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Religion and the Bible in Contemporary Politics –
Professor James Crossley.

Happy New Year to you all! As well as the usual
items in this month’s newsletter there’s a look
back at 2015 and all that we’ve achieved and there
are some interesting events on the horizon. The
year ahead for humanists isn’t all rosy though.
David Cameron has recently reaffirmed his belief
that we are a Christian country, despite polls
showing non-believers are now the majority group
across the belief spectrum. Also Nicky Morgan
(Education Secretary) continues to insist that the
high court findings [about the inclusion of
humanism in the RE syllabus] need have “no
impact” on schools’ religious teachings. She has
also stated that there is no obligation on schools to
cover non-religious views, and that students
should be told Britain is “in the main Christian”.
Then there’s the worrying issue of limiting the use
of the Freedom of Information Act, something else
the government has claimed it wants to do.

James Crossley is Professor of Bible, Society and
Politics at St Mary's University. The talk will be
about the contemporary political understandings of
the Bible and religion, set against the historical
understanding of Jesus and Christian origins. As
usual the meeting will be at Friends Meeting House,
6 Mount Street, Manchester, M2 5NS; 7 for 7.30.
CCoonnttrriibbuuttiioonnss
We need to meet the cost of room hire and
providing refreshments out of the collection at
meetings. So we ask for contributions as follows,
except at the first meeting attended: members
£2.50, students £1 and non-members £3.50. In
addition, tea or coffee and a biscuit is available for
£1.50.
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Launch meeting, following the Taster Session last
November, at the Bank Street Unitarian Chapel,
Crown St, Bolton BL1 2RU. Starts at 6.30.

But, you might think, “what can I do about it?”
Well, if you’re not already a member of GMH, you
could certainly consider becoming one. As you will
see from the 2015 Retrospective below, GMH is
not just some cosy talking shop – we do stuff! (See
Membership section towards the end of the
newsletter for details of how to join.)




Scientology believes that illness doesn't really
exist, that it's all in the mind.



I was talking to a bloke at work who believes that
kind of thing, and was telling him that my dad was
ill.



"No, he's not ill," he said. "He's only under the
impression that he's ill. Just tell him that."
I bumped into him a week later. "How's your dad?"
"He's under the impression that he's dead," I
replied.
~~~~~

We sometimes get
asked what GMH
actually does. Well,
below are some of
the main
achievements by
Greater Manchester and Stockport Humanists in
2015:



We have represented humanism across TV
and Radio:
o Late Night Live- 7 appearances
o Ummah Channel – 2 appearances
o BBC Radio Manchester - 2 appearances
We have arranged monthly speaker
presentations on a variety of topics relevant
to humanism.
We have had a letter published in the
Manchester Evening News – see last Month’s
newsletter.
We have raised money for charitable causes:
o Stockport Humanists, through various
supermarket collections and an eBay
auction, have raised £1110 for Stockport
Without Abuse.
o GMH supported Amnesty Manchester’s
Christmas fundraiser, Acoustic Amnesty,
which raised £600.
o GMH helped promote the Holyoake
Lecture in Manchester for the BHA (a
registered charity).
We have promoted humanism with stalls at
the following events:
o Marple Carnival
o One World Festival in New Mills
o Gatley Festival
o Richard Dawkins at the Lowry (x2)

JJa
an
nu
ua
arryy 2
20
01
15
5N
Ne
ew
wsslle
etttte
err
1














world religions. Accordingly people adopt the type
of belief that, in the context of their personal
circumstances, meets the desires most strongly
manifested in their characters. Indeed the
contradictions in the major religions are necessary
to accommodate a range of characters – people
pick and mix the bits that best fit with their own
strongest and weakest desires.

We have represented Humanism in
Remembrance Day ceremonies in Manchester
and Stockport.
At a public meeting about the set up of a
Jewish ERUV in Hale, one of our members
spoke against the proposal, which along with
concerns from many Hale residents caused
the Jewish organisers to go away and think
again.
Before this year’s general election, Stockport
Humanists held a hustings event with five
speakers representing the Conservative,
Green, Labour, Liberal Democrat and UKIP
parties.
We have given talks about Humanism at 20
th
schools at all levels from primary to 6 form.
We have representation on 5 Standing
Advisory Councils for Religious Education
(SACREs): Manchester, Salford, Trafford,
Stockport and Oldham.
We have delivered two Exploring Humanism
courses to a total of 31 participants as well as
a Taster session in Bolton.
We now have a Humanist Chaplain at The
Manchester College.

Less convincingly, Reiss claims that his position is
‘theologically neutral’ because knowing god would
have to be related to human desire. This comes
across as a rather weak attempt at apologetics perhaps necessary for an American academic
cornered by the power of his own insights. Clearly
his theory does not disprove the existence of god
but it does offer an explanation for religious
behaviour without the need for supernatural
complexity. As Occam would say, the simpler
explanation is more likely to be correct.
Interestingly, based on Reiss’s own analysis, we
can predict that religious believers will not be very
bothered by Occam as long as their religion meets
their own desires.
For this reviewer the most remarkable feature is
that the list of desires does not contain anything
that clearly relates to a desire for truth or evidence
or the use of reason. The closest is ‘Curiosity’ but
Reiss suggests that this can be satisfied by a study
of theology. So the result is religious belief is
motivated by basic desires and with little concern
for truth. This is exactly what is observed – we
have all noted that concern for truth is easily put
aside amid a fog of irrational arguments and dodgy
historical ‘facts’. Humanists, with a concern for
evidence, truth and reason simply cannot fit into
the religious part of the model.

There is more about the last four items under
Humanism in Action below.

16 Strivings for God – The New Psychology of
Religious Experiences by Steven Reiss
Humanists, and non-theists in general, are often
puzzled by the ability of
otherwise intelligent people to
believe in nonsense. This new
book by Steven Reiss offers
powerful insights into why
people adopt religious beliefs.

This leaves us with a picture of religious belief as
an essentially selfish phenomenon that satisfies
whatever combination of basic desires is most
dominant – even in cases where the dominant
desires manifest in positive outcomes. And the
outcomes do not have to be positive – the list of
desires does not include Truth but it does include
Status, Power and Vengeance. This is indeed a
theory that fits the facts.

Reiss identifies, from empirical
research, 16 basic human
desires which can be fulfilled in
differing degrees by various types of religious
belief. The list of 16 basic desires contains nothing
surprising (everything from the desire for food to
the need for order) but what distinguishes his
approach is the way in which it can be mapped
onto religions. Earlier theories tend to
concentrate on a small number of motivators
(such as concern about death or need for
community) but Reiss offers a comprehensive
range of desires and argues convincingly that the
majority of them can be satisfied by all the major

~~~~~~
Thanks to supporter Dave K for submitting that
review.

Member Peter Brown has supplied the following
review of this occasion:
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As well as the occasion of
the GMH Christmas Dinner,
th
14 December also saw the
th
70 anniversary of the first
radio telescope being
switched on at Jodrell Bank.
To commemorate the anniversary, Prof. Tim
O’Brien gave a lecture on Sir Bernard Lovell’s
inspirational role in establishing Jodrell Bank at the
forefront of radio astronomy. I sacrificed the GMH
dinner for a visit to Jodrell Bank to find out more
about this fascinating heritage on our door step.

chaplains in prisons and hospitals throughout the
country. It is at an early stage, and arose because
of an invitation by the College chaplain for GMH to
attend last year’s Freshers’ week. The outcome is
that Rob Grinter is now an Assistant Voluntary
Humanist Chaplain for the College. He has a great
deal of freedom in action, to support all faiths and
none. He has a notice board focussed on the
Golden Rule, the Humanist roller banner and
information leaflets on display once a week, and
so far just a few conversations with students.
However, through contact with the Student
Council, he will be giving a talk on Humanism at
the beginning of next term, and plans a series of
regular mini-talks and drop-in sessions answering
student questions. The Head of Campus has also
invited him to be on a team contributing to a
‘Tolerance and Respect’ initiative across the ten
college sites.

Following early research on cosmic rays at
University of Manchester in 1930s, Lovell played a
key role in the development of H2S airborne radar
during WWII. Returning to his research after the
war, Lovell set up some army-surplus radar
equipment in a field outside Manchester, firing it
th
up for the first time on 14 Dec 1945.
Although initially dismissed by classic astronomers,
Lovell persisted with his belief in exploring the
invisible universe using radio waves and secured
funding for the world’s first custom designed radio
telescope unveiled at Jodrell Bank in 1957,
capturing the public’s attention. At 250ft across,
this unique structure is still the 3rd largest radio
telescope in the world, Grade I listed and
shortlisted for UNESCO World Heritage Status.

School visits
The North West region is acting as a pilot study for
a national strategy by the BHA to promote
Humanist inputs into schools, with Rob Grinter as
the Regional Lead. We have a team of 14 school
volunteers, eight of them members of GMH, at
various stages of accreditation by the BHA after a
training day organised in Manchester in December,
and a programme of familiarisation providing
experience of the school context. We have our
own pro-active strategy for contact with schools,
and as a result we made In the last year some 20
inputs into primary and secondary schools at all
age levels including Sixth Forms, and have at
present 11 more inputs planned for the coming
year, several of them repeat visits. We will for the
first time be making inputs into Sixth Form
Colleges. As a result of the programme we have
developed over the last five years we have been
able to negotiate considerable freedom to operate
as an independent unit in the region, but will be
working in close partnership with the BHA as we
extend our work into the rest of the North West,
where Rob will operate as the Regional Lead.

During its illustrious history, Jodrell Bank has been
at the forefront of developing our understanding
of the universe, playing a key role in the
identification of quasars (super massive black
holes) in the 1950s- 60s, pulsars (rotating neutron
stars) in 1968 and gravitational lensing (bending of
light by massive bodies) in 1979.
Current research covers a host of disciplines
absolutely unimaginable seventy years ago,
especially deep field research looking back to the
very origins of the universe some 13 billion light
years ago.
Jodrell Bank has, and continues, to provide a
wealth of empirical evidence to support humanist
beliefs. To find out more about Jodrell Bank and its
anniversary programme, visit
http://www.jodrellbank.net/

SACREs
We have continued our work on SACREs – the
Standing Advisory Councils for Religious Education
– in five local authorities in the Greater
Manchester area (Manchester, Salford, Trafford,
Stockport and Oldham). These councils determine
the RE syllabus for their area, and all have
Humanist representatives. The first four of these
authorities and Tameside operate a collaborative
syllabus where Humanism is a required element.

Chaplaincy at The Manchester College
This is a pioneering
initiative for the BHA,
supplementing similar
schemes for Humanist
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The syllabuses are reviewed every five years, and
we can report that Humanism is achieving
increasing status as a result of these reviews.
Manchester is the model for the collaborative
exercise, and will be following a syllabus
originating with the influential publication ‘RE
Today’ where Humanism permeates teaching at
each Key Stage. The only disappointment is that
we have been unable to identify Humanists ready
to act as representatives on the remaining five
SACREs in the area, although we have hopes that
we will be able to do so in Bolton in the near
future.

In December we had our Xmas Social which was a
meal at Carluccio’s in Spinningields. There was lots
of happy, and sometimes quite serious, chatter –
well what do you expect from a diverse bunch of
humanists? I personally found it very enjoyable
and would like to thank David Milne, GMH’s Events
Organiser, for arranging it and sorting everything
out on the night (like the unenviable task of
collecting the money).
As mentioned earlier, GMH also supported the
Acoustic Amnesty event in December, with 9 or so
members attending the event on the night of the
th
11 . As well as some interesting original music
from the various singers present, there was the
occasional carol allowing audience participation,
and added humour from GMH’s Steven Lindsay,
who helped organise the event and acted as
compere on the night.

Exploring Humanism Courses and a ‘Taster’ in
Bolton
This seven week course, designed for interested
members of the public who want to explore the
values and thinking of Humanists, is run by Rob
Grinter and Anna Whitehead. Two very successful
courses were held last year in the Friends Meeting
House, with 14 and a record 17 participants
respectively. Both have been much enjoyed by
everyone involved, and indeed provided GMH with
new members. The autumn course provided the
basis for another initiative in the form of a ‘Taster’
course, originally conceived as a means of
advertising ‘Exploring Humanism’ for its next
presentation in the Spring of 2016. However the
idea was taken up by the GMH Committee as a
springboard for creating interest in Humanism in
the Bolton area where GMH has so far had limited
representation. The evening course was held
successfully in November, attracting 22 people,
eight of them from the Bolton area. Seven of
these, together with another four who either
contacted us subsequent to the Taster meeting or
have been approached independently, have
accepted an invitation to attend a further meeting
in January to establish a Bolton Humanist Group
supported by GMH on the model pioneered so
successfully by our Stockport Group.

The regular February meeting is being replaced by
the Darwin Day Celebration – see below.
Details of March and April meetings will be
announced in the next newsletter.
MAY 2016
An evening ‘armchair discussion’ between the
Bishop of Manchester, David Walker, our very
own Guy Otten and the Chief Executive of the
British Humanist Association, Andrew Copson.
This event will be open to the public and will take
th
th.
place on either Monday 16 or Tuesday 17
Date and venue to be confirmed nearer the time.

Religion, Cooperation and Pro-Sociality - Are
Religious People More Cooperative? by Dr
Suzanne Schultz
th
This year’s Darwin Day event will be on Friday 12
February at the Manchester Conference Centre,
nd
running from 6 – 10pm. (There will be no 2
Wednesday meeting at Friends Meeting House in
Feb.)
As well as Dr Susanne Schultz from the Life
Sciences Dept at Manchester University, there will
be a number of exciting stalls displaying such
things as 3D art, geology of the solar system, the
universe(!), Amnesty International, Water Aid, and
the relationships between art and science. The
Manchester Museum has also been invited to put
up a stall. This will be a ticketed event costing £5
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(£3 students). Details of where to purchase them
will be sent out shortly in a separate mailing.

the Friends Meeting House, Mount Street,
Manchester M2 5NS, facing the Central Library.
The cost will be £20, with an ‘early bird’ reduced
price of £17 for applications received before
Monday March 7th. For details of how to enrol
please go here.

Several Manchester schools have been invited to
display projects on the topic of evolution, and their
work will also be on display – hopefully with some
students and their parents and teachers in
attendance too!
Doors will open from 6pm for visitors to start
browsing the stalls and at 7.30pm in the main
lecture theatre Dr Susanne Schultz will speak.

th

Mysterious 44 the Opera
Details for this were published in the last
newsletter but there’ve been some changes.
Please see https://www.facebook.com/events/12266014706
89320 - for the latest event dates, venues and
ticket outlets.

The topic for the Stockport Meeting on 20 of
January is "Evolution in the Everyday - how the
past seven million years influences everything we
do". We have guest speaker Adam Benton who
hosts the very entertaining blog "EvoAnth”
www.evoanth.net. He blogs about all the latest
discoveries around how our ancestors came to be,
about primates, about the state of the science,
and (occasionally) about the wacky ideas coming
from creationist ‘thinkers’. He is a masters student
at the University of Liverpool studying human
evolution.

The Magic of Science
Greater Manchester Skeptics Society is hosting this
th
event on the 14 January at Bar 21 in Manchester.
See here for details https://www.facebook.com/groups/GMSkeptics/e
vents/

The group meets on the third Wednesday of the
month at 7.15pm for 7.30pm, currently in the back
room at the Boar’s Head, 2 Vernon Street, SK1 1TY
(near the Market Place). They also have regular
social meetings on a Wednesday afternoon at
Rhode Island Coffee Bar, 2 Little Underbank,
Stockport, SK1 1JT (upstairs).
For further details of upcoming meetings and
socials please refer to the GMH Meetup http://www.meetup.com/Greater-ManchesterHumanists

The Humanist Discussion Group now meets on
Tuesdays. The regular meeting date is the third
Tuesday of the month but in January we are
meeting on the fourth Tuesday - 26 January (not
24th January as stated in the December
Newsletter). All are welcome; we meet at 8.15pm
at The Waterhouse, 67-71 Princess Street,
Manchester, M2 4EG. We are not booking a
particular room but will aim to meet in a room at
the far end of the building from Princess Street.

Here are a few links I think you might find
interesting:
Fooled by the bible, or was it the Koran?
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/progressivesecula
rhumanist/2015/12/the-holy-quran-experimentwill-make-you-laugh-and-think/
Evolution finally winning the minds of Americans

The topic for the meeting on 26th January is Moral
and Cultural Relativism. An introductory paper
with links to further sources is available here.

http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_scienc
e/science/2015/11/polls_americans_believe_in_ev
olution_less_in_creationism.html?wpsrc=sh_all_m
ob_em_ru
Is it just a rumour – where to check whether those
FB or Twitter stories are true –

The next presentation starts in April and will run
Monday evenings at 7pm for the seven weeks
th
starting on Monday April 4 and ending on
rd
Monday May 23 (excluding the Bank Holiday on
nd
Monday May 2 ). The venue will be Room F15 at

http://www.snopes.com/info/whatsnew.asp
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Membership has grown considerably over the last
year. We now have:





If you would like to comment on this newsletter or
send in suggestions for future content (jokes,
articles, links, book reviews or whatever) please
email the editor at:
newsletter_editor@gmh.humanist.org.uk

76 paid up members
670 supporters on our email list
254 Meetup Group members
500 Facebook Group members

Graham Connell – Editor and Chair of GMH

Current annual subscriptions are £15 waged; £10
unwaged.
If you’d like to become a member you can
download our brochure which includes a
membership application form from
http://gmh.humanist.org.uk/home/contact-us/.
We offer 18 months membership for your initial
subscription if you take out a standing order. To
take up this offer, please complete the
membership application and the standing order
form which can be downloaded from the same
link, and return them both to us with your cheque
for your first subscription (plus any additional
donation). The date of the first payment under
your standing order should be 18 months after the
date on which you complete the membership
application form.

For more about what’s going on at GMH check out
some of the links below.
http://www.meetup.com/Greater-ManchesterHumanists
https://www.facebook.com/GreaterManchester
Humanists
https://www.facebook.com/groups/5231173231
/

gmhumanists.blogspot.co.uk
@gmhumanists
http://gmh.humanist.org.uk/
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