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“We are beyond

On June 26™, a group of HAM
members took a field trip to
the Canadian Fossil
Discovery Centre.

The Canadian Fossil
Discovery Centre (CFDC) is
located in Morden, Manitoba.
Around 80 million years ago,
this part of the continent was
underneath an inland sea,
and that old seabed is a rich
source for fossils of ancient
marine critters — mosasaurs,
plesiosaurs, fish, sharks, and
birds.

Our guide, Senior Field
Technician Andrea, gave us
an informative tour of the
museum. I've been to the
CFDC more than once, and |
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The Fossils are safe from us!

learned more this time than
ever before. We even got to
see behind the scenes in the
museum’s collections room
and laboratory.

Then, we suited up and drove
out to the dig site. Honestly, |
was picturing a nicely squared
off, flat parcel of some
farmer’s field. Wrong! The
site where we went was a 30
foot gully, where the museum
had found part of a fossil,
sticking out the side, about 15
feet from the surface. So, they
had hired a back hoe to dig
out a large section of the
bank, and now, 10 of us were
working on this ledge beside
a small stream far below.
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Happy Canada Day!




Our fearless crew at the dig site

We worked hard, digging out and hauling away
more of the excess dirt so that the rest of the
site could be examined, down to the layer where
the fossil was discovered. And we also took
turns digging out around where the fossil was
found — with the small pick and brush. Did I
mention that the fossil was right beside the
edge?

We had an awesome time, nonetheless, and it's
great knowing that the Fossil Discovery Centre’s

work continues, and they continue finding
exceptional marine fossils so close to us.

John Lee cleaning around the fossil
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From left to right: Grant Rogerson, Maraya Raduha,
David Parker, our fossil tech Andrea, John Lee,
Sophie Shulman, Greg Christensen, Rene Hiebert,
Brian Fairbanks

GREETINGS FROM COPENHAGEN!

Our HAM president, Jeff Olsson, recently
traveled to Europe to attend the Atheist Alliance
International Conference in Copenhagen. He
posted the following on his blog during his trip:

Hi everyone, | am having fun here in
Copenhagen and am really enjoying this city.
What a beautiful place. | will have to go out and
take more pictures. Oddly, it seems a lot like
walking through the exchange district in
Winnipeg, except that the businesses here are
thriving and the buildings are in better shape. |
guess | will always be a small town Manitoban
because | still snap my head back every time |
see the name plate on a building that states that
it was built in 1795 or 1642.

Not only are the buildings in Copenhagen in
good shape, there is no question about the fact
that the Danish people intend to keep up the
maintenance on these buildings and to make
them viable by upgrading them rather than
tearing them down. There are solar panels and
wind turbines everywhere. | chatted with a few
people | have met on the street and they all
basically said the same thing, "Without it's
historic buildings Copenhagen would just be
"any other city"". What an interesting thing for
the average person on the street to say. |
walked about for 2 hours yesterday and can say
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with certainty that there are more historic
buildings in this city than | have seen anywhere
in North America.

This morning when | went down to have
breakfast at the hotel | ended up sitting with
James Randi and PZ Myers and his wife. | mean
we actually sat together, like "together”. We
talked for about an hour, well, Randi talked for
almost an hour. He is so funny. Did you hear
about the homeopathic practitioner who
overdosed? It seems that he forgot to take his
medicine!

I had the opportunity to talk to talk to PZ one on
one for a while, he and his wife are both very
nice people (she has read my book, and she
said she liked it very much) | like it when | get to
chat like that. The Myers asked how all of HAM
were doing and they seemed to have enjoyed
their experience in Winnipeg. Yay.

| am planning to ask a question during the
conference this afternoon, when | get to the right
venue. We HAM executive members are
planning to write position papers stating the
Humanist Association of Manitoba opinion on a
variety of topics, one of which will be about the
separation of church and state. As you know
there is no such requirement for such a
separation under Canadian law. We have a
state church (Anglican church of Canada) and
our government is linked to the British
monarchy. | find that most of the separation
issues discussed in North America are
dominated by Americans talking about defense
of their own constitution. But that idea just
doesn't work in Canada, at least not without
making a huge change to the Canadian
constitution.

How then do we go about achieving this
separation? What should it look like? Where do
we begin? | intend to to ask how others
countries with a parliamentary democracy,
linked to a monarchy have achieved this. The
Scandinavian countries seem to have done well
at this | think | am asking the right question.

Since is conference is about "God and politics" |

can't think of a more pertinent question. Do you
have one? Let me know and | will gladly ask it if
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there is an appropriate presenter or venue.

| also urge all of you to read a new Canadian
book called The Armageddon Factor: The Rise
of Christian Nationalism In Canada, by Marci
McDonald, a Canuck journalist. It is quite
revealing about what has quietly been going on
over the last 6 years.

Have a wonderful day!
- Jeff Olsson

THE COPENHAGEN DECLARATION

The recent Gods and Politics conference in
Copenhagen adopted the following Declaration
on Religion in Public Life. The conference was
the first European event of Atheist Alliance
International, and was co-hosted by AAI and the
Danish Atheist Society.

We, at the World Atheist Conference: “Gods and
Politics”, held in Copenhagen from 18 to 20
June 2010, hereby declare as follows:

We recognize the unlimited right to freedom
of conscience, religion and belief, and

that freedom to practice one’s religion should
be limited only by the need to respect the
rights of others.

We submit that public policy should be
informed by evidence and reason, not by
dogma.

We assert the need for a society based on
democracy, human rights and the rule of law.
History has shown that the most successful
societies are the most secular.

We assert that the only equitable system of
government in a democratic society is based
on secularism: state neutrality in matters of
religion or belief, favoring none and
discriminating against none.

We assert that private conduct, which
respects the rights of others should not be
the subject of legal sanction or government
concern.

We affirm the right of believers and non-
believers alike to participate in public life and
their right to equality of treatment in the
democratic process.
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We affirm the right to freedom of expression
for all, subject to limitations only as
prescribed in international law — laws which
all governments should respect and enforce.
We reject all blasphemy laws and restrictions
on the right to criticize religion or
nonreligious life stances.

We assert the principle of one law for all,
with no special treatment for minority
communities, and no jurisdiction for religious
courts for the settlement of civil matters or
family disputes.

We reject all discrimination in employment
(other than for religious leaders) and the
provision of social services on the grounds of
race, religion or belief, gender, class, caste
or sexual orientation.

We reject any special consideration for
religion in politics and public life, and oppose
charitable, tax-free status and state grants
for the promotion of any religion as inimical
to the interests of non-believers and those of
other faiths. We oppose state funding for
faith schools.

We support the right to secular education,
and assert the need for education in critical
thinking and the distinction between faith and
reason as a guide to knowledge, and in the
diversity of religious beliefs. We support the
spirit of free inquiry and the teaching of
science free from religious interference, and
are opposed to indoctrination, religious or
otherwise.

Adopted by the conference, Copenhagen, 20
June 2010.

Please circulate this as widely as you can
among people and groups who advocate a
secular society.

BOOK REVIEW

God's Brain

By Lionel Tiger & Michael McGuire
Prometheus Books, 215 pages, $31
Review by Neil Schipper

Why is it that in virtually every time period and

place where human societies have existed, do
we find religion of one kind or another?
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Supernatural authority figures, other-worldly
kingdoms, and fantastic creation stories, each
impossible to either verify or refute with finality.
Rules about food, clothing, and sex. Rituals for
prayer and meditation.

In God's Brain, anthropologist Lionel Tiger and
Psychiatrist Michael McGuire, both
accomplished, well published elder statesmen in
their fields, start with the observation that, with
its historical ubiquity and perhaps 80% of the
people on the planet now following some
religion, it must be a natural phenomenon.

According to Tiger and McGuire, to really
understand religion in the large and in all its
variety, one needs to look at the brains in the
heads of those who experience it.

When you look, you find that life's stresses —
thwarted plans, boredom, navigating competitive
and hierarchical social relationships, coming to
terms with the deaths of loved ones and the
impending death of the self — these take a
neurophysiological toll.

The stress influences rates of production and
depletion of neurotransmitters like dopamine
and serotonin, making us feel crummy. And
religion provides a remedy, or as they put it, it
brainsoothes: religious gatherings offer
moments of calm, of solidarity with a familiar and
welcoming group; accepting a supernatural
authority reduces anxieties over hierarchy;
following dictates set out in authoritative texts
eases the turmoil of messy moral decisions, with
forgiveness offered for transgressions; and
belief in an afterlife dampens the dread of the
inevitable.

So how well do they make their case?

Much of what they write is uncontroversial to the
point of banality. The brain, we now well know,
IS active “24/7”. It's involved with everything we
do: cutting an orange or looking out the window,
fist-fighting or sleeping.

There's a lingering artificiality in how they select
for discussion peoples' experiences and
feelings, not much in the way of empirical
support, and a failure to address alternate
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interpretations.

In contrast to much discussed books of recent
years which were highly critical of religion
(Harris, Dawkins, etc.), this book tries to turn
down the heat of the culture war by championing
more of a bird-watcher's stance.

They profess admiration for the creative energy
religion motivates. They also acknowledge that
the religious mood has encouraged great
fractiousness in human history, and has played
(and still plays) a role in closing minds against
ways of understanding life and universe
supported by rich and comprehensive evidence.

Tiger and McGuire's understanding of religion's
emergence in the ancestral past does appear to
carry some persuasive power (a nice meme they
offer is that the brain evolved to act, not to
think), but their attempt to promote this view as
one deserving prominence in conversation about
religion in the world we live in is questionable.
Strategies that keep the brain on an even keel
within a nonreligious life are increasingly
available and have certainly advanced in
influence in recent centuries.

Reading God's Brain is a lot like listening to an
affable professor whao's clearly enthused with his
own speculative ideas, but prone to verbosity,
repetition and wearing you down with mildly
relevant anecdotes.

This book also turns out to be difficult to read,
but not for the reasons you'd expect. Its
discussion of technical topics like
neurotransmitters and brain function is quite
tame compared to what you'll find in many books
and articles that cover similar territory.

We sometimes compliment a book by saying
that “the sentences fly off the page”. In this
book, sentences frequently need to be pried off:

“It is necessary to be aware of the different
gradations of color in sacred costume and what
their wearers mean to the ideas of religion's
meaning.”

A stray clunker that made it past an editor under
time pressure? Try this then:
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“The percentages of informal rules that are often
large do not unambiguously and agreeably have
their source in religion.”

There are likely great insights to be gained by
gazing at religion through a neurological lens,
but more cogent books than this may be needed
to launch that notion further into the mainstream.

UPCOMING EVENTS
Sunday, August 15, 2010

Mashfest Film Festival

Location: Park Theatre,

Time: 5:30 p.m.

Speaker/Topic: Feature Film: “Letting Go of
God” by Julia Sweeney

Saturday, August 21, 2010

HAM Summer Party

Location: The Fairbanks/Guinn residence
Details next month

Saturday, September 11, 2010
Monthly Meeting

Location: TBA
Speaker/Topic: TBA

Saturday, September 18, 2010

Red River Valley 2010 Freethought Convention
Red River Freethinkers

Location: Fargo Civic Center, Fargo, ND
Speakers: Brian Keith Dalton , "Mr. Deity"; PZ
Myers, the writer of Pharyngula himself; Dan Barker ,
co-president of the Freedom of Religion Foundation;
Annie Laurie Gaylor , co-president of the Freedom of
Religion Foundation; and August Berkshire , local
atheist heavyweight who was the first president of the
Twin Cities Chapter of American Atheists.

Saturday, October 9, 2010
Monthly Meeting

Location: TBA
Speaker/Topic: TBA
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Executive:

Jeff Olsson, President

Neil Schipper, Vice President
Helen Friesen, Treasurer
Heather McDonell, Secretary

Members at Large:
Myrna Donald
Barry Hammond
Donna Harris
Katie Higham
Jake Peters

Grant Rogerson
Sophie Shulman
Marlene Wallace
Barrie Webster

Newsletter Editor:
Donna L. Harris
ham_librarian@yahoo.ca

We're on the Web!

See us at:
mb.humanists.ca
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Yes, | would like to BECOME A MEMBER of the
Humanist Association of Manitoba
New Member Renewal

Membership Category:

Individual Membership $25.00
Individual Limited Income $10.00
Household Membership* $45.00
Household Limited Income $15.00

Name:

Address:

Postal Code

Telephone#: Cell #:

Email address:

*Household Memberships: Please give the names of all

additional Humanists in your household 18 years or over:

1.

rown

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
| . .
I City: Province:
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

DONATION (Tax receipts issued for all donations of
$10 or more)

| would like to make a donation to HAM of:
$10 $20 $30 $50 $100
Other:

PAYMENT: Cheque Money Order
Visa Mastercard Amex

Please complete the following if paying by credit card:

Acount No.

Expiry Date: /
Name on Card:

Signature:

Please make cheque or money order payable to:
Humanist Association of Manitoba  and mail to:
Humanist Association of Manitoba, 7 Pinehurst Lane,
Mitchell, MB, R5G 2J3.

Or bring your form and the fees to any HAM meeting
and give it to Helen Friesen, or any member of the
executive.




