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Voice of an Angel
Personality Tests

The internet presents us with a lot of what I like to call
“time wasters”. Most are questionnaires consisting of
anywhere from 10 - 100 questions. I am always amused at
how accurate some of these tests are. Then I have to remind
myself at how generic most of the “results” are — it
reminds me a lot of horoscopes. Although, you do run
across some nice gems. Most of these come from tests that
ask more detailed questions:

The Empiricist: There are those who say that the
truths of the universe can all be spun from a
person’s own head, but you know that
knowledge is founded in sensory experience. You
are the Empiricist. The Empiricists presented the
first true challenge to Rationalist dominance in
Europe. Though they never achieved the sort of
contorted reasoning found in Descartes, the
Empiricists started a major shift in Western
philosophy and the eggheads have never looked
back. You live life by trial and error and don’t
believe anything is true without good reason.
However, youleave more room for the internal
world of personal experience than some, because
after all, how can you truly know you aren’t
splotches of paint? Thinkers you may agree with:
David Hume and Richard Dawkins.

Then there are the tests that are so generic that they fit
nearly anyone:

Which God or Goddess are you like? You are
the Goddess Bast. You are quiet and calm, but
when need be, you are firm and fierce. You are
full of love, and you always care. People often
come to you for advise or guidance, and you
willingly give it. Congatulations!! You are
Goddess!!

Silly and pointless. Wait...did it say I was a GODDESS?!
Hmm ... maybe there IS something to these tests after all!

Hungela Byero

CSS Webmaster / Assistant Editor

From the Editor
The Presidential Primaries

Our best chance of “rewinding” the damage that George
Bush has done to the country — John Edwards — is now
out of the race.

So now it’s either Clinton or Obama, running against
(presumably) John McCain. I wish I thought either of them
were serious about bringing back even the nominal rule of
law that took place a decade ago. Hell, the candidate
MOST likely to end U.S. torture policy is the Republican...

Of the Dems, the Limbaugh/Coulter types are doing
everything they can to make Clinton the nominee — which
is all Ineed to know to make MY choice...

Reed Byerns

Editor, Willamette Freethinker

CSS Meetings and Events

CSS member (and close personal friend) Bonnie Jaron was
originally scheduled to speak with us this month, about her
recent PhD thesis:
The Effects of Client Status as Atheist/Agnostic
on the Counseling Working Alliance.

Unfortunately, she died last month. We at CSS deeply
regretherloss...

Calendar:

Saturday, Feb 16™  2:00-4:00 CSSregular meeting
Saturday, Mar 15" 2:00-4:00 CSSregular meeting
Saturday, Apr 19"  2:00-4:00 CSSregular meeting

Regular meeting time:
Third Saturday of each month, from 2:00-4:00 pm.

Regular meeting location:
Corl House (3975 NW Witham Hill Dr, Corvallis).

In this issue:

* From the President p.2
* Because They Said So p.4
* The Republican Reformation p.5

* An Atheist in the Pulpit p.6
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From the President
As the World Burns

The world’s environmental crisis is growing, and at an Our growing population requires more food. At the same
increasing rate. The very future of human civilization is at time, our ever-swelling numbers, along with the shrinking
stake. Unfortunately, this is no soap opera. This is reality. reserves of oil, has increased our demand for alternative

The Timesreported recently:

The speed at which mankind has used the
Earth’s resources over the past 20 years
has put “humanity’s very survival” at risk,
a study involving 1,400 scientists has
concluded. The environmental audit, for
the United Nations, found that each
person in the world now requires a third
more land to supply his or her needs than
the Earth can supply. Thirty per cent of
amphibians, 23 per cent of mammals and
12 per cent of birds are under threat of
extinction, while one in ten of the world’s
major rivers runs dry every year before it
reaches the sea.

The bleak verdict on the environment was
issued as an “urgent call for action” by the
United Nations Environment Programme,
which said that the “point of no return”
was fast approaching. The report was
drafted and researched by almost 400
scientists, all experts in their fields, whose
findings were subjected to review by
another 1,000 of their peers. Scientists
conducting the review, 157 of whom were
nominated by 48 governments, were split
into groups of expertise for each of the ten
chapters of the report. Other experts were
selected from more than 50 research
centres in 47 countries.

Marion Cheatle, of the programme, said
that damage sustained to the environment
was of fundamental economic concern,
and if unchecked would affect growth. The
report assessed the impact on the
environment since 1987. Climate change
was identified as one of the most pressing
problems but the condition of fresh water
supplies, agricultural land and
biodiversity were considered to be of equal
concern.

sources of energy. But these alternatives may have adverse
environmental consequences of their own. Increasing
production of biofuels, for example, can cause increases in
food prices, water use, and carbon emissions.

An article in The Guardian?, for instance, noted that “The
rush to palm oil and biofuels threatens to release 14 billion
tonnes of carbon from Indonesia’s peatlands.”

Many of the largest food and fuel
companies risk climate change disaster by
driving the demand for palm oil and
biofuels grown on the world’s greatest
peat deposits, a report will say today.
Unilever, Cargill, Nestlé, Kraft, Procter &
Gamble ... are large users of Indonesian
palm oil, much of which comes from the
province of Riau in Sumatra, where an
estimated 14.6bn tonnes of carbon —
equivalent to nearly one year’s entire
global carbon emissions — is locked up in
the world’s deepest peat beds. More than
1.4m hectares of virgin forest in Riau has
already been converted to plantations to
provide cooking oil, but a further 3m
hectares is planned to be turned to
biofuels, says the Greenpeace report. [One
hectare (ha) = 100 meters square = 10,000
square meters = about 2.47 acres.]

The Indonesian plantations, which
Greenpeace says provide oil used in global
brands like Flora margarine, Pringles,
KitKat, Cadbury’s Flake and Philadelphia
cream cheese, feed a rising global demand
for cheap vegetable oil used in producing
food, cosmetics and, increasingly, vehicle
fuel. “Demand [for palm oil as a cooking
oil] is predicted to double within 25 years
and triple by 2050. Further expansion in
Indonesia is expected to be on the wet
peatlands, because most of the dry forests
havealreadybeen converted”, thereport
says.

Meeting European demand for palm oil
alone would require nearly 60,000 square
miles of plantations, says the report.
Europe expects biofuels to make up 10% of
all its transport fuel by 2010, China 20% by
2012, India 20% by 2012, and the US 10%
by 2020. “Substituting even 10% of the
world demand for diesel fuel for road

The article goes on to note that the world’s population has
grown by 34% to 6.7 billion in 20 years; that 73,000 km2 of
forest is lost across the world each year — 3.5 times the size
of Wales; and that populations of freshwater fish have
declined by 50 per cent in 20 years. What will the next 20
yearsbring?
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transport would require more than 75% of
the world’s total current demand for soya,
palm oil and rapeseed oil,” said
Greenpeace. Twenty-five years from now
the demand for palm oil for cooking will be
double today’srate.

Arecent BBC Newsreport® notes that “Carbon dioxide
(CO2) levels in the atmosphere have risen 35% faster than
expected since 2000, says a study.” It also states that
natural “sinks” for carbon dioxide are losing their
efficiency. Other articles report that Arcticsummers may be
ice-free by 2013*, and that the tropics are expanding®. A
consequence of the latter is that 75-250 million people
across Africa could face water shortages by 2020, with
agriculture fed by rainfall dropping by 50% in some
African countries by that same year.

My View

Our accelerating environmental crisis will likely lead to a
vast increase in misery, violence, and destruction. Results
may include more hunger and starvation, disease, warfare,
illegalimmigration, inflation and poverty, environmental
degradation (such as increased desertification), loss of
species, global warming, political and religious extremism,
and more.

Considering the seriousness and the immediacy of the
problem, strong, evenradical, measures are needed. I
propose that uncontrolled human reproduction no longer
beregarded as a right. With our multiplying billions
destroying the very environment we humans, and other
species, require for survival (and we have nowhere else to
go), allhumans mustbe prevented from “parenting” (being
amother or a father) more than twice. That is, people must
be allowed to replace themselves: nothing more. Anyone
who has had two children should be sterilized. At the very
least, our national aid policy should emphasize birth
control, including sterilization. If this proposal is too
Orwellian for you, what do you offer that is better?

Stopping human population growth, and then gradually
reducing human population, would buy us time to pursue,
develop, and benefit from, other measures. These may
include expanded use of wind, tidal, wave, nuclear, hydro
and geothermal energy. An exotic source of energy may be
solar power collected by satellites and beamed down to the
ground®. More than ever, conservation and recycling are
important.

Weoweit to future generations to reduce human
population and to balance our demands for resources with
our planet’s ability to provide them sustainably. Anything
less is madness, misery, and mayhem.

YJotn Dearing
President of CSS
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Footnotes:

(1) ““Humanity’s very survival’ is at risk, says UN.” The Times,
October26,2007. http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/
news/uk/science/article2739926.ece .

(2) “Big food companies accused of risking climate catastrophe.”
The Guardian, November 8, 2007.
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2007/nov/08/
climatechange.biofuels .

(3) ““Unexpected growth” in CO2 found.” BBC News, October

23,2007.http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/
7058074.stm .

(4) “Arctic summers ice-free ‘by 2013".” BBC News, December

12,2007.http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/
7139797.stm .

(5) “Tropics expand” as world warms.” BBC News, December 4,
2007. http://Inews.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/
7126069.stm .

(6) “Power from the final frontier.” The Guardian, November 1,
2007. http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2007/
nov/01l/guardianweeklytechnologysection.research.
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Because They Said So

Editorial, New York Times, 2/10/2008

Even by the dismal standards of what passes for a national
debate on intelligence and civil liberties, last week was a
really bad week.

The Senate debated a bill that would make needed updates
to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act — while
needlessly expanding the president’s ability to spy on
Americans without a warrant and covering up the
unlawful spying that President Bush ordered after 9/11.

The Democrat who heads the Senate Intelligence
Committee, John Rockefeller of West Virginia, led the way
in killing amendments that would have strengthened
requirements for warrants and raised the possibility of at
least some accountability for past wrongdoing. Republi-
cans declaimed about protecting America from terrorists —
as if anyone was arguing the opposite — and had little to
say about protecting Americans’ rights.

We saw a ray of hope when the head of the Central
Intelligence Agency conceded — finally — that
waterboarding was probably illegal. But his boss, the
director of national intelligence, insisted it was legal when
done to real bad guys. And Vice President Dick Cheney —
surprise! — made it clear that President Bush would
authorize waterboarding whenever he wanted.

The Catch-22 metaphor is seriously overused, but consider
this: Attorney General Michael Mukasey told Congress
there would be no criminal investigation into
waterboarding. He said the Justice Department decided
waterboarding was legal (remember the torture memo?) and
told the C.LA. that.

So, according to Mukaseyan logic, the Justice Department
cannot investigate those who may have committed torture,
because the Justice Department said it was O.K. and Justice
cannot be expected to investigate itself.

As it was with torture, so it was with wiretaps.

After the 2001 terrorist attacks, the president decided to
ignore the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, or FISA,
and authorized wiretaps without a warrant on electronic
communications between people in the United States and
people abroad. Administration lawyers ginned up a legal
justification and then asked communications companies
for vast amounts of data.

According to Mr. Rockefeller, the companies were “sent
letters, all of which stated that the relevant activities had
been authorized by the president” and that the attorney
general — then John Ashcroft — decided the activity was
lawful. The legal justification remains secret, but we
suspect it was based on the finely developed theory that the
president does not have to obey the law, and not on any
legitimate interpretation of federal statutes.

When Mr. Bush started his spying program, FISA allowed
warrantless eavesdropping for up to a year if the president

certified that it was directed at a foreign power, or the agent
of a foreign power, and there was no real chance that
communications involving United States citizens or
residents would be caught up. As we now know, the
surveillance included Americans and there was no
“foreign power” involved.

The law then, and now, also requires the attorney general
to certify “in writing under oath” that the surveillance is
legal under FISA, not some fanciful theory of executive
power. He is required to inform Congress 30 days in
advance, and then periodically report to the House and
Senate intelligence panels.

Congress was certainly not informed, and if Mr. Ashcroft or
later Alberto Gonzales certified anything under oath, it’s a
mystery to whom and when. The eavesdropping went on
for four years and would probably still be going on if The
Times had not revealed it.

So what were the telecommunications companies told?
Since the administration is not going to investigate this
either, civil actions are the only alternative.

The telecoms, which are facing about 40 pending lawsuits,
believe they are protected by a separate law that says
companies that give communications data to the
government cannot be sued for doing so if they were
obeying a warrant — or a certification from the attorney
general that a warrant was not needed — and all federal
statutes were being obeyed.

To defend themselves, the companies must be able to show
they cooperated and produce that certification. But the
White House does not want the public to see the
documents, since it seems clear that the legal requirements
were not met. It is invoking the state secrets privilege —
saying that as a matter of national security, it will not
confirm that any company cooperated with the wiretap-
ping or permit the documents to be disclosed in court.

So Mr. Rockefeller and other senators want to give the
companies immunity even if the administration never
admits they were involved. This is short-circuiting the legal
system. If it is approved, we will then have to hope that the
next president will be willing to reveal the truth.

Mr. Rockefeller argues that companies might balk at future
warrantless spying programs. Imagine that!

This whole nightmare was started by Mr. Bush’s decision
to spy without warrants — not because they are hard to get,
but because he decided he was above the law. Discourag-
ing that would be a service to the nation.

This debate is not about whether the United States is going
to spy on Al Qaeda, it is about whether it is going to destroy
its democratic principles in doing so. Senators who care
about that should vote against immunity.
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The Republican Reformation
by Ross Douthat, New York Times, 2/10/2008

Having spent the better part of three months attacking Mike
Huckabee and John McCain as crypto-liberals who would
destroy the Reagan coalition, the pundits, talk-radio stars
and professional activists who make up the establishment
of the conservative movement had to grit their teeth this
week as their preferred candidate, Mitt Romney, bowed to
the inevitable and abandoned the field. Mr. Huckabee and
Mr. McCain are now the last men standing in the race for
the Republican presidential nomination.

Worse than watching the two heretics celebrate in the right-
wing temple, perhaps, was that many of the conservative
movement’s own constituents had put them there. Despite
Rush Limbaugh'’s insistence that nominating Mr.
Huckabee or Mr. McCain would “destroy the Republican
Party,” on Tuesday more than half of self-described
conservatives voted for one of the two men over Mr.
Romney, the candidate endorsed by Mr. Limbaugh.

After being denounced as a tax-and-spender and a pro-life
liberal, Mr. Huckabee won four primaries in four
Republican strongholds, including Alabama and Georgia.
Mr. McCain split the frequent-churchgoer vote with Mr.
Romney, and eclipsed him among evangelical Christians,
even though thereligious-conservative poobah James
Dobson has promised to sit out the November election if
Mr. McCain becomes the Republican nominee.

The failure of conservative voters to fall in line behind Mr.
Limbaugh, Laura Ingraham and Sean Hannity, among
others, reflectsa deeper problem for the movement’s
leadership. With their inflexibility, grudge-holding and
eagerness to evict heretics rather than seek converts, too
many of conservatism’s leaders sound like the custodians
of a dwindling religious denomination or a politically
correct English department at a fading liberal-arts college.

Or like yesterday’s Democratic Party. The tribunes of the
American right have fallen into the same bad habits that
doomed their liberal rivals to years of political failure.

In spite of his record as a maverick, John McCain has
become the presumptive nominee by running a classic
Republican campaign, emphasizing strength abroad and
limited government at home, with nods to his pro-life
record. His opponents in the conservative movement, by
contrast, have behaved like caricatures of liberals,
emphasizing a host of small-bore litmus tests that matter
more to Beltway insiders than to the right-winger on the
street.

Republican primary voters who turned to Mr. Limbaugh for
their marching orders were asked to believe that Mr.
McCain’s consistently hawkish record — on Iraq, Iran, the
size of the military and any other issue you care to name —
mattered less to his standing as a conservative than his
views on waterboarding. Or that his extensive record as a

free-trader, a tax-cutter and an opponent of pork-barrel
spending wasn’t sufficient to qualify him as an economic
conservative, because he had opposed a particular set of
upper-bracket tax cuts in 2001.

Similarly, religious conservatives who listened to James
Dobson were asked to believe that Mr. McCain’s consistent
pro-life voting record was less important than the impact
his campaign-finance bill had on the National Right to Life
Committee’s ability to purchase issue ads on television 60
days before an election. Or that his consistent support for
conservative judicial nominees, and his pledge to appoint
Supreme Court justices in the mold of John Roberts and
Sam Alito, mattered less than his involvement in the “Gang
of 14” compromise on judicial filibusters.

Mike Huckabee signed a no-new-taxes pledge and
campaigned on a (borderline-crackpot) tax plan to abolish
the Internal Revenue Service and institute a national sales
tax. Yet he found himself caricatured as a “Christian
socialist” because he had raised gas taxes and cigarette
taxes while governor of Arkansas. Merely acknowledging
that some corporate chief executives might be overpaid and
some working-class voters might be struggling was enough
to get him dismissed by George Will as a “radical” who
had supposedly repudiated “free trade, low taxes, the
essential legitimacy of America’s corporate entities and the
market system allocating wealth and opportunity.”

The conservative critics of Mr. McCain and Mr. Huckabee
weren’t wrong on every issue. But in their zeal to read both
candidates out of the conservative movement, often on the
flimsiest of pretexts, the movement’s leaders raised a
standard of ideological purity that not even Ronald Reagan
could have lived up to.

This sort of purism would have been folly in Mr. Reagan’s
era, when conservatism was an insurgency with its greatest
victories still ahead of it, and there were real liberal
Republicans to slay along the way. It represents political
suicide today.

Precisely because the right has won so many battles —on
taxes, welfare, crime and the cold war — in the decades
since it squared off against Gerald Ford and Jacob Javits,
the greatest danger facing the contemporary Republican
Party is ideological sclerosis, rather than insufficient
orthodoxy.

Conservative voters seem to understand that.
Too bad their leaders don’t.

Ross Douthat, a senior editor for The Atlantic, is the co-
author of the forthcoming book, “Grand New Party: How
Republicans Can Win the Working Class and Save the
American Dream.”
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An Atheist in the Pulpit

Public identity and private belief are never more at odds than
when a preacher loses his faith.

by Bruce Grierson, Psychology Today Magazine, Jan/Feb 2008

James McAllister, a 56-year-old Lutheran minister in the
midwest, was working on his sunday sermon one
Thursday afternoon last summer. It wasn’t going well. The
reverend wasn't suffering from writer’s block —in fact, he
was crafting quite an elegant parable about “the
importance of making our whole lives a prayer.” No, the
problem was bigger than that. The sermon skated around a
private truth that McAllister could no longer deny.

McAllister has learned that you can tell

doubt, as revealed last fall in her letters, means one of two
things: Either the closest thing to a modern saint was a
phony, or her trials actually make her religious life more
meaningful, a poignant example of faith not as a certainty
but as a required test that leads to a more profound
commitment.) The spiritual struggles of ministers and
priests and rabbis remind us that, amid encroaching
fundamentalism, atheism is also on the rise. The neo-atheist
movementis fueled by outspoken

inspirational stories, grounded in social
justice and tolerance and peace, without
having to bring God into the picture —
and this sermon was a masterful case in
point. A woman in his congregation had
recently dropped everything to care for
her cancer-stricken daughter, and that
selfless commitment was sacred in its
way. “You can see how I cook the books a
little bit to make it easier to look in the

for real.”

(“Oh you’re not quitting,”
she said, waving her hand
dismissively. “You
haven’t lost your faith.”

“Um, yeah I have,”
McAllister said. “This is

N academics and intellectuals including
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens,
and others who bombard the airwaves
and bestseller lists with their calls for
deconversion. You can now send your kid
to an atheist summer camp or get yourself
certifiably “de-baptized.” (Britain’s
national Secular Society offers the
service: “Liberate yourself from the

) originalmumbojumbo thatliberated you

mirror,” he says of his sermons. “But
there are times when I get that sort of empty feeling in my
stomach, like I'm a fraud.”

Three months ago, McAllister, who is presented
pseudonymously here, took his crisis to the bishop. He’d
lost the faith, he explained, and he wanted out.

“Oh you're not quitting,” she said, waving her hand
dismissively. “You haven't lost your faith.”

“Um, yeah I have,” McAllister said. “This is for real.”

The bishop shook her head. For the church elders,
McAllister’s revelations simply did not compute.

“They’re either in complete denial,” he says, “or they're
completely comfortable with the idea that they havea
pastor who's a fraud, as long as he puts asses in the seats.

7

McAllister took the issue up with his psychiatrist. “It
emerged that she was a devout Christian herself,” he says.
“To her credit, she tried to be professional.” Where she had
once begun and ended their sessions with prayer, she
stopped when he asked her to. “But I could see she was
squirming. You know, she was sitting with a man of the
cloth who had lost it. She had problems with that.”

To be a clergyman struggling with God in 2008 is to reside
at the center of a great battle. At a time when the tension
between faith and doubt arguably defines the distance
between people more than does gender or race or even
politics, the Doubting Priest bears witness for the defense
and the prosecution. (Mother Teresa’s grave spiritual

from the original sin you never had.”)
There are hundreds of college-campus
groups devoted to secular humanism. The Atheist Alliance
International reports “so many speaking requests that
leaders of national atheist groups can’t keep up.”

Even amid the neo-atheist din, a clergy member’s crisis of
faith stands out. The natural order of things is upset when
those entrusted with the protection of souls lose the plot.
Because the clergy’s livelihood and public identity are
intimately bound up with their faith, practical consider-
ations can be just as pressing as theological doubt. And the
split between private beliefs and public sermons can leave
religious leaders feeling deeply inauthentic, a source of
psychic stress that most laypeople will never know.

Many soul-searching clergy never leave the church, making
the ranks of ordained agnostics and atheists impossible to
tally. But the raw numbers aren’t much on the minds of
clergy actually in the throes of deconversion. Their doubt is
as real and immediate as a cloud over the sun. And
somewhere in the nest of questions is a simple one: How did
this happen?

McAllister had been raised Catholic, then drifted into a 25-
year interregnum where he stopped going to church and
called himself an atheist. A midlife spiritual restlessness
nudged him into chaplaincy training 15 years ago. A
second-career minister — for most of his life he was a
graphic designer and a fine artist — McAllister approaches
the Big Questions more in the manner of a scholar than of a
monk. (Even as a Catholic grade-school kid, he recalls, he
hungered for real evidence. “Why,” he would ask the nuns,
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“did this stuff all happen so long ago before there were
cameras and TVs? Why aren’t there prophets and holy
people and miracles now?”) A year ago, frustrated with his
denomination but by no means ready to bail out, he picked
up Sam Harris’s book The End of Faith. He found he
“agreed with about 98 percent of it.”

He picked up other books in the neo-atheist canon. He read
Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion, and then the one-
two punch of Christopher Hitchens’s mega-bestselling God
Is Not Great and his earlier Letter to a Christian Nation. He
closed the latter book and found himself saying, aloud,
“Amen.” He had to face his misgivings. “I realized, itisn’t
just that I'm hurt by the way I was treated at synod, and it
isn’t just that the senior pastor that I work with was an
asshole. It’s that I don’t believe in this
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But after a milestone birthday, number 30, came and went
in 1979, Barker found himself agitated. Creatively, he was
stalled; he was having trouble working on a Christian
musical about a lost lamb, “because,” he explains, “my
views were changing while I was trying to write it.” The
restlessness, he determined, was spiritual. “It was as if
there was a little knock on my skull and somebody was
saying, ‘Hello! Anybody home?’ I was starving and didn’t
know it, like when you work hard on a project and forget to
eatand don’t know you are hungry until you are really
hungry.”

He began reading widely outside the Christian canon:

science magazines, psychology, philosophy. It was the

liberal-arts education he never had, and what followed was
“a slow but steady migration across the

anymore. And that was terrifying.”

McAllister is not just scared for himself.
“I'’know that my parishioners look to me
for comfort,” he says. “They’re coming
to the end of their life and they want
some assurance that it’s all going to be
OK.Ihavesatat the deathbed of people
in my congregation and told them what
Iregard as lies — or fantasies, at least —
justto give them comfort. I'm willing to
do that up to a point, but not for the rest

f”They’re coming to the end )
of their life and they want
some assurance that it’s all
going to be OK. I have sat at
the deathbed of people in my
congregation and told them
what I regard as lies — or
fantasies, at least — just to

\give them comfort.”

theological spectrum” that took about
five years. (Among the deeply faithful,
doubt is often first stoked with
exposure to the “outside world.”)

As he carried on a secret life of secular
reading, Barker phased out the fire-and-
brimstone sermons. “But even then I felt
hypocritical, often hearing myself
mouth words about which I was no
longer sure, but words that the

J audience wanted to hear.”

of my working life.”

Then there’s the practical dimension. McAllister owes the
church $18,000 for his schooling, at the same time as he’s
trying to put his last son through college. “I'm 56, which
isn’t a real good age to be pounding the pavement, and I've
gotamaster’s of divinity, not the most marketable degree in
theworld.”

Richard Dawkins is convinced that McAllister’s situation
is common; in fact, he hopes one day to address it through
“clergyman-retraining scholarships,” set up through his
charitable foundation, to “bridge the gap between living a
lie and getting a new life,” as he puts it.

McAllister’s dilemma is familiar to Dan Barker, who
coheads the Madison, Wisconsin-based Freedom From
Religion Foundation (FFRF). The group spreads the word
about atheism and fights legal battles to keep church and
state separate. It is a soft place to land for the doubters who
find it. Barker daily receives e-mails and letters from people
who are wrestling with issues of faith, and he always
writes back promptly and cheerily. E-mails from clergy are
avery small part of the mix. But of all the stories he hears,
these are the ones that resonate most — because they are
his story, too.

Barker was a religious prodigy. Raised attending a
charismatic Pentecostal church near Disneyland, he
received “the call” at age 15, and wasted no time spreading
the good news. He converted his high-school Spanish
teacher. He became part of an evangelical team that went
door-to-door holding revival meetings. He penned and
performed popular Christian jingles.

The confirmation, as Barker interpreted
it, came one night in November, as he lay on a burlap cot in
a church in a Mexican border town where he’d come to give
a guest sermon. As he peered out at a splash of stars, Barker
had a sudden profound sensation that had nothing to do
withintellect, the kind of deeply felt moment more
commonly associated with finding God than losing Him.
He was, Barker understood, utterly alone here.

“For my whole life there had been this giant eyeball looking
at me, this god, this holy spirit, this church history, and this
Bible. And not only everything I did but everything I
thought was being judged: Was God pleased? I realized
that that wasn’t there anymore. It occurred to me, ‘I own
these thoughts. Nobody knows what I'm thinking right
now. There’s no fear of hell, no fear of judgment, I don’t
have to be right or wrong, I can just be me.”” It felt as if
charges had been dropped for a crime for which he had
been falsely accused. It was exhilarating and frightening all
at once. “When you're ready to jump out of an airplane to
skydive, you can be terrified but excited at the same time,”
he says. “There’s a point where you go, all right, let’s do
this.”

Says Barker: “We surveyed our members 10 years ago,
asking them: ‘If you were raised religious, why did you
change your mind?’ There was no one answer. Some
people gave social reasons: the way the church treats
women. Some people gave reasons like, ‘the fear of hell —1I
just couldn’t live with that.” But the answer people gave
more often than any other was that it was intellectual:
Religion eventually just did not make sense.”
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Looking back, Tom Reed, a former Roman Catholic priest
from Mississippi, can pretty clearly identify his own
moment of truth. It followed a quick succession of historical
events: the 1968 Vatican statement upholding opposition to
birth control and the death of Martin Luther King Jr. The
two events finished off Reed’s faith in the church and his
faith in God.

For Reed, deconversion was almost as quick and binary as
the flick of a switch. At a certain point, he says, “it was
suddenly clear that the courageous thing to do was to just
admit that this is all made up.

“Iremember waking up one day saying, I'm going to
practice being an atheist, just move through the day with
that in mind. It had become a part of my being, the idea that
God was ultimately responsible for everything that was
happening. Now I proceeded from the assumption that
there was no God in the picture.”

It sounds like a coolly rational process, a Jesuitical internal
debate tipping forward into certainty. It wasn't. “It was
scary as hell,” Reed says. “I realized, ‘I'm not going to see
my mother and father again.”” The sense of cold finality,
the impression that one’s prayers are just so many tennis
balls served into the ocean: Such existential issues are a big
part of anybody’s crisis of faith. But for religious leaders,
the stakes are raised even further, for faith is no longer a
privatematter.

“As a clergyman your livelihood is not just ajob —it’sa
whole theological system that you’d better be on board
with,” says Dick Hewetson, a 77-year-old former Episcopal
minister from Minnesota who left the church to do secular
work and soon called himself an atheist.

“It hit me during those last couple of years in the pulpit
that everything coming out of my mouth was being taken as
gospel,” he says. “I began to think, This is crazy. If I tell
these people something, they believe me. Remember
Jonestown? People asked, How could that happen? Well, I
know how.Iwasn’t the Jim Jones type, and my people
weren't the Jonestown type. But I was the shepherd and
they were the sheep, for sure.”

Charles Templeton, the late Canadian evangelist-turned-
journalist, argued that a disjunction between what
clergymen say publicly and what they believe privately is
so common that serious cognitive dissonance comes with
the territory. “Most intelligent clergymen preach to the right
of their theology,” Templeton wrote in his memoir Farewell
to God. “They are more conservative in the pulpit than they
are in private conversation or when counseling a
parishioner.”

What eventually happens, as it did for James McAllister, is
that sermons become cooler and less dogmatic. The
clergyman, stated Templeton, “is likely to settle for what
mightbest be described as an altruistic, do-goodest
Christian philosophy.”

Krista Wren [name changed], who never became a minister
only because doors were quietly closed in front of her, tells

February 2008

a tale of spiritual disaffection with an ironic twist. A 44-
year-old minister’s wife from Atlanta and “a flailing
Christian for 23 years,” Wren worked with her husband on
Pat Robertson’s ministry before leaving to do missionary
work in Africa. She thought of herself as a missionary;
unfortunately for her, no one else did. At one fund-raising
meeting prior to the couple’s African departure, three
dozen people gathered around her husband, Tom [name
changed], and one said a prayer: “God, anoint Tom to bring
forth your word with power! Let him see miracles as he
prays for the people of Africa. May he lead many to Christ
as you empower his words... “ Then the crowd gathered
around her. She held her breath in anticipation. “And Dear
God,” awoman’s voice said, “please give Krista creative
ways to do laundry.” It was a decisive moment and in a
way a portent of the end. “Maybe I've not gotten past it
because it sums up the mind of many churches and even so
many scriptures,” Wren wrote in a recent e-mail to Dan
Barker, with whom she had been corresponding. “Men do
great things for God — and women wash their shorts.”

Wren is currently a hairsbreadth away from throwing it all
over the side and coming out as an atheist.

But here is the twist: Her husband became a pastor only
because, going on 30 years ago, she converted him. (“And
with a great deal of effort.”) Now she’s heading back across
the bridge the other way. She is virtually certain he won't
make the trip with her. What is certain is that their
marriage will be tested. Her disaffection is a subject so
delicate she handles it with tongs.

“I'm hesitant to say too much, but the things that I have
said have caused him to look as though his dog just died.
When he learned I was corresponding with Dan — he
looked over my shoulder in the middle of an e-mail — the
color drained from his face. He shook his head and said, as
he walked out of the room, “This is just sad.” Well, part of
me thinks it’s sad, and part of me thinks it’s about damn
time.”

Barker’s own marriage did not survive his spiritual U-turn.
(His wife, who remains faithful, remarried a Baptist
minister.) And their four children?

“We both agreed that the children should never have to be
in a position where they had to choose sides.” One son has
announced that he doesn’t believe in God. One daughter
“was going to a Unitarian church for a while, and I think
she might be a nominal believer.” A second daughter “has
been a New Agey believer for a while.” The third daughter
is patently, traditionally religious. Barker seems pleased by
the way the kids landed all across the spectrum of belief/
disbelief, pixels in a snapshot of free will. Religious
conversion is often explained in part as an effort to relieve
the tension of uncertainty (“If the decision could be made
conscious,” psychiatrist M. Scott Peck once wrote, “I think
it would be as if that person said to himself or herself, ‘I am
willing to do anything — anything — in order to liberate
myself from this chaos.””) But letting faith go, in the end,
can bring relief, too.
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“We tend to ignore how much cognitive effort is required to
maintain extreme religious beliefs, which have no
supporting evidence whatsoever,” says the evolutionary
biologist David Sloan Wilson. He likens the process to a
cell trying to maintain its osmotic pressure. “You're trying
to pump out the mainstream influences all the time. You're
trying to maintain this wall, and keep your beliefs inside,
and all these other beliefs outside. That’s hard work.” In
some ways, then, at least for fundamentalists, “growing out
of it is the easiest thing in the world.”

In Dan Barker’s journey from fundamentalism to atheism,
there were two stages of disillusionment. First came the loss
of faith in the religion (that is, the loss of faith in the literal
word), and then came the loss of faith in faith itself.

“The first step is hardest,” he says. “Because as a
fundamentalist, there is no middle ground.

“I remember a pastor telling me that he had a couple of
congregants who didn’t believe in the historical truth of
Adam and Eve. They thought that Adam and Eve were a
metaphor. I was shocked. I thought, 'How can you even let
them be in your church? If parts of the Bible can be
allegorized, then anything goes!”

“But I made the leap: OK, the fact that I disagree with these
Christians should not be grounds for disfellowshipping
them. That was a hard thing for me to do. But once I did it,
the later flying leaps that  made were easier to take,
psychologically, because I'd already admitted some gray.”

A number of the clergy who have contacted Barker tell of a
similar spiritual arc. It’s as if a kind of psychological
algorithm begins to work, with the shedding of illusions
proceeding in inevitable, sequential steps, until an
outdated belief is pitched with last night’s coffee grounds.
We wake up, if we're lucky: case closed.

And yet it is not so simple as that. Carlton Pearson is an
example of a clergyman whose spiritual about-face need
not end up where neo-atheists say it should. In the 1980s
and early 1990s, Pearson, then a Pentecostal bishop, was
among the most prominent and beloved fundamentalist
preachers in the American South, heading up a
megachurch in Tulsa, Oklahoma, with a loyal congregation
5,000 strong.

But something happened to Pearson as he and his church
nosed toward the millennium. He stopped believing in hell
and sin and the literal interpretation of the scriptures.

He was eating dinner in front of the TV with his baby
daughter. On the news, Peter Jennings was revisiting
Rwanda, investigating the fallout from that country’s civil
war. The scene was nightmarish: tiny infants, flies in their
eyes and hair red from malnutrition groping at the empty
breasts of their skeletal mothers. Carlton looked over at his
own plump-faced child, then back at the TV. These African
kids would soon be gone. Gone where? According to his
own formal belief system, they were bound for hell.
Somebody, he thought, needs to preach the gospel to these
kids right now. To save them.
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And then another thought formed. “You think I'm sucking
them into hell? Carlton, look. They're already there.” This,
he thought, is where the pain comes from, all the weeping
and wailing and gnashing of teeth. We do it to each other,
and to ourselves. “I saw emergency rooms and divorce
courts and jails,” Pearson recalls. “For the first time in my
life, I did not see God as the inventor of hell.”

It was a very different Carlton Pearson who returned to the
pulpit. A lot of things he had been preaching, he told his
congregation, were wrong. The central premise of their
faith, the idea, “as my dad used to put it, that “You gonna
be cookin,” but you ain’t never gonna get done!” “ was
bogus. There is no eternal damnation.

Almost all of the flock abandoned Pearson, who was
officially declared a heretic by the College of Pentecostal
Bishops.

Like Dan Barker, Carlton Pearson made a big leap away
from literalism. And that leap set a chain-reaction of new
perceptions: Hebecame much lessjudgmental, more
receptive to people and ideas he had dismissed or
discounted. Unlike Barker’s leap, Pearson’s did not land
him in a godless place. Throughout his trials the
transmission signal of the divine, a felt thing, an
inarticulable butabsolutely bet-the-farm certainty persisted.

And so instead of abandoning God he invented a new
theology that he calls the “gospel of inclusion,” and he
hung out a new shingle for a church he calls New
Dimensions. It’s a theology that gives everyone, notjust
avowed Christians, hope of salvation — and spares
everyone the eternal fire of hell.

“I believe the logic of God is inerrant,” he says. “I don’t
believe that the letter is. The logic of God would be love; the
letter of God would be law.” That Pearson is nominally a
Christian seems almost a trivial point. After he was
officially declared a heretic by the College of Pentecostal
Bishops, the Unitarian Church of Christ opened its arms to
him; and since it preached an inclusiveness he appreciated,
the denomination seemed as good a place as any to hang
his hat.

The Unitarian Church is a haven for many an atheist and
agnostic, offering the comforting ritual (hymns are often
rewritten with nontheistic lyrics) and esprit de corps of
religion, without the dogma. Suzanne Paul, a minister to
the New Hope Unitarian Universalist congregation in the
suburbs of Detroit, was raised Roman Catholic, but could
not stop questioning the “logic” of the Bible, and concluded
that she was an atheist at age 20. She became involved in
humanistic Judaism through her husband and finally
found a niche in New Hope, where she leads holiday
celebrations she sorely missed. “We celebrate Passover,
Easter, Yom Kippur, asking, “‘What can we learn from this
holiday?” Yom Kippur, for example, is about forgiveness
and atonement. We are naturally social animals and like to
be with like-minded people. I enjoy the community aspect
of religion but not the theistic end of it.”
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It took Suzanne some three decades to openly declare
herself an atheist. “I recognized early that you can clear a
room if you say you're an atheist. I prefer to identify myself
as a humanist.”

Pearson, too, has struggled with when and how to
characterize his beliefs. “I don’t always say this publicly
butI'm starting to feel more free to do so: I don’t necessarily
believe in a god, or the God; I just believe in God.”

Since his new direction, Pearson’s fortunes have
plummeted. Only about a hundred people hear him preach
on Sundays at 1 p.m. because they have to wait until the
Episcopalians finish their service. “We're in a foster-care
program,” he says.

And when people approach him and say, “Bishop Pearson,
I’'m losing my faith,” he now has a better answer.

“We spend our lives impersonating who we think others
want us to be,” he says. “And we end up as living
impostors. So, when someone comes to me and tells me
they’relosing their faith, I congratulate them. You're
starting to embrace your own thinking self — the essential,
immutable, immortal self — as opposed to the accidental
criminal you have been made to think you are.”

Doubt, for Carlton Pearson, isn’t a sign that one’s faith is
evaporating; it’s just a sign that it’s going underground
and changing.

And so there emerges, in the literature of spiritual self-
transformation, a kind of parallel canon between the
religious conversions and the Dawkins-style
deconversions. It is the idea of the full circle, or the nun-
turned-religious scholar Karen Armstrong’s so-called
“spiral staircase,” wherein we eventually come back
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around to our old spiritual position, but at a higher level,
from which we see a wider landscape.

It’s the story of the young Carl Jung. Growing up in Geneva,
he watched his parson father become tormented by religious
doubt. This made him reject conventional religious practice,
but it sharpened his sense of the importance of some sort of
personal spiritual quest, which he regarded as the main
issue in the life of everyone over 35.

The desertion of priests and nuns from the Catholic church
since the 1960s seems to be the story of an en masse loss of
faith. “But it can also be seen as a strengthening of faith,”
says John Portmann, a professor of religious studies at the
University of Virginia, who is working on a book on
“cultural Catholicism.” (By far the most-cited reason for
leaving was unrelated to God: It was church policy on
celibacy and marriage.) “If some semblance of faith can
persist in spite of all [the church’s missteps and scandals],
you know your faith is real, you weren’t in it for the
trappings of the church or the comfort of the rituals.”

Dan Barker has now been an atheist longer than he was a
believer, and he is at peace with his decision. But for the
morerecentdeconverts, some struggles remain. Perhaps
chief among them is finding a substitute for the very real
consolations that faith provided. When you’ve lost God,
how do you fill the void?

“That’s what I'm wrestling with now,” says James
McAllister. “I don’t have anyone to talk to in my heart. The
prayers I used to say, I simply don’t bother anymore. I
obviously regard prayer to be silly, even. Butit was a
comforting place thatIcould go.I'velet that go. And there s
avoid. And hopefully it can be replaced just by appreciating
beingalive.”
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