concepts and ideas “form an objective reality 
of their own, which we cannot create or change, but only 
perceive and describe”. But if this is true, how do humans 
manage to access this hidden reality?

We don’t know. But one fanciful possibility is that we live 
in a computer simulation based on the laws of mathematics 
— not in what we commonly take to be the real world. 
According to this theory, some highly advanced computer 
programmer of the future has devised this simulation, and 
we are unknowingly part of it. Thus when we discover a 
mathematical truth, we are simply discovering aspects of 
the code that the programmer used.

This may strike you as very unlikely. But the Oxford 
philosopher Nick Bostrom has argued that we are more 
likely to be in such a simulation than not. If such simulations 
are possible in theory, he reasons, then eventually humans 
will create them — presumably many of them. If this is so, 
in time there will be many more simulated worlds than 
nonsimulated ones. 

Statistically speaking, therefore, we are more likely to 
be living in a simulated world than the real one.

WHY WE LIVE IN NEW YORK #21

In 2010 in Newark, Texas, Pastor Kenneth Copeland, the 
founder of Eagle Mountain International Church, warned 
his followers against evil, dangerous vaccinations.

“You don’t take the word of the guy that’s trying to 
give the shot about what’s good and what isn’t.”
So 21 of his flock have come down with measles. But 

who does and who doesn’t get sick – perhaps fatally – does 
not depend upon science, says his daughter, Terri, the new 
pastor, but on – who else? – God. And don’t pay attention 
to those godless facts, she has told the people in the pews:

“I’m going to tell you what the facts are, and the facts 
are the facts, but then we know the truth. That always 
overcomes facts.”

SOME CONTRARIAN THOUGHTS ABOUT THE 
NYE-HAM “DEBATE”

John Rafferty

Yay, Bill Nye, the Science Guy, who certainly “won” 
the faceoff with uber-creationist Ken Ham last month 
at Ham’s Creation Museum. Hell, even Dumbth-for-

Life Pat Robertson advised Ham afterward to just “shut up” 
about a 6,000-year-old earth, face the facts of geology and 
archaeology, and “not make a joke out of ourselves”.

So, all good, right? Big win for our side, no?
No, I don’t think so. When it comes to “debating” 

wackos like Ham, I agree with Richard Dawkins – it’s a waste 
of time at best, and an implicit validation of their nonsense 
in any case. To even appear at the “Creation Museum” is a 
mistake; to participate in an intellectual exercise therein is to 
elevate it from its rightful place as a theme park for people 
not sophisticated enough for Disney World.

For two hours, Bill Nye argued forcefully for the realities 
of science, especially evolution by natural selection, refuting 
Ham’s arguments with logic, facts, and common sense. Ken 
Ham responded to every question with variations on one or 
the other of two answers: 1) It’s in The Book; or 2) Science 
doesn’t have all the answers to every question. Duh.

To any neutral observer, Nye won, hands down.
What neutral observer? There is no such animal in this 

“debate”. Does any reader of PIQUE think that a single mind 
was changed? On either “side”? Really ... anyone?

Thanks, Bill Nye, but please don’t do it again.

IF YOU’RE A “PRINCE OF THE CHURCH” 
YOU LIVE IN PRINCELY STYLE, RIGHT?

Assiduous readers of PIQUE will remember our 
report in November on the Bishop of Limburg, 
Germany, who spent 31 million euros on his palatial 

private quarters. Well, the Pope has, indeed, suspended 
Tebartz-van Elst, but the lesson of that admonishment 
hasn’t reached our neighborhood.

Meet John J. Myers, Archbishop 
of Newark, who owns a 4,500-square-
foot vacation home, complete with 
swimming pool, in Pittstown, and is 
building a 3,000-square-foot 
addition—with indoor exercise pool, 
three fireplaces and an elevator—on 
the 8.5-acre property.

Where’s the money coming from? An archdiocese 
spokesman assured Michael Powell of The Times that the 
archdiocese itself, which is in the process of selling off other 
properties and closing a school because it is “poor”, is 
picking up the half-million-dollar tab. Could that money be 
used to feed the homeless? Powell asked. Um, no, actually.

Oh, by the way – Myers, who insists upon being called 
“Your Grace”, doesn’t explicitly deny that he has protected 
priests accused of pedophilia, but has written an open letter 
calling his critics “simply evil, wrong, immoral and 
seemingly focused on their own self-aggrandisement”.
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JENNIFER MICHAEL HECHT INTERVIEWS 
NEWLY-OUT ATHEIST BARNEY FRANK

(Transcribed from “Coming Out, Again”, in December, 2013 
Politico Magazine, on politico.com)
Hecht: Why did you only come out as atheist after you left 
office?

Frank: What happens first is, it’s no longer necessary to 
profess religion overtly. It used to be. Atheism didn’t come 
up. It wasn’t relevant to policy.
But you weren’t ready to say you were an atheist before?

“Atheist” is a harsh word. It sounds like a repudiation 
to people—it sounds aggressive.

If I had been appointed senator [in John Kerry’s former 
seat], which I asked the governor to do, I would have had 
Jim [Jim Ready, Frank’s husband] hold the constitution and 
affirm. I haven’t said “so help me God” in a very long time, 
but no one notices.

I stopped engaging with religion in any way. I haven’t 
been in a house of worship in years, except for funerals. But 
I didn’t want it to seem like I was separating from Judaism. 
On Jewish holidays, I didn’t work. I didn’t want anyone to 
think, “Oh, Barney Frank is working. Why shouldn’t you?” 
For me it wasn’t a holiday but a day off.
Didn’t you feel at all that atheists are an underrepresented 
group who needed your support?

To the extent that people needed support, I’ve worked 
to advance secular goals. [Virginia Rep.] Bobby Scott and I 
worked very hard to fight against the religious exemption.

Why did you choose to come out now? [On the HBO “Real 
Time with Bill Maher” show in August, 2012.]  

Well, I didn’t plan it. I just did it on the moment.
But you were so brave in coming out as gay so many years 
ago, so I’m wondering if you thought atheism was much 
more politically problematic.

You’re missing the point! Because with all the anti-
Semitism in the world, I didn’t want to look like I was 
separating from Judaism. 

I’m sitting here looking on my desk at a shofar given to 
me by a gay congregation and a Tzedakah box. Being Jewish 
is a part of my identity, and I never wanted to seem like I 
was distancing myself from that. 

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

Let’s party to celebrate the 135th 
anniversary of the birth of party 

animal Albert Einstein (see pic, right), 
the man who changed our conception 
of reality itself. 

It’s also Pi Day — 3/14 in the 
month/day format — celebrated on 
college campuses all across the country 
since it was conceived at the San Francisco Exploratorium in 
1989. So have a slice of pie (blueberry, please) on 3/14 and 
raise your fork in salute to Birthday Boy Albie. 

Enjoy our only science-based (if unofficial) holiday.  
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