
Scott Lohman, President of the Humanists of Minnesota, 
has found an appreciation for a certain low budget sci-
ence fiction television show from the 1960s.  Lohman 
learned out about the Humanists of Minnesota through a 
table the group had at a Star Trek convention.  Since then, 
he has been able to live long and prosper by learning 
more about Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry and the 
Humanist principles present in the show.  Star Trek, like 
many science fiction shows, has more freedom to express 
ideas that are outside of popular culture and can be used 
to raise awareness in ways other genres cannot.  Lohman 
will be explaining the Humanism of Star Trek through his 
research, as well as viewing clips to express this unique 
method of presenting the Humanist message.  We invite 
all fans of humanism, atheism, free-thought and science 
fiction to boldly go. 
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Minnesota Atheists is the state's 
largest and most active atheist or-
ganization.  How did we get to be 
that way?  Through the efforts of 
founding members, such as 
Shirley Moll, Steve Petersen and 
August Berkshire, our organization 
is continually fulfilling its mission to 
provide a welcoming community for 
atheists, educate the public about 
atheism, and support the separation 
of state and church.  We are strong 
promoters of ‘Positive Atheism,’ 
which means different things to dif-
ferent people.  To me, I see Positive 
Atheism as advocating several 
things. 
     The first is honesty and open-
ness.  Since we do not believe in any 
gods, we must rely on ourselves to 
resolve issues great and small.  We 
cannot appeal to the heavens to feed 
the hungry, or to ease the mind of 
someone we have wronged.  We 
must do so ourselves.  With Minne-
sota Atheists, I have found members 
having a good sense of integ-

rity.  With people like 
that, it is easy to dis-
agree respectfully and 
know where someone 
stands. 
     The second is that 

atheism, as a unique worldview, 
should be respected.  While atheists 
differ on social issues, a person’s 
lack of belief in a god or gods should 
not affect how others consider his or 
her opinions.  Lately, there has been 
more effort to include atheists in in-
terfaith dialog panel discussions and 
atheists’ opinions are being heard 
regarding social and ethical is-
sues.  Minnesota Atheists has been 
proud to participate in these efforts. 
     The third is to stand our ground 
and let people know we are athe-
ists.  This does not mean being indis-
criminately anti-religious, but rather, 
voicing our opinions on specific is-
sues.  Through respectful dialog, we 
can challenge any organization 
which seeks to limit the separation of 
state and church or seeks to harm 

others simply because they are athe-
ists.  We focus on protecting our 
rights and building a community, 
rather than seeking fights about the 
existence of God, because we have 
found we can make a larger differ-
ence this way.  If an organization 
seeks a friendly theological debate, 
we won't object; we think that our 
arguments based on truth and evi-
dence stand strong, but our energy is 
better spent in other ways. 
     We should not be ashamed or be 
afraid to admit we are atheists.  As 
president of Minnesota Atheists, I 
will continue to work to make our 
organization unnecessary in soci-
ety.  That may never happen, but it is 
my goal.  When atheists don't feel 
like a minority, when their opinions 
are respected, and when religious 
intrusions into our government and 
society are no longer problems, Min-
nesota Atheists will have no pur-
pose.  Until that day, I will stand 
with you. 

President’s Column 
 

by Bjorn Watland 

 

Atheist Advocacy 

The Secular 
Bible Study 

The co-sponsored Secular Bible 
Study met for the first time February 
24.  Forty-five people attended and 
appeared to be engaged in the discus-
sions.  Chester O’Gorman is a co-
leader and sponsored through the out-
reach program offered by Trinity 
Methodist Church.  Grant Steves is a 
co-leader and sponsored by the MNA.  
The Secular Bible Study group has 
men and women of all ages and a di-
versity of beliefs.  Chester started the 
meeting with introductions of the par-
ticipants, and Grant announced the 
rules of dialog.  The large group was 
divided into five smaller groups to 
begin reacting to the first chapter of 

the book of Genesis.  After discussing 
for several minutes, we reconvened in 
the large group to share reactions.  
Their reflections on the 
first chapter of Genesis and 
Enuma Elish of Babylo-
nian origins helped to set 
the stage for how the study 
will be conducted: the 
reading of the text for un-
derstanding, but not for 
spiritual edification neces-
sarily.  
     The next meeting of the 
group will be March 10 in 
northeast Minneapolis (the 
exact location is uncertain). 
     If you are interested in 
this group, you may con-
tact them through www.

meetup.com and search for the Secu-
lar Bible Study group or contact the 
MNA Board Chair Grant Steves. 
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by James Zimmerman 
 
One of the most effective 
tools a religion has at its dis-
posal is shunning.  Fear of 
being shunned is what keeps 
many members loyal to a re-
ligion they no longer fully 
believe.  And for those few 
who are vocal about the hy-
pocrisy they’ve discovered 
in their former religion, shunning is a 
form of damage control, a preemptive 
maneuver that prevents the faithful – 
the ‘sheep’ – from associat-
ing with those who may 
cause their faith to waver. 
     In religions, and other 
groups propped up by unveri-
fiable claims, the need for 
shunning is apparent.  Should 
a member come across damn-
ing information about the 
group, it is imperative to ex-
communicate that individual 
hastily, lest they divulge their 
findings to others.  Of course, 
merely erasing a former 
member from a religion’s 
roster does not shut them up, but it 
does squelch the curiosity of members 
in good standing.  Simply inform the 
faithful members of a cult, sect, or re-
ligion, that their best friend, brother, 
sister, father or mother has been dis-
fellowshipped and – violá! – sud-
denly, and without dissent, all in the 
congregation are now under theologi-
cal mandate to ignore, demonize and 
otherwise demean their former com-
panion. 
     The word “shun” brings with it im-
ages of a by-gone era; of women in 
bonnets in the back woods physically 
turning their back on former mem-
bers; of zealots crying out that their 
family member is “dead to them”.  
But far from being relegated to by-
gone books and plays, shunning is vi-
brant and thriving in twenty-first cen-

tury America. 
     Case in point: my wife 
and I have the pleasure of 
being shunned by dozens of 
friends and relatives.  We 
left the religion of our up-
bringing with no grudges, 
and without having commit-
ted any of their so-called 
“sins” (these include the 
usual, such as extra-marital 

relations and interfaith activities, but 
also mundane activities such as voting 
and smoking).  Still, Witnesses are 

trained to believe that any dissent is 
worthy of complete shunning and, as 
the months went on, we regularly re-
ceived letters, phone calls and emails 
from family members curtly explain-
ing they would no longer have any 
contact with us. 
     For example, my wife’s sister felt 
compelled to say in a recent email: 
“…you and James are no longer Jeho-
vah's Witnesses.  Based on this, com-
bined with the abusive talk about my 
beliefs and religion to others, I am 
making the decision to cease all asso-
ciation with you and James.”  (The 
hypocrisy of a Witness condemning 
another for sharing their beliefs with 
others is nearly humorous.)  And from 
her brother: “Due to the fact that you 
and James are no longer wit-
nesses [sic] along with your outspo-

ken veiw [sic] about our beliefs, 
we had to make the dicision [sic] to 
cease all association with you.” 
   Thankfully, this is a watered down 
interpretation of the stance the relig-
ion’s members wish they could take.  
Jehovah’s Witnesses, in particular, 
have a palpable nostalgia for the days 
when conscientious objectors, instead 
of being shunned, were simply killed: 
“We are not living today among theo-
cratic nations where such members of 
our fleshly family relationship could 
be exterminated for apostasy … Being 

limited by the laws of the 
worldly nations in which we 
live and also by the laws of 
God through Jesus Christ, we 
can take action against apos-
tates only to a certain extent, 
that is, consistent with both 
sets of laws.  The law of the 
land and God’s law through 
Christ forbid us to kill apos-
tates.” (The Watchtower, 15 
Nov 1952) 
     This relational aggression 
is immediate and total.  Even 
my wife’s response, wherein 

she explained that our three year-old 
son has gifts he wishes to give to his 
cousin, met with silence.  Witnesses 
believe that toddlers - and even in-
fants - are equally culpable with their 
parents, a teaching they base on that 
ever-loving book, the bible, and hence 
they see no reason to associate with 
the condemned children of aposta-
tized parents. 
     The next time a clean-shaven, 
smiling face shows up at your door-
step to push their religion, ask them 
whom they are shunning: their child-
hood friend?  Their cousin?  Their 
mom?  Their grandson?  Then ask 
them if they believe theirs is a religion 
of love.  Then ask them to reconcile 
this dichotomy.  They may squirm, 
they may run.  Either way, they’ll 
think.  It’s never too late to start. 

Shunning is Alive and Well in 21st Century Minnesota 

James Zimmerman 

“We are not living today among theocratic 
nations where such members of our fleshly 
family relationship could be exterminated for 
apostasy … Being limited by the laws of the 
worldly nations in which we live and also by 
the laws of God through Jesus Christ, we can 
take action against apostates only to a cer-
tain extent, that is, consistent with both sets 
of laws.  The law of the land and God’s law 
through Christ forbid us to kill apostates.”  
(The Watchtower, 15 Nov 1952) 
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by Jeannette Watland 
 

As an atheist, I am often secluded and out of place in so-
ciety.  I can only imagine how different a child feels 
when they realize they are the only non-believer in their 
classroom.  When I found out about Camp Quest a year 
ago I was filled with hope and excitement.  Here is a 
place where adults and children alike can be themselves 
in a comfortable and welcoming environment.  I had to 
check it out and doing so was one of the best choices I 
have ever made.  The adult volunteers are wonderful 
people and I really feel like I can relate to them. The 
children and young adults I have encountered are abso-
lutely amazing.  All the kids I have had the pleasure to 
mentor at Camp Quest are funny, smart, and intuitive.  I 
couldn't think of a better place for growing freethinkers.  
     So what do we do at Camp Quest?  We do all the fun 
camp stuff one would see at a conventional camp: swim-
ming, canoeing, archery, and field games.  We have arts 
and crafts activities, such as long time favorite candle 
making.  Every year there is a field trip and a service 
project.  We teach ethics, critical thinking, and religious 
and cultural tolerance.  However, sometimes I think the 
kids would be perfectly content if they could just spend a 

week with friends who understand them. 
     Camp Quest is growing in popularity.  It started in 
2004 with just 11 kids.  This year we are hoping to ac-
commodate at least 35 kids, and 15 volunteers.  We hope 
to see returning campers, as well as new faces.  I feel 
privileged to be a part of Camp Quest as it continues to 
grow.  If you wish to support this great camp you can do 
so in three ways. 
     The first is to send your children.  We accommodate 
all children from ages 8 - 15, however, children from hu-
manist, freethinking, atheist, agnostic, or Unitarian 
homes would be most comfortable at camp. There is a 
Counselor-in-Training program for young adults between 
the ages of 16 and 17. 
     The second way to help is by volunteering. This year 
we will need more volunteers than ever, to keep up with 
our growing roster.  As a volunteer I really feel like I 
have made life long friends.  I look forward to coming 
back every year.  In fact, I got more exited about camp 
than my own honeymoon.  We encourage volunteers to 
stay the whole week at camp.  Previous camping experi-
ence is helpful, but not required.  Anyone with experi-
ence with kids can be put to good use. 
     Lastly, you can help through donations.  It is always 
hard to ask for money, especially in times of economic 
hardship.  However, if you are in a place to help Camp 
Quest financially, just know that every dollar we receive 
is well spent.  We use money from donations on things 
such as supplies, scholarships, field trips, renting the fa-
cility, and keeping the cost of camp down for every-
one.  Anything we receive will be greatly appreciated. 
     Camp Quest is held near Mound, Minnesota and will 
run this year from July 26 to Aug 1.  Because of gener-
ous donations, the cost per camper is only $395.  To find 
out more about Camp Quest visit our website at www.
Camp-Quest.org, or call Rick Rohrer at 952-903-0520.  

(Continued from page 6) 
will work with me on ensuring a 
smooth transition towards this pro-
gram.  We will endeavor to continue 
the format as it has developed, break-
ing the interviews into segments.  
Rather than playing commercials dur-
ing the breaks, we will provide the 
various subcommittees opportunity to 
submit brief reports.  
     Brent Michael Davids, a gifted 
composer, is developing an original 
musical theme.  He also will be creat-
ing variations on that theme so we 
will be proud of the music we use for 
lead-ins and fade-outs.  

     The podcasts will be hosted on a 
server with high-speed broadband ac-
cess, with a scheduled “live” show 
along with a podcast. I have had sev-
eral non-atheists approach me when 
they recognized me as the host of the 
morning show, saying that they like 
the show. I don't want to lose a 
“broadcast” appeal.  However, with a 
podcast format we will be able to re-
cord events outside of the studio and 
present edited versions on the show. 
     Our recent shows have featured 
author Eric Maisel; August Berkshire, 
Steve Petersen, Crystal Dervetski, 
and Jeannette Watland in The Chang-

ing of the Guard; Greg Laden inter-
viewing biologist and philosopher 
Massimo Pigliucci and Celebrating 
Darwin at the Bell, overseen by Lynn 
Fellman.   
     Upcoming shows will feature an 
examination of the humanism of the 
Star Trek Universe; Peter A. Lipson 
the guardian against medical woo;, 
Biologist Sean Carroll of the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin and David Eller.  
     For more details on each show, 
visit the Radio Page at mnatheists.
org. 
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by Mike Haubrich  
Director, Atheist Talk Radio Show 

 
Atheists Talk continues to be a solid out-
reach program for the Minnesota Atheists, 
and I am pleased to report that plans are in 
the works to branch into two separate pro-
jects related to the show.   
     August Berkshire is going to pilot a hy-
brid version of the show on KTNF radio, 
using his skills at outreach and dialog with 
the religious.  There is the possibility that 
the new show, a shared program with a the-
istic co-host, may be picked up by KTNF as 
one of their own shows! Please show sup-
port for this project by listening and encour-
aging your friends to listen.   
     On the next track, the current show will 
be moving to an internet-based podcast 
show.  Stephanie Zvan, our current host, 

(Continued on page 5) 

Radio Report 

The new Minnesota Atheists Board of Directors: Standing from left: Grant Steves, Jeannette Watland, Bjorn Watland, George Kane, 
Crystal Dervetski, Mike Haubrich and Cathy Prody.  Inserts: left: Andy Flamm, right: Jack Caravela. 

Meet your new Board of Directors 

The Atheists Talk program on the “Changing of the Guard” included (standing 
from left) outgoing founding members August Berkshire and Steve Petersen.  
Mike Haubrich did the interview and Stephanie Zvan was the host.  The incom-
ing leaders (seated from left) are Jeannette Watland and Crystal Dervetski. 
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Financial Report 

by Bob Schmitz, Chair 
 

Minnesota Atheists and the Humanists of Minnesota 
have established the First Amendment Watchdog com-
mittee, which has been meeting monthly since 27 May 
2008.  The committee’s purpose is to focus on church-
state separation violations in the State of Minne-
sota.  Early in its existence 
our committee addressed the 
matter of a large Christian 
banner hanging from the 
ceiling in the high school 
cafeteria at Kimball, Minne-
sota.  It was observed by 
one of our members while 
attending a basketball game 
there one evening.  The 
committee referred this mat-
ter to ACLU-MN.  Chuck 
Samuelson, Executive Di-
rector of ACLU-MN, imme-
diately sent a letter to the 
Superintendent of that school district, pointing out the 
potential violation of the law and recom-
mended remedial action.  This incident is 
an example of the role our committee can 
play in addressing such violations. 
     Other issues addressed by the commit-
tee include:  1) Questionable practices of 
Charter Schools in relation to church-state 
separation; 2) tax supported programs like 
Positive Alternatives (anti-choice counsel-
ing services for pregnant women); 3) tax credits and de-
ductions for Christian home schools; 4) tuition write-offs 
for parochial school tuition; 5) Property tax exemptions 
for church property; and, 6) Creationism in public high 

school science classes (an estimated 25% of our students 
are being taught creation science in public school biology 
classes as an alternative to evolution).  Due to our actions 
FFRF might be interested in Positive Alternatives. 
     The committee has decided to develop a network of 
watchdogs throughout the state.  Any member of a Free-
thought group can volunteer.  They would report viola-

tions observed in their area 
to the committee, which 
would offer consultation on 
how the issue might be ad-
dressed.  Other resources 
such as ACLU-MN, FFRF, 
and American's United 
would be utilized.  If legis-
lative issues arise that the 
committee believes should 
be addressed, the watchdog 
advocates may be asked to 
contact their respective leg-
islators.  Our goal is to es-

tablish a watchdog advocate in each of the 67 Senate 
Districts.  If there are two or more in a district we con-

nect them with each other.  We have come 
to the realization that the Freethought 
community needs to organize to make 
their voice heard. 
     If you are interested in becoming a 
watchdog contact us at info@mnatheists.
org (MN Atheists) or allibobi@comcast.
net (H of M).  We will need your name, 

email address, phone number, Senate district number, 
State Senator or State Representative if known.  If you 
do not know who represents you or what district you are 
in we can supply that information based on your address. 

First Amendment Watchdog Committee 

The committee has decided to 
develop a network of watchdogs 
throughout the state.  Any 
member of a Freethought group 
can volunteer.  They would re-
port violations observed in their 
area to the committee, which 
would offer consultation on how 
the issue might be addressed. 

Building Fund: $1055     
Thomas Dooley              $35 
Guy Harper                     $50 
Vanita Mishra                $100 
Christopher Matthews    $50 
Randy Quast                   $500 
Art Scearcy                     $50 
Bob Schmitz                   $25 
James Whitney               $25 
Vern Young                   $200 
Anonymous                    $20 

Radio Fund: $255     
Matthew Dittloff             $25 
Thomas Dooley              $30 
Simon Gibson                $25 
James Koran                   $25 
Art Scearcy                     $50 
David Thomas                $100 
 
Building Fund balance as of 
January 31, 2009: $113,907 

Visibility (General) Fund: 
$560     
Louis Odette                              $25 
Randy Quast                              $500 
Melorie Raymond-Gabrysiak    $20 
Michael Toft                              $15 
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by Greg Peterson 
 
Ever since Sam Harris first got our 
attention with The End of Faith, a 
parade of atheist-themed books has 
come out. Thanks to people like 
Richard Dawkins, Victor Stenger, 
Taner Edis and others the scientific 
case for the implausibility of reli-
gious dogmas has been largely 
made. Christopher Hitchens has 
made the politico-sociological case 
against the desirability of religion, 
and Daniel Dennett has gotten us to 
question religion and reli-
gious psychology. But until 
recently, a few topics have 
been missing from our 
canon. Enter Eric Maisel and 
h i s  A t h e i s t ' s  W a y . 
     Way presupposes atheism. 
Maisel spends no time mak-
ing a case for godlessness, a position 
he sees as too evident (perhaps be-
cause the case has been made else-
where) to address in this slim vol-
ume. He has other, bigger fish to fry, 
anyway, rather than rehashing the 
same old arguments against cogent 
evidence for theism. 
     Maisel sets out to answer the 
question, “How then should we 
live?” and he largely succeeds in 
providing challenging answers that 
provide philosophical courage and 
direction without succumbing to un-
realistic, wishy-washy, banal 
“inspiration.” 
     This is the path of existentialism 
that looks reality in the eye unflinch-
ingly and determines to create in our 
meaningless universe a source of 
boundless meaning from within. We 
nominate ourselves, we invest mean-
ing, and we take off on a hero's 
quest. Some statements within the 
book reminded me of my favorite 

line from the TV series, Angel, in 
which the title character says, "In the 
greater scheme or the big picture, 
nothing we do matters. There's no 
grand plan, no big win....If there is 
no great glorious end to all this, if 
nothing we do matters, then all that 
matters is what we do. 'cause that's 
all there is....All I wanna do is help. I 
wanna help because I don't think 
people should suffer as they do. Be-
cause, if there is no bigger meaning, 
then the smallest act of kindness is 
the greatest thing in the world." 

     Maisel might take exception to 
some parts of what Angel said. It is 
perhaps a little facile. But as a state-
ment of principle for the character, it 
rather nicely reflects the attitude of 
Atheist's Way. In one sitting, I read it 
cover to cover. It took a couple of 
chapters to get into the book, but 
once I was hooked, I was hooked 
like a hungry trout. 
     Too few atheist writers, even the 
best ones, seem to know how to ad-
dress the problem of meaning - not 
for themselves, but for others. It is 
fine for the relatively well-off and 
well-known to make brash procla-
mations about a godless universe 
without ultimate purpose, but where 
does that leave the overweight stock 
boy in Kansas who wants to be part 
of an epic struggle between opposing 
forces to give his life some mean-
ing? I found Way has the answer: 
Anyone can be involved in an epic, 
heroic struggle against the forces, 

external and internal, that would 
seek to drain life of meaning. It truly 
is a heroic undertaking, and has the 
added virtue of being true in a way 
that demons, angels, and apoca-
lypses never can be. 
     This is a book to challenge and 
improve an atheist's life, and to show 
the religious skeptic afraid of em-
bracing atheism a clear-eyed view of 
what a life free of superstition can 
be. It is simply written, direct, acces-
sible, and potentially life-changing. 
There's no excuse not to read this 

book, and I urge all atheists to 
do so. Frankly, we need a bet-
ter class of non-believer, and 
adherence to the "Way" laid 
out in this book can help pro-
duce that. 
     The most loathsome movie 
character I know is Cypher 

from "The Matrix." Knowing what 
was real, he chose to re-enter the 
imaginary world of the matrix to ex-
perience fantasy comforts and pleas-
ures rather than bravely facing a 
gray, bleak reality in which painful 
struggle could make him an actual 
hero. This choice is somewhat analo-
gous to what Maisel lays out for the 
reader. As a life coach, he provides 
the insight, the motivation, and the 
methodology to make selecting the 
hero's journey seem not only achiev-
able, but noble in a way that will sat-
isfy the self. 
 
 
 
Want to read another take on The 
Atheist's Way?   
See the next page...   The Eds. 
 

Book Review 
The Atheist's Way: Living Well Without Gods 

By Eric Maisel 
New World Library, 208 pages 

Too few atheist writers, even 
the best ones, seem to know 

how to address the problem of 
meaning - not for themselves, 

but for others. 



PAGE  9 THE MINNESOTA ATHEIST VOLUME 19  NUMBER 3 

                                                                                                   Comments from the whip 
Grant Steves   

   The Atheist's Way: Living Well Without Gods 
by Eric Maisel 

           New World Library, 208 pages         

Embracing atheism means leaving 
religion behind.  You give up the 
crutch of prayer, and the unknown of 
spirituality.  In the last few years, 
you may have noticed books that ad-
dress spirituality and the atheist.  
None of these books gave an answer.  
They all seemed to miss the mark of 
recommendation; e.g., The Little 
Book of Atheist Spirituality by Andre 
Comte-Sponville, and Spirituality for 
the Skeptic by Robert C. Solomon. 
     Eric Maisel has written a book 
that presents The Atheist Way.  In 
one hundred seventy-five pages, he 
molds an atheist way of living well 
without gods.  What people need, 
according to Maisel, is to make 
meaning.  It is our human quest to 
make meaning that result in an inte-
grated person.  It is this quest to 
make meaning that appears to distin-
guish humanity from other living 
creatures.  Maisel offers a brief look 
at faith-based spirituality, but dis-
misses it: “The mind is a terrible 
thing to waste on superstitions, and I 
am thrilled to have my mind return 
from its indulgent philosophical 
wanderings.”  At the same time he 
recognizes “the lack of community 
and not having a ‘church home,’ 
which may not be comprehensible to 
an atheist who didn’t grow up in 
one,” is something that creates 
meaning for some people.  However, 
atheists are still better off despite 
“lacking the certainty and security of 
knowing I have the answer and that 
God is going to take care of me….  
In our freedom, we are offered signa-
ture truths about reality: 
     “1) That human meaning is sub-

jective and malleable; 2) that self-
interest can be discussed internally, 
leading to thoughtful decisions about 
what we intend our life to signify; 
and 3) that because this process is 
available to us, we can create our-
selves in our own best image, marry-
ing ‘high values’ and ordinary pleas-
ures in such a way that we feel proud 
about ourselves, while getting a full 
measure of happiness our of life.” 
     How do we create meaning? 
What are the answers?  Is there a for-
mula that Maisel has to offer?  
Meaning is private, personal, indi-
vidual, and subjective discovery.  
Putting the responsibility on the per-
son, we may: 1) ignore the problem, 
2) hunt for meaning as something 
lost, 3) submit to authority, 4) say 
that all is subjective, and 5) stare too 
long at reality but fail to discover the 
reality.  “In the end, we may elect to 
pursue ‘passionate meaning-
making.’” 
     Maisel strongly endorses the idea 
that we create ourselves and not sub-
mit to how others would define us.  
He would have us invest in meaning.  
It is where we invest that reveals 
who we are and the meaning we 
make. 
     Eric Maisel’s experience as a psy-
chotherapist, philosopher, and cul-
tural observer has guided many crea-
tive people to make their meaning.  
He recognizes the roots of belief that 
attach to those who become atheists.  
In that transition from spiritually 
driven to atheist, some become lost 
in a search for meaning.  We must 
realize that ‘self-awareness will not 
simply happen of its own accord.’  

Start making meaning by writing 
‘your life purpose statement, whether 
it is a word, a sentence, or a page.  
This step helps you to continue mak-
ing meaning in your life. 
     In your search to discover the 
terms that you fill with understand-
ing, try ‘making meaning, investing 
meaning, reinvesting meaning, di-
vesting meaning, meaning adventure, 
meaning container, meaning crisis, 
meaning conflict, meaning distur-
bance…etc.’.  Eric Maisel does not 
give the formula, but he tells us that 
meaning is a wellspring.  “You make 
it; it comes out of you; it is new each 
day; it is infinitely variable.”  Mak-
ing meaning is a process.  It changes 
and evolves as we do…You an-
nounce that you are the sole arbiter 
of meaning in your life, you nomi-
nate yourself as the hero of your own 
story, and you give up all religions 
and supernatural enthusiasms.” 
     Dr. Maisel has written a book that 
encourages us to make our self and 
the meaning within that human be-
ing.  In reading this book, you may 
be encouraged to read anyone of his 
many books.  It may be that you are 
coping with depression – read The 
Van Gogh Blues.  Perhaps you want 
to write – try The Art of the Book 
Proposal and A Writer’s Space.  If 
you need inspiration – explore 
Coaching the Artist Within or Crea-
tivity for Life.  When you need a 
step-by-step guide to completing 
your art – examine Fearless Creat-
ing.  None of them will disappoint 
and all will stimulate you to make 
meaning.  
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by Vic Tanner 
 
In his excellent book, Breaking the 
Spell, philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 
made the modest proposal that classes 
on world religion should be a require-
ment in all public and private schools 
as well as home schooling. One com-
munity is doing just that. The Mo-
desto, California school district has 
made a world religion course a re-
quirement for high school graduation 
in the hopes that it might be a model of 
how to teach about religion in schools 
for the rest of the coun-
try 
     The course's goal is 
to teach the customs 
and practices of the 
world, including the 
major world religions, 
namely Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, Confucianism, 
Sikhism, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam in an objective and unbiased 
manner. The instructors of the class 
went to extraordinary lengths to ensure 
no particular religion was favored, go-
ing as far as to count the number of 
pages dedicated to each religion. Are 
they forging a brave new curriculum 
for public schools? Or is the introduc-
tion of religious instruction in public 
schools a potential for disaster? 
     Can an unbiased and detached 
method of teaching, such as is being 
modeled in Modesto, be expected to 
continue once a class like this is re-
leased to the wild? Even with the best 
of intentions, a class like this is prime 
for abuse. Other attempts to institute 
religion courses in public schools have 
often met with much public criticism, 
largely because of a major misunder-
standing by the school administration 
as to what ‘religion’ actually is. They 
were not so much attempts to teach 
"religion", as they were attempts to 
teach a specific religion – Christian-
ity - usually in the form of a Bible 
study. 

     Even if the pilot study in Modesto 
is done correctly, this does not mean 
that similar programs will be carried 
out responsibly in other school dis-
tricts. At some point, some teacher 
will be tempted to teach some doctrine 
as truth. Or others as false. Could a 
fundamentalist Christian teacher be 
expected to teach about Islam in an 
unbiased manner or mention admirable 
traits of Atheism? Would Atheism 
even be mentioned in such a class?  
     Even with all the potential abuses, a 
class such as this could still be greatly 

beneficial. The United States is one of 
the most religious countries on earth. It 
is also one of the most ignorant about 
religion, even its own. When I dis-
cover on a day to day basis how many 
people don't understand the basic ten-
ets of their own religion, or fail to 
grasp the benefits of church/state sepa-
ration, I tend to believe that a class like 
this may not only be a good idea, but 
may, in fact, be a necessity for our 
country to continue. No one, after all, 
can make an informed choice, without 
information, and many children, espe-
cially home schooled children, never 
come in contact with differing view-
points on religion. Perhaps, even if 
taught improperly, the class could do 
some good. Who knows? It could have 
the unintended consequence of educat-
ing the educators.   
     The direst potential consequence 
that I see of a class like this being 
added to public schools would be the 
slippery slope that may result. It may 
be used by a more unscrupulous and 
proselytizing mindset to try to open 
the door for other types of religious 

instruction in public schools - a sort of 
wedge effort. Once a course on relig-
ion is being taught, it may be harder to 
argue why other classes on religion do 
not meet the criteria of a public school 
room. We must remember: other parts 
of the country are not as progressive in 
their agenda as southern California. 
Can we allow religious instruction in 
public school, but put the proper limits 
on what is taught and how? If they can 
have a class in world religion, why 
can't we have a class on Christianity?  
     This would, of course, be a plain 

violation of the separation of 
church and state. A class such 
as this cannot promote one re-
ligion over another or religion 
over secularism. But this is not 
commonly understood, even 
with solid judicial judgments. 
The 1963 US Supreme Court 
case of Abington School Dist. 

v. Schempp barred Bible recitations in 
the class room but said "the Bible is 
worthy of study for its literary and his-
toric qualities" if these qualities are 
"presented objectively as part of a 
secular program of education." This 
seems pretty plain to us, but there are 
groups out there that are just waiting to 
push the subject. A group known as 
the Bible Literacy Project spent many 
years and millions of dollars writing a 
proposed text book, The Bible and Its 
Influence. They are attempting to get 
the book endorsed and used in schools 
to teach the Christian Bible, as if add-
ing the phrase “and its influence” sud-
denly transforms it into a sociology 
textbook. This book has already been 
used in two schools in the US. If 
abuses of the curriculum do occur 
once the gate is open, could we close it 
again? It is a good thing to know about 
religion. After all, you can't defend 
yourself against things you know noth-
ing about. There is an old saying: if 
you want to know about religion, ask 
an atheist.  

Religion Required 

Could a fundamentalist Christian 
teacher be expected to teach 
about Islam in an unbiased 

manner or mention admirable 
traits of Atheism?  
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by James Zimmerman 
 
On February 15th (Darwin Day in 
both Minneapolis and St. Paul), 
Minnesota Atheists sponsored a 
panel of scientists and science in-
structors to discuss their thoughts 
on evolution, creationism and Dar-
win.  The discussion focused 
mostly on the teaching of evolution 
in schools, and the efforts funda-
mentalists put forth in their contin-

ued insistence to raise Creationism 
to the level of valid science. 
     Lynn Fellman moderated the 
discussion, which included panel-
ists P.Z. Myers, Randy Moore, 
Greg Laden, Sehoya Cotner, and 
Jane Phillips. 
     Following the discussion, panel-
ists took questions from the audi-
ence.  During the question-and-
answer session, panelists gave their 
thoughts on having bible-literalists 

in class, whether they felt it was im-
portant for students to agree with or 
simply understand evolution, and 
what is being done to ensure that 
college students come equipped 
with a basic understanding of biol-
ogy from their high schools. 

Darwin Day Panel Discussion 

Below from left: Lynn Fellman and panel-
ists P.Z. Meyers, Greg Laden, Jane Phil-
lips, Sehoya Cotner and Randy Moore.  

Freethought Cryptogram 
 
 
Zq fdfxk uevqhxk bqa fdfxk bmf, hlf cxzfih lbi offq leihzgf he gzofxhk. 
 
 
-- Hlepbi Wfttfxieq 

 
Answer on page 14. 
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News & Notes 
by George Kane 
 
The first vote of the 111th Congress 
with significance to the separation of 
church and state was a success, but not 
everyone on the religious right real-
ized that they had suffered a defeat. 
One of the provisions of the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 was originally to be $10 
billion for repairs and facility 
construction at eligible col-
leges. Funds were not to be 
available for theological semi-
naries, or at secular colleges 
for buildings used for religious 
instruction. Republican Sena-
tor Jim DeMint of South Carolina of-
fered an amendment “to allow the free 
exercise of religion at institutions of 
higher education that receive (repair 
and reconstruction) funding.” In other 
words, the amendment would have 
opened up the government funding to 
religious education. 
    The DeMint amendment was de-
feated on party lines, 54 – 43. Senator 
Snowe of Maine was the only Repub-
lican to vote nay. The Secular Coali-
tion for America thanked the Senate 
for upholding the separation of church 
and state, but the executive director of 
the American Center of Law and Jus-

tice, the leading litigation group of the 
religious right, called it a wash. To 
placate Republicans, who wanted to 
reduce the recovery bill’s expenditures 
by $100 Billion, the Senate dropped 
all funding for college reconstruction. 
On his weekday radio program, Jay 
Sekulow reported that this made the 
“discrimination against Christianity” 

moot. He reported that the reconcilia-
tion of the House and Senate versions 
could not add the funds back in, be-
cause the reconciliation only resolved 
differences in funding, and could not 
add items that were absent in either 
version. 
    But don’t count your chickens, Jay! 
The funds were slipped in through the 
back door. The reconciled bill pro-
vided $39.5 billion to states to 
“backfill” cuts that have been made to 
their 2008 or 2009 education budgets. 
In restoring funds cut from public col-
lege budgets, the allocation that states 
were supposed to use for financial aid 

and operating costs was expanded and 
repurposed, so that colleges can also 
use the funds for facilities — but only 
at public institutions. 
    President Obama used the occa-
sion of the National Prayer Breakfast 
to announce his appointees to remake 
Bush’s Office of Faith-Based and 
Community Initiative. The new Ex-

ecutive Director is Joshua Du-
Bois, a former Pentecostal 
pastor who headed religious 
outreach for Obama's Senate 
office and presidential cam-
paign. He will be advised by 
the 15-member Council of 
Faith-Based and Neighbor-

hood Partnerships (see insert). 
    As an atheist, I find in this lineup 
little reason to celebrate. It is not ex-
clusively focused on conservative 
Protestants, the way Bush’s Faith-
Based Initiative was, and the bottom 
four appointees come from secular 
charities. Fred Davie is even gay, but 
he has a divinity degree. But the ap-
pointments are clearly intended to cre-
ate a partnership between religion and 
government, as Obama promised dur-
ing the campaign, to strengthen relig-
ion and to give it a role in setting the 
national agenda. 
    There are four priorities that Obama 

set for the Council in his 
address to the Prayer 
Breakfast: 
1.    Enlisting faith and 
community groups in eco-
nomic recovery efforts 
2.    Reducing abortions 
3.    Encouraging responsi-
ble fatherhood 
4.    Improving interfaith 
relations, including in the 
Muslim world 
    “Encouraging responsi-
ble fatherhood” is a nice 
idea, but otherwise I again 
find nothing in these goals 
for an atheist to celebrate. 

(Continued on page 13) 

Council of Faith-based and Neighborhood Partnerships 
The Rev. Jim Wallis, executive director of Sojourners 
Frank Page, former president of the Southern Baptist Convention 
Joel C. Hunter, Pastor of the Megachurch of Lakeland, Fla. 
The Rev. Larry Snyder, president of Catholic Charities USA 
Bishop Vashti McKenzie of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 
Richard Stearns, president of World Vision, a Christian humanitarian organization 
Rabbi David N. Saperstein, director of Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism, 
The Rev. Otis Moss Jr., pastor emeritus, Olivet Institutional Baptist Church 
Eboo Patel, executive director of Interfaith Youth Corps 
William J. Shaw, president of the National Baptist Convention 
Melissa Rogers, director of Wake Forest School of Divinity Center for Religion and 
Public Affairs 
Arturo Chavez, president and CEO of the Mexican American Cultural Center 
Diane Baillargeon, president and CEO, Seedco, a secular job-training program 
Judith N. Vredenburgh, president and CEO of Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America 

      Fred Davie, president, Public/Private Ventures, a secular nonprofit charity 

It is conspicuous that Obama 
calls for improving interfaith 
relations, but not relations 

with those of no faith. 
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by Steve Petersen and James 
Zimmerman 
In February James Zimmerman led 
a panel discussion with members 
Jack Caravela and Ryan Sutter on 
the Christianity of America. In Part 
One, they discussed America's for-
mative years.  The program began 
by discussing the freedom of relig-
ion many European settlers de-
sired.  Next, they discussed the be-
liefs and religious affiliations of the 
Founding Fathers.  They also dis-
cussed arguments put forth by those 
who assert America is a Christian 
nation. 
     In Part Two, they compared the 
Christianity of contemporary Amer-
ica with several time periods in the 
past.  They discussed the religion 
climate during the first decades af-
ter independence, as well as the 
temperance movements, abolition-
ists, and progressives that prolifer-
ated during the Gilded Age.  They 

lastly address the religiosity of 
America during the era between the 
two World Wars and during the 
post-war years.  The show con-
cluded with Jack suggesting books 
to read for more information.. If 
you would like to help on the cable 
program or sponsor the program on 
your cable access station or have 
ideas for future programs please 
contact me at chair@mnatheists.org 
 
Cable Crew:  Art Anderson, Brett 
Stembridge, Shirley Moll, Steve Pe-
tersen, George Kane, Todd Erick-
son, and Grant Hermanson,. 
 
Podcasts: MinnesotaAtheists.org.  
Made possible by Grant Herman-
son. 
Cable schedule 
Burnsville/Eagan Community 
Television: Channel 14. Check 
their web site www.bect.tv for day 
and times. Sponsor: Kevin Hardisty. 
Bloomington:  Channel 16.  Mon-
day 9:30 p.m., Tuesday 5:30 a.m. 
and 1:30 p.m.  Sponsors: David and 

Joanne Beardsley. 
Minneapolis:  Channel 17.  Satur-
day 8:30 p.m.  Sponsor: Steve Pe-
tersen. 
Rochester:  Channel 10.  Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday 7:30 p.m.  
Sponsor: Jim Salutz. 
Roseville, Shoreview, Arden Hills, 
North Oaks, Little Canada, Fal-
con Heights, Lauderdale, Mounds 
View, New Brighton: Channel 14.  
Wednesday 10:30 p.m.  Sponsor: 
Steve Petersen. 
St. Cloud:  Channel 12.  Thursday 
8:30 p.m.  Sponsor: Jack Richter. 
Stillwater:  Channel 16.  Tuesday 
7:00 p.m., Wednesday 9:00 a.m.  
Sponsor: Lee Salisbury. 
South Washington County:  Chan-
nel 14.  Tuesday 7:00 p.m.  Spon-
sor: Raleigh Nelson. 
White Bear Lake, Hugo, Lake 
Elmo, Mahtomedi, Maplewood, 
North St. Paul, Oakdale, Vadnais 
Heights:  Channel 15.  Saturday 
7:30 p.m.  Sponsor: Michael Seliga. 

Cable Report 

Below from left:  Jack Caravela,  
Ryan Sutter and James Zimmerman. 

(Continued from page 12) 
Goal #1 is just entangling government 
and religion. “Reducing abortions” 
has been a stated goal of every presi-
dent, I think, since the Roe decision. 
But whether the number of abortions 
goes up or down, I don’t think that 
one can draw any conclusions about 
whether the resulting change in the 
quality of life will be for better or 
worse. And it is conspicuous that 
Obama calls for improving interfaith 

relations, but not relations with those 
of no faith. 
    During the campaign, Obama had at 
least given a nod to church/state sepa-
ration by promising that faith-based 
organizations would not be eligible for 
government funding if they practiced 
religious discrimination in employ-
ment. That requirement has been 
dropped. 
    But on the plus side, Obama re-
scinded Bush’s presidential decree 

banning foreign aid funds to any pro-
gram that even mentions abortion as 
an option. This so-called “Mexico 
City Decree” was first instituted by 
Ronald Reagan, then rescinded by Bill 
Clinton, and then reinstated by George 
W. Bush. I would like to see Congress 
decide this with a law, rather than 
leaving such an important clause of 
foreign policy to be decided solely by 
the party designation of the president. 



PAGE 14 THE MINNESOTA ATHEIST VOLUME 19 NUMBER 3 

So you're 
swimming 
along and 
trying to 
meet new 
people, but 
sometimes 

it still feels like you've hit a snag or 
that you're in a rut.  This is the time 
of year when everyone's New Year's 
Resolutions start to tank.  Perhaps it's 
time to think about trying a personal 
reinvention.  I know it can be a 
frightening consideration, but rein-
venting yourself can be a great way 
to get a fresh perspective, and can 
help people see you in a different 
light as well.  Here are some tips for 
reinventing yourself that will not 
only make you feel better about your 
personal style, but may also benefit 
others.  Since we know atheists are 
often (wrongly) criticized as not be-
ing charitable people, these are a few 
simple options for helping yourself 
and others at the same time.   
     Maybe you've had long hair for 
20 years, or always had the same 
hair style, and it's just part of who 
you are.  Consider cutting your hair 
or changing the way you fix it.  If 
your hair is long and in passable con-
dition, think about donating it to a 
charity program that makes wigs for 
persons living with cancer.  Locks of 
Love, Wigs for Kids, or the Pantene 
Beautiful Lengths program are just a 
few options.  Go to a reputable hair 
salon and talk to them about what 
you think for a new hairstyle.  Any 
good stylist will spend time with you 
and look at photos, talk about your 
face shape, lifestyle and how much 
time you will want to spend on styl-
ing your hair.       
     Do you still have a favorite shirt 
or pair of pants from your high 

school days, even though you gradu-
ated 15 years ago?  You need to 
change your style once in a while, 
and, quite honestly, although every-
one is impressed that you still fit into 
your tapered, stonewashed jeans, 
they look awful and are like a neon 
sign that you're both old and weird.  
If your clothing is still in good con-
dition, consider donating it to an or-
ganization or thrift shop.  You can 
research organizations in your area 
fairly easily, just look them up and 
call ahead: ask where their shop pro-
ceeds go.  (I personally donate items 
to a shop that employs adults with 
disabilities, and all of the proceeds 
go to their work program.)   
     Don't forget, if your item of cloth-
ing is in bad shape, you can recycle 
it.  Don't just throw it in the garbage!  
A good example is Wiper's Recy-
cling in Maplewood.  Wiper's recy-
cles old shoes into biodegradable oil 
spill clean up kits.  They also recycle 
all forms of clothing.  Visit them at 
www.wipersrecycling.com.  You can 
also find information online about 
your local waste management pro-
grams; chances are you can place 
unwanted clothing directly into your 
recycling bin for pick up, but find 
out for sure before trying this. 
     Are your eyeglasses tired and not 
too flattering?  A person's face is ob-
viously important in communication 
with others, and I'm sure you've all 
heard it said that the eyes are the 
window to the soul.  While I'm sure 
none of us believe that, we have to 
believe that eyes are obvious focal 
points when talking to others.  If 
your glasses are outdated or not in 
great shape, they may make you look 
older than you actually are.  Con-
sider investing in a new, more mod-
ern pair.  Your old glasses should 

definitely be donated if at all possi-
ble.  Did you know that people in 
developing nations might have to 
pay the equivalent of 3 months sal-
ary for a pair of glasses?  Many thrift 
stores and eyeglass chain stores have 
drop boxes to donate your used 
glasses, or go to New Eyes for the 
Needy, where there are addresses 
where your old glasses may be 
shipped: www.neweyesfortheneedy.
org. 

     Have you cleaned out 
your home and done a total reinven-
tion, but now have a lot to give 
away?  Consider Freesharing.org or 
Freecycle.org, online communities 
that allow you to give away (and get) 
items and notification of items.  I 
would recommend that you opt out 
of getting emails as they are posted, 
and just get a once a day or week re-
port, as it can fill up your inbox quite 
quickly. 
     For other recycling tips in your 
area, visit  
www.recyclemoreminnesota.org. 
     A reinvention can be scary, we 
often hang onto something old out of 
fear of change.  Really though, what 
do you have to lose?  If you're smart 
about a reinvention, you only stand 
to gain and you may have the added 
bonus of being able to help others at 
the same time.  A change can do you 
good.  
     Comments?  Email Crystal D. at 
astrocomfy@hotmail.com. 

The Sunny Skeptic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crystal Dervetski 

Atheist Dating and Relating: 
 

A Reinvention Can Gain Attention 

Answer  to Freethought  
Cryptogram 

 
In every country and every age, the priest 
has been hostile to liberty. 
--Thomas Jefferson 
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Sundays, 6:00-7:00 p.m. Atheist/
Agnostic Alcoholics Anonymous, 3249 
Hennepin Ave. S., #55 (Men’s Center, in 
the basement) Minneapolis, Open to men 
and women. FFI: tcAgnostic@gmail.com 
 
3rd Sunday, 1-3:30 p.m.,  Minnesota 
Atheists monthly meeting.  Steve Peter-
sen, 651-484-9277 
 
Every Sunday, 10:30 - noon,  
Brunch Social.  Q.Cumbers, 7465 France 
Avenue South,| Edina.  Bring your AWE 
for a $2 discount. 
 
5th Sunday, Fundraiser Dinner for 
Building Fund.  Price: $6.66. (March, 
May, August and November 2008). 
 
1st and 3rd Monday,  6 p.m., Freethought 
Toastmasters Club.  Larpenteur Estates 
apartment complex, 1280 Larpenteur 
Ave. W., St. Paul.  (Park directly in back 
and follow sidewalk to Party Room.)  
Roger Belfay, (651) 222-2782 or George 
Kane, nup@Minn.net. 
 

2nd and 4th Monday, 5-7 p.m.,  Dinner 
Social.  Davanni’s Restaurant, 2312 W. 
66th  Street (corner of Penn Ave. and 66th 
St.), Richfield, Bob/Marilyn Nienkerk, 
(612) 866-6200. 
 
1st Tuesday, 11:30 a.m.,  Lunch Social. 
Old Country Buffet, Co. Road B2 be-
tween Snelling and Fairview, Roseville.  
Bob/Marilyn Nienkerk, (612) 866-6200. 
 
3rd Wednesday, 11:30 a.m.,  Lunch So-
cial.  New China Buffet, 105 85th Ave. 
NW, Coon Rapids.  Bill Volna, (612) 
781-4273. 
 
4th Wednesday,  Meal and a Reel, Up-
town, Minneapolis (Hennepin Ave. and 
Lake St.) 6 p.m. meal, 7 p.m. movie.  
George Kane, nup@Minn.net.  Details in 
Atheists Weekly E-mail. 
 
Thursdays, 7 p.m., Campus Atheists, 
Skeptics and Humanists (CASH) See 
cashumn.org for program and location. 
 
  

1st Thursday, 6-9 p.m., “Atheists Talk” 
TV taping.  MTN, Studio A, 125 SE 
Main St., Minneapolis.  Steve Petersen, 
(651) 484-9277. 
 
 2nd Thursday, evening.  Rochester Area 
Freethinkers monthly get-together.  Bill 
Kass, hawthorn64@hotmail.com or (507) 
259-4237. 
 
 3rd Wednesday, 6:30 p.m., Minnesota 
Atheists board meeting.  Location var-
ies.  Grant Steves, 651-774-1992 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To sign up for Atheists Weekly 
E-mail (AWE), send a request to 
awe@mnatheists.org. 
 

To sign up for Minnesota Atheists 
Meetups, go to 
http://atheists.meetup.com/493. 
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Steve: Every tiny seed on earth was placed here by the 
alien King Rondalay to foster our titrates and fuel our 
positive transfers. 
Tina: Oh, Steve, no one wants to hear about our religion 
that we made up. 

— Steve Martin and Tina Fey, introducing the screenplay awards 
at the 81st Academy Awards, February 22, 2009. 

 

“Atheists Talk” on Air America Minnesota radio! 
Sundays, 9-10 a.m. AM 950 radio or stream live at 

AirAmericaMinnesota.com/listen 


