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I. Contact Information


Mark Thomas 


Email: m_w_thomas@hotmail.com
II. Website Link


Atheists of Silicon Valley: www.godlessgeeks.com

San Francisco Atheists: www.sfatheists.com

East Bay Atheists: www.eastbayatheists.org

American Atheists: www.atheists.org
III.  Description of The Godless Geeks

A. Mission Statement: Atheism is the conclusion that there is no God based on evidence.
B. History:  The Atheists of Silicon Valley was founded by Mark Thomas and Lydia Rice in April of 2002.  Both founders believed that Silicon Valley was a perfect place to start another Atheist organization.
C. Leadership Structure: Mark Thomas is the President of The Godless Geeks of Silicon Valley.  Mark is also the Assistant State Director for the American Atheists in California.  

D. Communication:  Meetings on the 4th Wednesday of every month are the main gatherings of the group.  Their website provides contact information and an event schedule to help keep everyone informed of Atheist Events.  The website also provides literature and videos about the Atheist movement in America which has helped the group reach more people.  
E.  Intereligious Work: Humanists, The Church of Reality and Skeptics
E. Outreach Programs:  In order to gain more exposure in the local community the Atheists of Silicon Valley have organized several small outreach programs.  One such event included the release of “The God Who Wasn’t There” a movie which tries to prove that there is no historical evidence that Jesus ever existed.  After the showing of the film, the producer Brian Flemming was there to field questions from the audience.  This was all done in coordination with the Rational Though Group at Stanford University.  Another method used to spread community awareness of Atheism and the Silicon Valley Atheists, is the utilization of information tables at various locations such as shopping malls and airports to pass out flyers and converse with the community about Atheism and Religion.  The group and its members are also active in political demonstrations fighting for the separation of Church and State.  
Atheists of Silicon Valley Interview Transcript

Wednesday February 28, 2007

7:30pm Palo Alto, California 

Group Meeting

By [Name Removed]
Subject: Mark Thomas (President of The Atheists of Silicon Valley)

Note: The following is a general transcription of notes taken from the interview

1. Do Atheists consider themselves to be a religion or something more like a social group?

No, Atheism is not a religion, it is simply a group that has come to the conclusion that God does not exist based on evidence.

2. What does your group think about modern science?

Through the use of evidence science is able to explain how and why things happen.  A biologist could explain why Creationism is not a science.  It allows us to see what is true and what is not.

3. What does your group think about those that continue to deny modern science, particularly old earth creationists and other fundamentalist Christian believers?

Atheism is based on truth and in the end honesty to oneself.  It is wrong to base your fundamental beliefs on lies.

4. Should Creationism or other such beliefs be taught in a public high school classroom? 
No.  Beyond the fact that these ideas are based entirely on false premises, teaching young adolescents such things at a time when their minds are still young and malleable is not right.  High school student’s minds are still very impressionable and we are products of our environment. 

5. What are your views on Evangelical Christians and other extremely conservative readers of the Bible?

The truths that these people choose to live by is a form of intellectual laziness.  They have chosen to accept ideas that are not supported by any sort of fact or truth and are therefore rejecting any evidence which goes against their beliefs.  By choosing not to dig for the truth themselves they are simply accepting the false decrees of others.

6.  Where does morality come from?

It is a social necessity.  As a race we have realized that the only way for us to survive is to have a sense of good ethics and morality.  Our morality is not derived from religion or its texts.

7.  What is the history of the Atheists of Silicon Valley?

The group was founded in April 2001 by Mark Thomas and Lydia Rice out of the need for an Atheist organization in Silicon Valley.

8. What are some basic demographics of the group?

At least in Silicon Valley there are many engineers in this group.  There are typically more men than women.  Members are usually of an older age, this may be due to the fact that it takes a long time to figure out what is wrong with religion, and it also takes a long time to shake-off whatever beliefs you grew up adhering to.
9. What sort of outreach programs is the group involved in?

When the movie “The God Who Wasn’t There” was released they held a release party at Stanford Universtiy.  Tablings at various locations throughout the community allowed for the distribution of literature and general conversations about religion and Atheism.

Interview Evaluation

By [Name Removed]
I. General Observations of Interview and Meeting


Blake Ziolkowski and I attended a meeting of The Atheists of Silicon Valley on the evening of February 28, 2007.  The meeting was held in a small hall located in a townhouse complex.  There were twelve people at the meeting which made the meeting feel very intimate as everyone was able to speak about the topics on hand.  The meeting began with a talk by guest speaker Dr. Wallace Samson.  Dr. Samson is a retired oncologist who has worked in Valley Medical Center’s oncology department for most of his career.  His speech was about health care fraud and in particular several research articles published in distinguished medical journals around the United States.  These articles claimed that they had found that prayer was able to have a positive effect in the healing and fecundity of several test groups.  It was later discovered through the work of Dr. Samson and his colleagues that the researchers carrying out this work were actually con artists whose papers had made their way into these journals due to the religious biases of the editors and publishers of the medical journals.  

After Dr. Samson was done discussion within the group about the topic ensued and everyone was given a chance to discuss their views.  The environment was extremely open and welcoming as everyone was given equal opportunity to speak.  People were then asked to discuss their own background in relation to religion and how they found atheism to be the correct choice for themselves.  It was interesting to see that approximately 50% of the group had actually grown up in Christian families.  The demographics of the group were also interesting to see, especially the fact that nearly all of the attendees had engineering backgrounds.  

II. Interpretation of Interviews and Meeting


The meeting was truly and eye opening experience for myself.  Going into the meeting I had my own preconceived ideas of who Atheists were and what they stood for.  I knew that they had a disbelief in God and based their decisions on science.  However, and aspect of Atheism that I was not aware of was the fact that they felt as though they were outcasts.  Many described the difficulty in even telling their own families about their non-belief in God, and one member even described the end of a relationship due to his non-belief.  To me this was a shock, for I have considered myself to be an atheist, and never have I felt as though I was ever persecuted or looked down upon for my beliefs.  This feeling amongst the group led to another aspect of atheism to which I was unaware.  They believed that due to persecution from people with religious backgrounds, they needed to in a sense push back and not allow these other groups to “roll over” them.  To do this it seemed to me that an almost hostile sentiment towards other religions was present.  By this I mean the Atheists found it important to point out the flaws in other religions and beliefs and to discredit their ideas.  I was under the impression that Atheists would have a more passive approach to the subject in that they would be more accepting other beliefs and not persecute others for their ideas.  Personally, I may not believe in God but I definitely do not look down upon others for believing.  I have never felt the need to discredit another’s beliefs to strengthen my own and it is in this way that I felt different from this group of Atheists.  During my conversations with one of the group members I was able to truly get a sense of the conviction that Atheists may feel towards their cause.  Upon asking the member how he felt about the teaching of Creation in public classrooms, he responded that physical harm should be brought to the teacher who chose to do this.  I know that this member did not really mean that he would physically hurt anyone over the subject, but it definitely conveyed a certain intensity about Atheism that I was unaware of.  I think this was the most important thing I gathered from the experience, the fact that Atheists are truly passionate about their belief in non-belief and they fell definite sense of urgency and necessity for change in our society.  
[Name Removed]
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Creationist Website Evaluation

Intelligent Design Network
URL: http://www.intelligentdesignnetwork.org/

The Intelligent Design Network is an advocate for the objective treatment of evolutionary theory in institutions throughout society.  “Objectivity results from the use of the scientific method without philosophic or religious assumptions in seeking answers to the question: Where do we come from?”  Under this mantra the group strongly believes that certain natural processes such as evolution are best explained by the presence of an intelligent “cause”.  The origin of the first organic molecules in the so called “prebiotic soup” is called into question as many ID believers do not have faith in the idea that such a feat could have been possible without a designer.  In more general terms, this group hopes to show that evidence loopholes such as this provide the need for a balanced presentation of origins sciences in our society’s institutions.  “We promote the scientific evidence of intelligent design because proper consideration of that evidence is necessary to achieve not only scientific objectivity but also constitutional neutrality.”  The Intelligent Design Network seeks equality for all forms of creation science and believes Intelligent Design is indeed a legitimate form of science founded upon a preponderance of scientific evidence.  Perhaps an almost more precise way of describing the Intelligent Design Movement according to this website is the science of disproving probability and theory of past events.  “The code and messages in DNA

necessary for life are powerful evidence for design and against materialism, because statistical analyses rule out chance, even with a universe trillions and trillions of years old.”  Statistics seems to be the Intelligent Design Networks saving grace as they constantly insist that because the odds are so great against life arising without a Designer, it is impossible.  The explanation to the diversity of life that the Intelligent Design Network has to offer is the idea that fossil records displaying diversity more accurately support the argument for Design rather than evolution.  Within the website are many sources of information that try to present alternatives to the theory of Evolution, including literature video and audio.  However, many of these things require payment to access which is something that I was not willing to do.     


As a biological scientist myself I find many if not all of the Intelligent Design Network’s arguments to be misleading and manipulative.  Who would be a more appropriate leader for an organization that bases its theories on the manipulation of written language than a lawyer.  Well indeed upon looking at the description of the Head ID Officer on this website it is clear that John H. Calvert is indeed a lawyer.  The writing throughout the website is carefully constructed so as not too ruffle the wrong feathers.  Note that God is not mentioned once in the entire website, the authors and backers of the website being very careful not to allow God to be their designer.  However upon inspection of their events schedule you can note that each of their five scheduled appearances is at one of four fine Bible Belt churches or at the local Christian Academy.  Wouldn’t such rhetoric as Intelligent Design “science” find a more suitable audience at an institution of higher education?  Many of the arguments and evidence presented in the website seem to lack substance instead relying on the weak points of other theories to lend help to their own.  What they call science is simply a misleading interpretation of theory and statistical analysis. They do indeed see themselves as being in direct opposition to many evolutionary scientists who have relied on statistics to arrive at their conclusions.  Again like many other ID groups before it the only thing that The Intelligent Design Network seeks to protect is that they do not see God as their creator in attempt to make their rhetoric appropriate for public institution.  We must carefully watch the language of such organizations so as to allow our Constitution to do its job and protect the rights of all people in this nation.

[Name Removed]
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Evolution Website Evaluation

I. Characterization of Evolution Website

The evolutionist website that I chose to evaluate is The Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science.  The URL for this website is http://richarddawkins.net/foundation.  This website is not yet fully developed as the organization is still applying for charitable status.  However, Mr. Dawkins does have his own personal website www.RichardDawkins.net which is the website that I am really reviewing.  This website by Richard Dawkins obviously proposes challenges to all people and organizations who do not wish to acknowledge Evolution as concrete science or truth.  The website hosts a plethora of videos, articles, and sound clips representing the Evolutionist movement.  There are several videos of Dawkins reading The God Delusion in Lynchburg, Virginia and fielding questions at the end.  There are other audio and video clips throughout the site that present evidence for the non-existence of a God as well as articles such as “Darwin’s God” published in the New York Times not long ago. I think that the greatest responses to the Creationist movement can be seen in a list of important quotes on the quotations page on the website.  It is obvious that the website is advocating that there is a problem with religion and therefore anything that spins off of religion is therefore flawed.  “We admit that we are like apes, but we seldom realize that we are apes." From this quote we can see that the Dawkins seeks to bring to people’s attention the fact that we are indeed animals at the most basic of levels.  To bring home the point of there being something wrong with religion itself, Dawkins states, “No doubt soaring cathedrals, stirring music, moving stories and parables, help a bit.  But by far the most important variable determining your religion is the accident of birth."  From this you can gather that Dawkins finds not only problems with the Creationist ideas that have been derived from the Religion, but also the problems associated with religion itself and this may be the root of all arguments made on this website for Evolution and against Creationism.  One major aspect of the website is the papers and videos presented in the Science section of the website.  Although still focusing on the Evolution-Creation debate, there are several different scientific fields of evidence used to challenge Creationism (ie: physics, genetics, archaeology, astronomy, etc).   This website appears to be an atheist website as many of the quotes laid out by Dawkins littering the website all appear to be quite against the establishment or faith in religion, “The meme for blind faith secures its own perpetuation by the simple unconscious expedient of discouraging rational inquiry.”  According to this website, science is indeed a fairly textbook endeavor, as the papers, articles, and videos from many realms of science that are located on the site are all based on some sort of research and the presentation of findings.  The website and the messages conveyed on the website all seem to challenge Creation by attacking the credibility of religion.  A prominent argument made on the site is that for most people the beliefs that they acquire about religion depend on the type of upbringing the person had.  So if a person was born to an Evangelical Christian family they would most certainly end up as an Evangelical themselves. The problem with this as pointed out by the website is that people are very unwilling or are unable really to seek out truth for themselves, especially due to the fact that the mind is most impressionable at a young age and once things have been set in a young mind, by the time the person is old enough to be able to make decisions by themselves it may be too late to turn back and discover their own truths.  So in terms of Creationists, had these people been able to discover what the truth about or evolution and current existence at an earlier stage in life, they may indeed not believe a word of Creation later on in life.  The websites position on such things as the Great Flood an Noah’s ark can be best summed up in a quotation about faith by Dawkins.  “Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the need to think and evaluate evidence. Faith is belief in spite of, even perhaps because of, the lack of evidence."  I believe this is how Dawkins chooses to acknowledge claims made by Creationists.  He sees their ideas and views as hollow, for they have chosen to ignore evidence and still come to their own conclusions and conjectures.  

I.  Evaluation of the Website

Due to the fact that this website is based almost entirely on the ideas put forth by one person, it is extremely one sided.  I feel that the problem with being so narrow in one’s arguments may be that people will believe you are not seeing things as a whole.  I think that once the Richard Dawkins Foundation website is up and fully running, there will be more input from others and this will potentially present a more well-rounded argument.  There really was no balance to the website, as all one can find is articles and quotes directly attacking religion and Creationism.  Again, more balance to the website could even potentially strengthen someone’s arguments about a subject.  There really was no acknowledgment of opposing beliefs that I could find other than direct criticism, as the site really was only willing to recognize problems with religion and Creationism.  There is definitely hype associated with the subject matter on the website, as many of the articles and videos presented are relatively new, so obviously this is a subject that is still in the arena of argument.  I think the only real credibility that can be given to this website is the fact that many of the theories that this group/person seeks to spread as truth are based on scientific fact.  So from this if you believe in science you would find credibility in the websites statements and arguments.  I really think that an underlying theme in the website is the inherent problem with religion itself.  It is quite apparent that Dawkins strongly believes that not only is there no God, but believing in God can be very detrimental to a society.  "Hot on the heels of its magnanimous pardoning of Galileo, the Vatican has now moved with even more lightning speed to recognize the truth of Darwinism.”  Dawkins almost tries to point of the ignorance he sees associated with religion through their unwillingness to accept scientific evidence.  Although much the attention is focused on science and the evidence for Evolution and against Creationism, you get the feeling the real attack is on religion.  

Transcription of Interview with Mark Thomas 
Reported by:  Blake Ziolkowski
Mark Thomas is the President of the Godless Geeks.  The following transcription is not verbatim and does not contain direct quotes from Mark Thomas.

Is atheism considered a religion in your opinion?


No, atheism is the antitheism.

Should creationism be taught along side evolution in the public school system?

No, the only question biology teachers should be asking their students is “why creationism is not a science?”

 What is wrong with having faith in religion or a God?
Mark discussed two main points when asked this question.  First he said that it is wrong to base beliefs on lies.  And secondly he said sited the 9/11 attacks as due to faith. 

What is the key to Atheism?

The key to atheism is honesty.  Concluding that there is not a God after analyzing the evidence.

Description of Interview with Mark Thomas
By:  Blake Ziolkowski

During the interview conducted by [Name Removed] and myself, Mark Thomas was very easy to talk to and willing to share.  No matter how demanding the question Mark was more than happy give us his opinion.  One interesting aspect of the interview resulted from questions asked by [Name Removed] and I that concerned the credibility of atheism as a belief.  When Mark was asked these questions he often reverted to addressing some problems with Christianity.  

I came to the realization after the interview that the group as a whole, only shares one common belief and that is that there is no God.  But other than that, the group does not establish or preach any kind of moral code or way to live.  This is not a bad aspect of the group but it does result in opposing belief systems misconstruing what an atheist believes in or stands for.  Overall I found the group and its members very inviting and willing to share and I believe that much was learned from the interview with Mark Thomas.

Blake Ziolkowski

A Look inside the Creationist Fellowship

Characterization:


The Creationist Fellowship is a group of Evangelist Baptists from Lansdale, PA.  Meeting on the second Thursday of every month, the members discuss ways in which they can educate others on the science of creationism.  Believing that science has a part in creationist theory, the group attempts to show the divine presence in nature; specifically discussing Darwin and the Galapagos Islands, a monarch butterfly, as well as attempting to explain the extinction of the dinosaurs with reference to the great flood.  The Creationist Fellowship hopes to open the eyes and enlighten the ignorant minds that, in their opinion, have been blinded by the evolutionist movement.  The group is preaching that “all the facts of science are founded in him,” “him” (www.creationist.org) being God the creator.  Therefore, they believe that science has a place in religion but is not the end all be all answer to the questions of life.

The Creationist Fellowship is a Liberal Christian organization.  The Creationist Fellowship first attempt to explain what Darwin actually experienced in the Galapagos Isles, and why he wrote about evolution.  The group states that “Like Darwin, we [as believers] condescend to the church proscribing what we see: the body of knowledge encumbering us.  It is constraint never intended by God.  Furthermore, the answer does not lie in the throwing off what Scripture teaches, fleeing the church, and looking to the sciences for answers.”  This is ultimately an attempt to forgive Darwin and give rise to the theory upheld by the Creationist Fellowship, which is letting science, but not evolution, have a place in God’s work, but only when one has a “knowledge of Him, [and] of what He has created” (www.creationist.org), can we find a place for science in creationism.  In continuation of their reasoning the Creationist Fellowship have an article on their website (www.creationist.org), that addresses their standpoint and theory about the extinction of the dinosaurs with reference to Noah’s Arch.  The group feels that “It [is] quite likely that…dinosaurs were on the arch” (www.creationist.org/Whatthesaurians).  To understand their extinction we must accept the fact that the climates had altered too dramatically to support the habitat the dinosaurs need to sustain life.

Evaluation:


The Creationist Fellowship, in my opinion, has not prepared a sufficient argument.  The website contains three main topics, that if argued correctly could be very convincing.  Given this information one must analyze the Creationist articles very critically.  When looking at each article it is not hard to pick out very weak aspects within the arguments.  For example, the article about the monarch butterfly contains information about the life cycle of the creature and at the end of each description the authors writes about how this must have been created by God.  At the end of the second life cycle the author writes, “Our wise and knowing God created all this.  And his sense of the beautiful, his complete superintendence of intricate design and function -- the purpose behind it all -- assures the validity of the creation model” (www.creationist.org/Broadcast).  This passage is found at the end of section in the article that is clearly addressing the natural life cycle of a monarch butterfly, there is hardly any evidence suggesting any divine intervention, nor evolution.  Among the other main articles such as What Happened to Dinosaurs?, the Fellowship adequately addresses the opposing opinions and theories but when it comes time to explain their reasoning for their theory they don’t give an answer that can be supported.  They simply state their belief, and expect it to be accepted as truth, with no evidence to support it.  One aspect of the Creationist Fellowship’s website that I respect and feel is a strength, is the list of books and authors who one can read about in order to further one’s research.  For example, when the Fellowship can’t explain why the Dinosaurs could live on the arch and then “could not survive the post deluvian climate changes” (www.creationist.org/Whatthesaurians.htm), a reference is made to a book that may contain answers to the more complicated questions. 


 Overall the Creationist Fellowship has prepared an insufficient website presenting their beliefs and theories.  The arguments lack the strength and support they require to dispute the topic and theory of evolution.  The website also lacks any indication of the Fellowships association with any political or social issues.  As a whole I feel that the Fellowship has been able to communicate their views, standpoints and beliefs, but has unsuccessfully argued for their theories.  With this inadequate attempt to combine science and religion while refuting evolution, I would hope that one who is in search of the answers would not stop here and accept these arguments and claims made by the Creationist Fellowship as the ultimate truth.  There is more to be discovered, and if the Fellowship has found the truth they have poorly represented and supported this truth.  

Works Cited

"Creationist Fellowship." Creatuionist Fellowship. 3 Feb. 1998. 24 Jan. 2007 <http://www.Creationist.org>.

Blake Ziolkowski

The Society for the Study of Evolution

Characterization


The Society for the Study of Evolution is a secular organization established in 1946.  Developed “to bridge the [gap] between…genetics…and taxonomy and paleontology” (http://www.evolutionsociety.org/history.htm), the Evolution Society began to publish a journal titled Evolution, in order to present their cause to the public.  The society is completely devoted to promoting and integrating evolution as well as other “fields of science concerned with evolution” (www.evolutionsociety.org).  When visiting their website, www.evolutionsociety.org, one will find that there is no mention of the current debate between creationism and evolution, or even religion for that matter.  It is very clear that evolution is science and therefore is fact.  There is no mention of religion in the beliefs or social issues that the group addresses.  For example according to the organization the study of evolution is so:

"Evolution" refers both to a set of scientific facts and to a theory explaining such facts. "Evolution" refers to the scientific fact that biological organisms have changed through time, and that all life, including humanity, has descended with modification from common ancestors. Evolution is as well documented as are other currently accepted scientific facts. The theory of evolution is a comprehensive and well-established scientific explanation, based on natural processes, of the fact of biological evolution. (http://www.evolutionsociety.org/statements.htm)

This statement as well as the statement written about the teaching of evolution does not attempt to argue against the religious theories that contradict evolution, let alone address these theories.  One stance that the Evolution Society does take is on the teaching of evolution in the public school system.  The reason the organization believes that evolution should be taught in the school system is very clear cut, and is as follows: “Evolutionary theory should be taught in public schools because it is one of the most important scientific theories ever generated, and because it is the accepted scientific explanation for the diversity of life” (http://www.evolutionsociety.org/statements.htm).  Along with the study of evolution this issue is very simply answered in the eyes of the organization.


Beside the two statements made about the societies beliefs about evolution and the teaching of evolution there is not one main statement on the website that addresses the debate about evolution vs. creationism.  I would think that the website and the journal both receive letters and papers about dinosaurs, Noah’s ark, and things of that matter, but the society does not choose to advertise their views about such issues on their website.  

Evaluation

Even with the growing debate I find it very interesting that this organization does not simply address opposing arguments to their beliefs.  With as many court cases and social issues about the truth and teaching of evolution I would think that such an established organization with an amazingly lengthy history and such strong roots within the scientific community, would speak about the controversy and attempt to defend their belief in evolution.  This abstinence from the debate of creationism vs. evolution can be interpreted as a strength on one hand and as a weakness on the other.  Completely ignoring the opposition is a powerful attempt at discrediting your opposition, in turn this lack of acknowledgement of the opposing theories may reflect poorly on the societies credibility, ultimately making the evolution theory appear weak.


I strongly believe that if this organization in particular, were to enter the ring of the debate between religion and science they are capable of strengthening the evolutionist argument tremendously.  As prestigious as the Society for the Study of Evolution appears I do not understand why the organization as a whole does not use their credibility as a weapon and argue for their cause on the website and in the journal.  

In conclusion this site does not make an attempt to address or argue the views opposing evolution.  The website provides sufficient arguments for evolution and links to articles supporting evolution and evolutionary theories.  Even though the society does not post their views about opposing arguments I feel that they provide enough evidence and data to make their website as well as their society credible.

Work Cited
Raucher, Mark, ed. "The Society for the Study of Evolution." 21 Feb. 2007 <www.evolutionsociety.org>.
Interview Transcription
Interviewer: Patrick Amos

Interviewee: David Fitzgerald – head of San Francisco Atheists 
Transcription:
1. What is the name of your religious/atheistic group? How many people are members in the bay area?

San Francisco Atheists, an affiliate of American Atheists; we also have sister groups like East Bay Atheists and Atheists of the Silicon Valley.  There are also Humanist groups, Skeptic groups, Secular Jewish groups, Americans United for Separation of Church & State and other freethinker groups.  There are also national organizations such as American Atheists, Freedom From Religion Foundation, Center For Inquiry, and the Atheist Alliance, as well as the Secular Web online.  It‘s tricky to say just how many of us there are, since we don’t keep membership rolls the way churches do, and because many of us belong to more than one group.  There’s probably a thousand or so active members in the Bay Area, and many more than that who just aren’t joiners, or think about religion so little that they don’t even stop to consider themselves Atheists.

2. Do atheists consider themselves to be a religion or something more like a social group?

 

Atheists are often accused of being just another religion; an “un-religion” if you will.  Which is a little odd.  It’s a little like accusing the Sierra Club of being a religion.   We’re a social group for people who don’t have belief in gods.  We meet monthly for informal programs.  Our meetings serve three needs: First of all, Social – simply enjoying the friendship of like-minded people from all walks of life.  Second, Educational – we like to learn new things.  Thirdly, Activism – we get out there and take a stand for what we believe in.  There’s no doctrines or creeds enforced, and no holy scripture.  And we certainly don’t try to make our members all believe the same thing.  In fact I should state for the record that my responses to this questionnaire is just one individual’s take on Atheism.  I could hardly speak for all of us, getting Atheists to agree is like herding cats.  In fact, perhaps the biggest disagreement today among Atheists is simply what to call ourselves!

3. How does your group propose to answer the creation/evolution debate?

 

Well, of course there is no debate in the scientific community.  The so-called “controversy” was created by nonscientists who feel that their Biblical interpretation is threatened by scientific findings.  Not all believers are Creationists, of course, but I don’t know of any Atheists who buy into “Intelligent Design” nonsense at all. 

4. What specific issues does your group like to address? Why?

Protecting civil rights for nonbelievers, supporting science education, upholding Separation of Church & State and challenging religious dogma and superstition.  Which is not to say we want to ban religion; we are ardent supporters of religious liberty. We respect everyone’s right to believe whatever they want – and our right to speak up when we think your beliefs are harmful or just plain erroneous. 

 

5. What does your group think about modern science?

 

Science isn’t our god, but to paraphrase Einstein, for all its human flaws (and there’s no denying them) it’s the most precious thing we have.  No other force in human history has brought more benefit to people’s lives, relieved more human suffering and broadened our understanding of our universe than the scientific method has.  

6. What does your group think about those that continue to deny modern science, particularly old earth creationists and other fundamentalist Christian believers?

 

Honestly?  In a hundred years, and probably much less, there won’t be anyone denying the facts of Evolution.  It will be just like the idea of a flat earth: first the Church violently upheld this paradigm on pain of death, then over centuries they did a complete 180 and now they act as though the Bible has always told us the world was round and orbits the sun.  There’s not a Christian alive today who believes otherwise.  The paradigm shift is already starting with Evolution.  Next thing you know Christians will be saying they’ve always believed in Evolution and that in fact Evolution proves the Bible is true. You heard it here first.

7. What do you think of the Bible's story of creation and the world-wide flood described in Genesis?

 

They’re perfect examples of Evolution in action: The Creation Myth in Genesis and the Noah’s Ark story came from a long line of even older Mesopotamian creation stories and flood myths.  It’s not just those two stories, either: All of the folklore in Islam, Christianity and Judaism has roots going further to Persian, Grecian, Egyptian, Babylonian, Akkadian and Summerian mythology; and those are just the tip of the iceberg; the mythic imagination goes deep back into Neolithic prehistory and beyond. It’s fascinating.

8. When was atheism founded, or who was the first person to come up with it?

Atheism is as old as humanity.  After all, we’re all born Atheists – babies have to be taught to worship gods.  Some trace early skeptic thoughts to a few of the ancient Greek philosophers, but I have no doubt that as long as there have been people who claim to be speaking for the gods, there have been others who looked at them funny and said “I don’t think so.” 

9. Should Intelligent Design or other religious-based viewpoints be allowed in public schools?

Not in science class!  Any discussion of religious ideas belongs in a comparative religions class, not in a biology unit. If anyone claims that ID or any other dubious proposition is science, then let them do the work and discipline that real science requires: for starters, let them submit their work to peer review and rigorously test the predictions of their hypotheses.  Then they have the right to the name.  Crying for “equal time” or “teaching the controversy” are just smokescreens.  The sheer dishonesty and smug, satisfied ignorance of Creationism is just infuriating.  Evolution didn’t become the single best answer to our origins by ignoring the rules of science; it triumphed because it fits the evidence better than any other idea.  

 

10. What are your opinions on states, like Kansas, that until recently did not allow the teaching of evolution in public schools?

Evolution is the central principle in biology, and has implications for every science from geology to astronomy and cosmology.  Attacking Evolution is an attack on science itself, and the red-state cavemen who do that aren’t just wrong, aren’t just political pawns, aren’t just being fleeced by oily preachers – by attacking science, they are threatening the well-being and future of us all.

 

11. What do you believe happens after death?

Everyone is worried about that eternity of being dead after they die, but no one seems too perturbed about not existing in that eternity of time before they were alive.  I think it’s only natural; if we weren’t hard-wired to fear death we probably wouldn’t live very long. The promise of eternal life is a big selling point of religion; but isn’t it strange how many religious people are still terrified of death? But let’s face it: when the machinery of the body stops working, we stop living.  It’s not pretty, but there it is.  We have no guarantee how long we’ll be around; so we need to learn to appreciate and celebrate the time we do have.  And be nice to each other.

 

12. What are your views on evangelical Christians?

Like most Atheists, many of my closest friends, family and co-workers are Christians of some denomination.  In fact, most of my relatives are devout Christians. I was raised an Evangelical Christian (Southern Baptist) and very active in the church.  I was even music director for a Cambodian mission.  So on one level I love talking to Christians and have a lot of sympathy for them – and by the same token, very little patience when I hear people parrot the same tired old party lines I used to spout.  

 

13. What key events and functions does your group hold each year?

 

Naturally, we don’t have any holidays as such. Our key events are annual social events like Darwin Day (Feb. 12th) a celebration of science and humanity.  We also have picnics and dinner parties on the Summer and Winter Solstices.  We also have annual national conventions and try to have a booth at summer Street fairs.

14. What made you become an atheist and how does being one shape your view on life?

I was a firm believer until well into my college years. One day I was in a debate with a friend; she asked me something, and I started to blurt out some answer when I suddenly realized I had no idea whether the next thing I was about to say was true or not.  It shocked me – I was doing just what I always accused the Mormons of doing!  I never looked at my faith the same way again.  It took me a year or so to get used to the change, but now I love being an Atheist! I could never go back to being a believer.  I feel so much closer to people now; I don’t have any fear of imaginary demons or divine punishment; I don’t have to pretend to believe in ridiculous religious dogmas; I don’t feel the need to be judgmental or arrogant; and I can appreciate the wonder of the whole universe, not just what fit in a tiny Baptist-shaped box. 

15. Any other comments??

Just for the record, I wanted to mention some popular misconceptions about Atheists:

Isn’t life meaningless and depressing to Atheists?

People have a picture of Atheists as dour miserable bastards all dressed in black smoking and reading Sarte in a café somewhere.  But Atheism is a joyful, positive, intellectually honest outlook on life.  I’m much happier having dumped all my dogmatic Christian baggage. 

Why are you moral?

Surprisingly, I didn’t start murdering and raping when I gave up my religion.  In fact, if anything I care about my fellow humans even more and have a lot more sympathy for different viewpoints now that I’m not out trying to save everyone or prove them wrong.  Atheists have just as much respect for truth, love, justice etc. as anyone. The fact is, we’re social animals; cooperation and caring for one another, even self-sacrifice, is hard-wired into us by evolution.  Every successful culture has figured out that stealing and killing each other doesn’t lead to a society of happy people.
Atheists have to have faith that there is no god.

Believers love to tell me how Atheists are supposed to think.  They act like it’s just another religion.  But Atheism is a conclusion, not a belief system.  It’s simply the lack of belief in gods (and by extension, angels, demons, fairies, ghosts, and any number of other imaginary creatures), based on the lack of evidence and in many cases, the sheer logical impossibility of their existence.

Where did everything come from?

People say the universe is way to complex to have just come about on its own – but how much more complex would its creator have to be? If you can believe that some omnipotent supernatural creator of the universe just simply “always was,” the same holds true for the universe itself.  And in fact that’s exactly what the evidence of modern cosmology indicates.

Interview Description

By Patrick Amos
While the other two members of our group went to interview members of the Silicon Valley Atheist group, the Godless Geeks, I headed to San Francisco to interview David Fitzgerald, head of the San Francisco Atheists, an affiliate of the American Atheists. At first the reason I interviewed David was because our group had trouble getting into contact with the Godless Geeks, after interviewing David we were able to a hold of the Godless Geeks. My interview with David gave us a good second opinion on Atheism in the bay area. 

Overall Impression: My overall impression of David and the San Francisco Atheists was quite good. At first I thought an atheist’s opinion would be very closed minded towards religion, maybe even anti-religious. However, David dispelled those feelings immediately. As a converted Atheist from fundamental Christian upbringing David provided good insight into both the world of God and the godless. David was very professional from the beginning, immediately telling me that the answers to my questions were purely his expression and that he did not speak for atheists as a whole since atheists represent a broad variety of interests. As I expected, atheists do not see the creation-evolution debate as any kind of debate or conflict, but rather emphasize the fact that there is absolutely no debate on this issue among the scientific community. That being said, their interests are to inform the public, protect civil rights, science education, and the separation of church and state. Contrary to what I thought atheists are just as adamant about supporting the rights of those to believe in their own private lives whatever they want to, as they are to defending their right to privately not believe. Another interesting thing I found is that David’s group has no interest in keeping religion out of schools completely, but rather feel that both religion and atheism should be taught in comparative religion classes in schools in order to keep students well rounded and as educated as possible about the world around them. Another interesting thing is that the David said the origins of atheism are as old as humanity itself. I had never particularly thought of it that way, but it seems quite true. Ever since freedom of speech began to gain its foothold is also when atheistic writers began to make headway into the world of religious philosophy. 

One of the most interesting things David said in our interview was his critique of one of the more common criticisms given to atheists – that atheism is immoral. David actually said that it made him care for humans even more and dispelled the fear of death religion can often instill in people in return for a love of life. Finally, the most interesting thing is that David called atheism a conclusion not a belief system, and emphasized the sheer logical impossibility of their existence. Truly science and reason are their belief systems, something I found to be intriguing. 

In conclusion the interview with David went quite well, and he was a fine representative of the San Francisco Atheists. Atheists have faith, faith that God and gods do not exist. David exemplified what he described atheism as – “a joyful, positive, intellectually honest outlook on life.”

Creation Website Profile

By Patrick Amos
For my creationist website assessment, I chose to analyze the views presented by Answers in Genesis, which can be found online at www.answersingenesis.org. This website, featuring several articles by Ken Ham, explains the origins of the earth exactly as it is written in Genesis. In his article on the validity of creation Ken Ham writes, “Even though human arguments may be powerful, ultimately it is God’s word that convicts and opens people to the truth.” Ken Ham continues to say that “It’s no good convincing people to believe in creation without leading them to believe and trust in the Creator/Redeemer.” 


It is clear that Answers in Genesis has certain issues in need of attention. Of all the issues Answers in Genesis brings to light, clearly their pointing out the biases and shortcomings of evolutionists seems to be at the forefront. Instead of denying science, Answers in Genesis seems more interested in hinging their arguments on certain, scientific facts they feel work in their favor. Certainly, Answers in Genesis when placed along the spectrum of opinion would be classified as young earth believers. However, Ken Ham claims he is not a young earth believer, but instead a “revelationist.” From my reading, the two words seem to be synonymous with each other. When it comes to science, Answers in Genesis says it is “misleading to contrast religion/creation opinions with evolution/scientific facts.” They maintain that science has its limitations. Answers in Genesis claims that “normal/operational science deals only with repeatable and observable processes in the present.” They accept this form of science, but claim that evolution is speculation because it is unobservable and unrepeatable since it happened in the past. On the issue of dinosaurs, Ken Ham and Answers in Genesis maintain that both humans and dinosaurs were created on the sixth day of creation and lived alongside each other on the earth until the great flood caused them to go extinct. 


My evaluation of this website is rather positive, particularly in the way the material is presented. I went on to many creationist sites before choosing Answers in Genesis. Not only does it have a catchy name, but the way that its website is constructed is much more professional than many of the other sites I saw. All the articles the site offers as answers to its questions were published in what they claim are prominent religious journals and texts, such as Evolution Exposed: Your Evolution Answer Book for the Classroom. Therefore, to an unsuspecting reader, it makes the argument appear to be more credible. 


Their arguments are markedly more balanced than I had expected. Unlike many creationists websites I viewed, Answers in Genesis does not just shrug science off as invalid, but instead has clever ways of accepting parts of it while denying others. One of their less convincing attempts is focusing on DNA’s hidden ‘designer’ as oppose to focusing on DNA as disproving the creation story. Essentially, the site is offering readers ways to argumentatively put down the science that evolutionists are promoting. There is certainly hype associated with Answers in Genesis. If I had to guess, I would say it is almost certainly being funded by fundamentalist Christians. The reason I infer this is because all the books the website had on its shop appeared to be of fundamentalist viewpoints. 


Answers in Genesis and particularly Ken Ham have an agenda towards promoting and validating the viewpoints of a person that reads the Bible literally. That is where, in my personal opinion, the website loses some of its credibility. Certainly, this website is well-funded as well as created by very smart and clever individuals. However, those individuals are clearly seeking out an ulterior agenda.

Evolution Website Profile
By Patrick Amos

For the evolution website evaluation I chose to research the Tree of Life Project. The project can be found online at www.tolweb.org. To answer the evolution-creation question the Tree of Life takes a simple stance. They believe “evidence from morphological, biochemical, and gene sequence data suggests that all organisms on earth are genetically related, and the genealogical relationships of living things can be represented by a vast evolutionary tree, the Tree of Life.” The group’s specific issues center around phylogeny and the way that all living things are connected by the passage of genes along the branches of what they call the phylogenetic tree. This tree is made up roots, branches, and tree houses each which house different aspects of life. The Tree of Life Project is involved with other “causes” particularly education. The group co-sponsors a program called CIPRES Outreach, a program dedicated to providing teachers educational modules for learning about phylogeny free of charge. This project is their attempt to expand on our knowledge of life which they say currently resembles a “16th century map of the world.” On the spectrum of beliefs regarding the evolution-creation debate, this group clearly falls to the purely evolutionary side. The Tree of Life Project members are clearly stout believers in evolution and modern science. Their scope is purely secular and atheist, although that is not clearly stated on the website. To the Tree of Life Project science is strictly modern science, and creationism is simply myth, although creationism is not directly referred to on the website. The same goes for Noah’s ark and the flood, while not addressed it is my assumption that the Tree of Life would find this purely religious myth. 


After browsing through the Tree of Life Project website, I noticed several interesting things. The content of the site is well laid out and appears to be created by a  professional. The presentation is clearly a strong point and it helps to make the information and the website appear more professional. I could not notice any real weaknesses with the website, it addresses all the issues the group feels are important and it is all easily accessible. Their presentation of the material on their website seems completely unbiased. Unlike the creationist website I analyzed, the Tree of Life website does not delve into evolution nor does it try to disprove any opposing theory. I particularly thought it was interesting that in their mission statement they use the phrase “evidence suggests,” which is true to the scientific norm of using your best theory to fit the evidence. This is quite different from the fundamentalist websites that attempt to fit scientific information into their beliefs, which they do not suggest is true but call cold hard fact. While the website does not acknowledge any opposing views or varying beliefs on the site, I believe it is due to the fact that the website is strictly scientific and informational. The Tree of Life Project does not give off any hype, although it is clear that the contributors to the site are passionate about their research. The only real policy issue that the Tree of Life takes on is education and that is addressed in their CIPRES Outreach program. It definitely appears to be a credible program and is co-sponsored by over 10 American universities, including Yale. The only issues that the site seeks to protect is its so-called Tree of Life and their beliefs that life on earth stemmed from a single being. Overall, I would consider this to be a valid, credible website.
