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Heading home after a great day celebrating the life of longtime Life Member of HSNSW, Vicki Potempa, are: at front Linda 
Coombe (Vicki’s daughter); and at rear from left Loretta Picone (Justice Action), Christine Smith (Abortion Action), and Lynn 
Muir (Abortion Action). You’ll find lots more photos of the day on pages 5-9. 

There were 20 of us there on Sunday 11 October 2020 - as many as could fit with the pandemic restrictions. We’d had to 
wait around six months after the time of Vicki’s death to finally hold the Wake she’d been promised. Vicki herself had set 
aside enough to fund her big sendoff. Vicki was always one of the major donors to the Humanist Society of NSW - over many 
years - as well as a massive contributor of love, energy, time - and food!  

Dying at 98, Vicki was among the last of her generation, outliving many in the next generation. Those born during 1920-1950 
were much greater joiners than those born later, and the Society flourished when Vicki and her cohort were in their prime - 
and Vicki’s prime lasted a long time. Will new generations rediscover there are important things you need to organise among 
yourselves - in a bonded community  - which the corporate consumerist system of today just does not provide? 
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PLEASE HELP US BUILD A FUTURE FOR HUMANISM IN NSW 

WE CAN’T DO IT WITHOUT YOU 

YES, YOU! 

Humanism has a long tradition of thinking globally, and the Humanist Society of NSW has a long history of acting locally. 
This association has a heritage to be honoured, and assets to be sustained in the continuing quest for a more just society, a 
more meaningful lifestyle, an economy of human flourishing, growth that doesn’t trash the planet, an expanding circle of 
care and concern, a sustained, abundant, diverse, beautiful natural world, and a living, growing and diverse human culture. 

Some version of this appeal for help has been included in every issue for a few years now but not one new expression of 
interest has ever been received. At the AGM in 2020, held online on Zoom allowing attendance from anywhere, the only 
attendees were the perennial members of the committee. Our most precious thing - our members - are ‘missing in action’.  

ALL members of the Humanist Society are to be valued - being a loyal member or making a donation are themselves 
valuable contributions. But our income is nowhere near enough to hire paid employees and the efforts of our handful of 
volunteers are by far the most significant and vital contributions.  

The Humanist Society of NSW has depended for too long on a small group  of outstanding elder volunteers who simply cannot 
carry the load forever. Yes we can manage day-to-day survival, but this doesn’t guarantee long-term survival. Simply 
keeping things ticking over just winds down the clock. We need to rewind and to revive. 

We need help.   We need you! 

Sometimes the life of a volunteer feels bound to the wheel of duty, fearing there is no relief coming; sometimes the only 
relief is to focus on what we find ’fun’ - but ignoring the long term; then there’s the temptation to assume we already have 
‘the best person for the job’ - why else would there be no one else applying! But the ’best person for the job’ will 
sometimes be someone fresh.  

Every living system needs constant refreshing and renewing - which we all associate with health and growth.   

The NSW Humanist Society’s volunteer team needs renewal. Effectiveness need a team approach - and a team approach 
needs a team - and a team needs leaders and movers and shakers. Sadly, if those who volunteer are limited just to those 
with time on their hands, with the best of wills they often need levels of training and assistance - which is almost always 
best provided by the type of volunteers who are already  busy elsewhere. It’s often said that if you want a job done it’s best 
to get a busy person to do it! We need the kind of ‘busy’ people that can get jobs done. 

While we always need to welcome a generous heart, we don’t have a volunteer coordinator or a roster of well-defined jobs. 
We need energetic, skilled, personable self-starters with initiative and creativity - and lots of insight and patience. If you’re 
already busily assisting another organisation, then you’re just the very person we so desperately need! You might even be 
able to take on coordinating other volunteers.  

Before something becomes extinct it spends a considerable period being endangered. We use this for species but it actually 
applies more broadly to all sorts of entities - grimly including our individual human selves - not to mention associations and 
movements and such.  

I’m not sure whose job it is to declare something like the Humanist Society of NSW to be ‘endangered’ but when things are 
operating at their limits then they are ‘vulnerable’ and will one day be ‘threatened’. How soon that day comes I cannot say, 
but in my experience every anticipated day eventually arrives. 

This is about as dramatic as I’m prepared to be but if it stirs any thoughts on how your own skills might help us, or ideas 
about how someone else offers what we need, then you need to get in touch.  

To get things rolling you only need to email any tips, suggestions, offers, or best of all a detailed expression of interest to 

Murray Love at:   love@optushome.com.au 

 

DO YOU HAVE SKILLS TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE PRODUCTION OF VIEWPOINTS? 

I have designated this issue of Viewpoints as for January-December 2021 because I have not found the wherewithal to 
produce another at this stage. Producing a journal needs good content worth reading, an appealing layout, the collection 
and presentation of relevant information and photographs, alertness to mistakes,  distribution including printing and 
postage, among other things - including feedback on what the readers, or the many non-readers, think. It’s a job 
demanding a lot of skills. If anyone out there is interested in working on all or part of the editing and production aspects 
of this journal then please get in touch. Then we also need those who can write items and articles. I won’t be able to 
provide special training or equipment, so please be prepared to learn on the job, and bring some tested skills along.   

M. Love, Editor 
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WHATEVER HAPPENED TO LYNDON STOREY?  
Lyndon relaunched the ACT Humanist Society in Canberra about five years ago, and then was for a couple of years the 
President of CAHS - the Council of Australian Humanist Societies. Lyndon resigned that presidency in mid-2019 and has since 
moved to the Wollongong area. Lyndon has also long been a member of our own Humanist Society of NSW. A new 
organisation called Humanists Australia has taken over the annual Humanist awards within Australia, and under their new 
processes Lyndon has been declared Outstanding Humanist Achiever for 2021. Congratulations Lyndon! Lyndon has a talent 
for leadership, but is deliberately stepping back from organisational matters to concentrate on the stuff of Humanism itself - 
bringing out the best in our humanity. Lyndon was already influential in calling for a second wave of Humanism in Australia, 
offering effective ways to promote Humanism in contemporary society. Pinning down the essence of Humanism has always 
been a fraught issue in a community of independent thinkers, and Lyndon has found a way of presenting his values through a 
related phrase ‘human hearted’. Lyndon’s ideas of human-heartedness also draw on his knowledge of Chinese humanistic 
traditions. He did his PhD in Chinese philosophy, particularly the humanistic Confucian scholar Mencius (Meng Ke). Lyndon’s 
new website is rich in ideas, and he can be contacted there. The Internet URL is:    https://www.humanhearted.org/overview    
 

THE DEATH OF DENNIS MORRIS  
One of our Life Members, Dennis Morris, is no longer with us. Dennis’s wife Ann informed us Dennis suffered a massive 
stroke on 20 July 2021 and did not recover. Dennis had experienced an earlier stroke in 2006, but at that time he recovered 
to enjoy life for another fifteen years. Dennis was born in South Africa. He explored early hominid archaeological sites there, 
and joined the fight against apartheid. He wrote songs in both English and Zulu, and traveled the world. Dennis earned his 
living as an osteopath. He always found ways to help others, especially through music. Dennis eventually settled in Perth, 
where he served as President of the Humanist Society of WA. He has long also been a member of HSNSW. Dennis’s 2006 
stroke didn’t stop him finishing his most important book Religion: the greatest confidence trick in history. He was Australia’s 
2014 Outstanding Humanist Achiever. Ever the Humanist, Dennis donated his body to science at the university. Dennis was 
also a generous donor to the Society. He was well-liked by those who knew him and will be missed. Dennis enjoyed painting 
and donated some of his art and music to the Society. One of his pictures hangs in Humanist House. Farewell Dennis. 
 

HUMANIST HOUSE ROOF APPEAL  
We are renewing the roofing at Humanist House and it’s expensive. We are relying on generous gifts from a number of 
members and it’s not too late to join in this important project. We thanks members Alexander, Blair, Bowman, Flatow, Foley, 
Lees, Love, Sills, Vanatheva, von Behrens and Wright for generous donations, and would love to be thanking more of you in 
the future. It’s never too late. A better roof will help preserve the delicate structure of a building now perhaps a century old. 
Although we know it won’t last forever, it’s our only home for a while yet. We have also been given considerable assistance 
by our tenants the NSW Rationalists (who are now identifying as ‘secular’ although their website has not yet changed). 
 

NOMINATION OF CHARLES FOLEY AS A LIFE MEMBER OF THE HUMANIST SOCIETY OF NSW  
Charles Foley lives in Canberra but has been a member with us for many years. He came to Australia from the USA where he 
had qualified to serve as a Humanist Chaplain. Charles has been a pioneer and champion of the roles of Chaplain and 
Celebrant in Australia and we will call on members to honour his career with a Life Membership at the AGM in September. 
 

Compiled by Murray Love 
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We’ve all heard of  'respectability' - a striving to get a thing 
called ‘respect’ through conformity and discretion. The word 
‘respectful’ implies ‘respect’ is a thing internalised within us. 
In this article I advocate that we think of ’respect’ more as an 
ability, an action, an art of relating to others - rather than an 
object or personal quality - more as a verb than a noun. 

We so often think of ‘respect’ as a thing - an attitude, a 
requirement, a gift, obligation or bond of loyalty. These 
things may be socially necessary at times, and learning to 
respect the conventions which keep us safe is certainly 
warranted.  But my task here is to clear a space for a more 
humanistic idea of ‘respect’ - one which includes a greater 
understanding of each other as individual human beings. 

I’ll just be trying here to clarify meanings and promote 
understanding, but not giving personal advice even if it 
sometimes appears so. First, I’ll need to demonstrate the 
confusion so you can better appreciate my clarifications. 

‘Respect’ first appears in English texts in the late 1300s. The 
Latin spect is about ‘looking’, and the prefix re 
signifies ‘back’ or ‘again’. In origin, ‘re-spect’ 
implied taking a good look at something - a 
longer look or a second look.  Taking a second 
look at something, can feel like finally seeing it 
for the first time.  To pass a homeless person on 
the street ‘without a second look’ is the very  
opposite of ‘re-spect-ing’ them! It’s time for us 
to re-spect and rediscover the word ‘respect’. 

In the late 1500s, the word ’respect’ was 
stretched to cover new usages, especially deferential regard 
to one's ‘superiors’. These changes, however, created 
ongoing confusion between ‘respect’ and ‘deference’.  

Renaissance deference was mercifully an advance on earlier 
very brutal methods of asserting status, but to this day there 
remains ‘violence inherent in the system’ regarding 
deference, which  gets built into etiquette and socialisation.  

There have always been some humanistic usages - we value 
‘mutual respect’, and our ‘last respects’ for the dead now 
often include a review of their life as a whole person.  

Yet the co-option of the word ‘respect’ (or respectfulness) as 
a substance, a thing, an entitlement and a euphemism for 
obedience, deference or submission to authority or 
superiors has tragically bastardised a valuable word.  

But change is coming. When I got married in the 1980s, the 
civil celebrant asked us each to pledge to “respect” the other 
- which was certainly better than honouring and obeying. 
More importantly. he added the clarification “as an 
individual”. This made all the difference. In this modernised 
ceremony we committed to the recognition that there really 
is someone else in this relationship, and that we should 

respect them i.e. to look harder, and lovingly discover all 
kinds of different things about this other human being. 

If respect is to be a noun at all, it needs to be an art or an act 
- the fullest  awareness of the other, rather than merely 
being ’respectful’ in a well-drilled or even deferential way. 
Etiquette is quite deliberately designed to bypass the 
messier  aspects of human nature, but there aren’t any 
viable shortcuts in truly discovering other human individuals. 

Taking that ‘second look’ at someone goes beyond first 
impressions, and ancient prejudices, towards a ‘new respect’ 
for that person or even for persons like them. We see a 
whole person and an interesting person - an individual.  

In Aretha Franklin’s hit song “R-E-S-P-E-C-T” she just asks for 
‘a little respect’ when he gets home - presumably from the 
bar as she’s the only one working. She knows it’s a 
misogynistic relationship. She’s not hoping for deference, 
but would like a little consideration. 

Aretha’s song became an anthem for women 
despite the lyrics. She could be so much more 
with a man who truly respected her - as an 
individual, and appreciates all that she has to 
give - and needs to get in return. Despite the 
misogyny, many  women and girls found an 
alluring sense of empowerment in Aretha’s 
exuberant vocals and embodied delivery - plus 
spelling out to men what women really want. 

Really looking at other humans needs to 
include listening which is itself easier if we’re at 

ease with ourselves. Humanistic respect operates mutually 
to include respecting our own humanity - acknowledging 
feelings, vulnerabilities, and our needs and biases. 

Expressing appreciation can be a valuable part of developing 
respect for someone, but not if it’s just flattery. It’s not good 
enough to only express appreciation for what we ourselves  
find them useful for! (I’ve been on the receiving end of that 
kind of appreciation at performance appraisal interviews.) A 
longer, learning, look at someone brings appreciation of 
qualities they’ve struggled to develop, or contributions they 
might be underestimating about themselves.  

W.H. Auden once wrote: “We are all here on earth to help 
others. What on earth the others are here for I don’t know.” 
The more we know someone as an individual, the more our 
help can be of value to them, and the less likely our help is 
wasted or misunderstood. Mutual respecting can build on 
mutual respecting in a cycle of growing abundance. 

Respect is an art of learning more and more about others. 
This isn’t necessarily pleasant or easy. We might even learn 
things about colleagues that shock or repel us. Respect is 
about getting a clear view, not about wearing rose-coloured 
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‘politeness’ ‘respectability’ 

‘respectfulness’ 

‘deference’ 

‘all due respect’ 
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glasses. It might even lead to rejection, criticism and conflict. 
Sometimes we might regret we’ve uncovered too much 
about someone, and that it’s too late to revert to the safety 
of convention and to ‘respectfully’ minimise interaction. 

Real life has risks, and it is a difficult and risky task to reform 
social understanding of a key concept like ‘respect’. This isn’t 
for everybody, and many will bridle at this exposure of a 
favourite euphemism - one widely used in defending what 
they value, and in disempowering what they fear or loathe. 

Exposing our self-deception needn’t stop being ‘considerate’, 
which consists of informed thinking about others, and is best 
based on the understanding which true respect brings.  

Good manners play their part, but if ‘respect’ 
is only measured by performance in following 
rules, then real human beings are left out of a 
completely mechanical process in which form 
is prioritised over substance. Yes, customs can 
get us through the day by managing 
expectations. People don’t like surprises, and 
misunderstandings obviously don’t help the 
very understanding which respect calls for. 

But we can’t explore others by just sliding into 
conventions that entrap us in standard, branded, 
commercially commodified lives, and often in unsatisfying 
relationships. The true measure is to take longer, look 
harder, listen more, and discover those we encounter, 
regardless of their faults - while accepting that real human 
relationships will always have their difficult ups and downs. 

Recognising ‘respect’ as an art or ability, along with rejection 
of vacuous, weaselly words like ‘respectfulness’, frees the 
word ‘respect’ to mean something we create and discover, 
rather than something we deliver as a commodity. 

Moving on from Aretha’s days, we are nowadays strongly 
advised to just get out of relationships lacking respect. We 
know that abuse and lack of appreciation are corrosive to a 
human being. If we aren’t respected as an individual then 
we become vulnerable, objectified - dehumanised. 

Contempt is the very opposite of respect, but is 
actually one of a few global evolved emotions 
expressible in the face - along with anger, disgust 
and fear. Conversely, bodily expression of respect 
needs to rely on socially acquired gestures which 
can be different in different cultures - e.g. 
avoiding eye contact vs requiring eye contact. So-
called ‘Body Language’ is an important skill. 

We need diverse cultural awareness, but what 
ever happened to treating people as individuals? 

None of us likes to be stereotyped. Our respecting needs to 
be focused on human individuals and their personal choices 
- rather than merely making assumptions based on ‘identity’. 

There are many people who are happy to live within a 
familiar community of friends, relatives, and those who think 
like they do. There is pleasure in sharing like-minded values 
and interests, but perhaps even greater joy can lie in 
discovering and respecting the differences in others. Humans 
can enrich their own life with cultural treasures from diverse 
identities and orientations - but also intriguing jewels found 
within someone’s individual talents, choices and creations. 

‘Respectfulness’, the pursuit of ‘respectability’, and even well
-meant contemporary etiquette, can sometimes keep us 
from seeing and hearing the other person as an individual 
and from discovering one another as real human beings. 

Human Rights try to guarantee respect for human needs in a 
new social contract, but can be misunderstood as a right to 
claim special entitlements. Respect isn’t an entitlement. It’s 
an action, a process, a verb, something we have to do and 
something we can learn ‘on the job’ - the job of living a well-
rounded good life in an expanding humanistic community. 

My discussion has prioritised relationships with people we 
care for, care about, meet, work with, or volunteer with. But 

respect as a special way of looking and 
discovering can also apply to casual contacts, 
formal relationships, authority figures and 
celebrities. By celebrities I mean people we 
admire but don’t actually meet. Then there 
are those with leadership responsibilities such 
parents, youth leaders, sports coaches, and 
bosses who traditionally expect our ‘respect’. 

Casual contact includes a homeless person we 
take a second look at - maybe making eye 

contact or smiling. There’s a risk they’ll press us for cash, but 
we still learn something about them. We might need to learn 
to say no, or how to refer them to an appropriate service. 
True respect needs to be up to those tasks, comfortable with 
ourselves, and in touch with what’s happening in the world.  

If faced with an aroused authority figure or ‘very important 
person’ we need not rush to respect but may be well advised 
to defer - which can include assuring them of our ‘respect’!! 

Good leaders have always earned their respect by making 
their intentions clear, speeding up the process and making it 
easier to trust and follow where they’re taking us. A celebrity 
we can truly admire has done something to make us feel we 
know and trust them - and ‘look up to’ i.e. respect them. 

‘Looking up’ respects someone because it is another longer, 
deeper way of looking - finding things in them that we can 

admire or emulate.   An opposite of re-spect-ing 
is i-gnor-ing’- i.e. not taking the effort to know 
about something. Ignoring certain important 
matters can indeed become  ‘dis-re-spect-ful’.  

We learn to respect differences by learning from 
individuals  who have those differences, and 
individuality doesn’t all come packed in identity 
and diversity packages. It’s best to forget about 
demanding respectfulness and instead start 
looking, listening and truly respecting those you 

encounter. There’s bound to be a lot to discover. 

Try the substitution test. If for ‘respect’ you can substitute 
words like understanding, appreciation, discovery, learning, 
listening and caring then it’s humanistic respect. If you can 
substitute words like deference, obedience, reputation, or 
authority, then it’s really a dehumanising euphemism. 

I make no claim to be an expert, let alone a superior 
‘respecter’, but I hope I’ve presented a fresh understanding 
of a word we use, and sometimes misuse, in encountering 
other human individuals and their amazing differences. 

Murray Love 
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OUR FOND FAREWELL  

Vicki’s daughter Linda 
Coombe was very much 

involved, and shared with 
us her family’s slideshow 

of her mother’s 
extraordinary life 

Brett Collins of Justice Action told the story of his good 
friend Vicki’s years of work for the welfare of prisoners 

Prominent HSNSW member Ann Young gave us her recollections of Vicki, and 
shared a recorded interview with her, revealing and explaining what Vicki saw 
as wrong with the world and how Vicki worked to fix it with all the energy she 
brought to life. “The world is a better place because Vicki was in it.”  

Dave Jobst  gave us a moment of quiet 
reflection on his traditional Japanese 
bamboo flute (Shakuhachi). It was a 
moving, intense and fascinating  
performance of Gekko Roteki  - ‘Flute 
in the Moonlight’.* 

* You can listen to another player’s performance of this same tune at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2oz4jovdoOU&ab_channel 
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Members and guests of the Humanist Society of NSW sharing the festivities of the day. We knew too much alcohol leads to 
hugging and worse, so we limited ourselves to bubbly toasts to Vicki. To help keep us socially distant we ordered 
individuated packs from the nearby Broadway Crown pub. But so big were the packs, and so ingrained were our social 
habits, that when the second round of packs was late people started sharing the first round of meals - oh no!   Murray used 
his own little MC desk so as to leave space at the tables for others.   Murray and Angela were the main organisers. 

TO ONE OF OUR FINEST 
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This painting of a native South American woman, was 
donated to us by Vicki. The artist was disabled prisoner 
Eutemio Portela, a Columbian national, imprisoned in 
Silverwater for drug importation. Eutemio always 
referred to Vicki as “Mammy”. Vicki was a 
volunteer prison visitor, recruited to support 
prisoners of NESB backgrounds due to her 
linguistic abilities. Even after being displaced 
from her prison work, Vicki would continue to 
advocate for prisoners through Justice Action. 

Those featured on this page include: David Duffy who had a 
warm relationship with Vicki - she was a supporter of his Open 
Forum; Gillian Ellis - another of our precious Life Members; and 
Angela - brandishing one of  Vicki’s homemade knitted bears - 
one more item related to just one more of Vicki’s imaginative 
progressive projects - which she pursued right up till her last 
weeks - even though largely homebound. 

Our recognition of Vicki may appear over-the-top, but to 
those who knew her she was an exceptional contributor and 
activist, the likes of whom we rarely encounter. Vicki also was 
exceptional in her capacity in giving and accepting affection, 
her readiness to entertain us all, and her assistance to anyone 
who came within her orbit of care - all without neglecting 
those who were her primary responsibility! 
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In addition to HSNSW members, we welcomed 
members of Vicki’s family including her 
daughter Linda and her son Julian - as well as 
Julian’s wife June. Also came friends of Vicki 
representing such other progressive groups as 
Abortion Action and Justice Action. Not all 
Vicki’s closest activist friends were able to 
attend, but we knew Vicki was held in high 
esteem throughout the women’s  movement 
and in activism for the vulnerable and oppressed. 

Appreciation and apologies to any 
attendees who missed appearing in the 
published photographs, or were unable to 
be there. Some good friends of Vicki’s had 
other commitments on the day. October 
was a lucky gap in time between 2020’s 
tightest periods of restriction. We all know 
how numbers have had to be limited. 

We also acknowledge those old friends of 
Vicki who were trapped at home by 
distance, mobility and vulnerability, but 
would have liked to be there to honour 
Vicki’s memory - not to mention those very 
many close  friends that Vicki outlived.  

Thanks go to Angela for maintaining our 
contacts with Vicki and her family, even 
when Vicki had moved a considerable 
distance away in the Hunter region  

And thanks too to Vicki herself, for funding 
the party, for the many friendships she 
forged, and for still coming to visit us even 
in her last few months. 

Vicki sustained her activist spirit in 
imaginative humanistic ways right up to 
the end of her 98 years - making many 
friends along the way. 
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Sheridan's book on why God is Good for You covers a lot of 
ground in its 368 pages. In this review I will only be able to 
critique a few of the arguments he offers in defense of God. 

Sheridan claims Christianity has unique origins, but we can 
readily discover how other religious stories became the 
Christian story - e.g. the flood story in the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
the book of Enoch - and other early Middle East texts.  

The Christian story is a human, not a divine creation.  There's 
archeological evidence of polytheism prior to the time of the 
‘Exodus’ - and in any case no archeological evidence of any 
large scale exodus of Hebrews from Egypt. There remain 
vestiges in the existing Jewish Bible showing us Judaism itself 
was steeped in conflict and division. 

Professor Christine Hayes of Yale University has outlined 
Judaism’s steps from polytheism to monotheism. Polytheistic 
Gods operate within a meta-divine realm.  Their power in fact 
has limits, and they are not perfect moral beings. 

In Christian monotheism, God isn’t constrained by a meta-
divine realm.  Perhaps the Greek gods could make a rock too 
heavy for them to lift, but you will soon get into other more 
subtle problems if you ask about the Christian God.   

Sheridan avoids all this, focusing instead on whether God can 
deal in opposites. This leaves a lot out. For instance he 
ignores the alternative of Deism in which a God has a stake in 
our creation, but afterwards takes no particular interest in his 
creation, nor is the source of morality or worth. 

An argument such as ‘fine tuning’ wants to know why the 
universe turns out friendly to life, but this at best suggests a 
deistic creative force which could be entirely different from 
the Christian God - or any God for that matter.  There's a leap 
in going on to assume a loving interventionist all-powerful 

and all-knowing God of the Christian variety.  That's a bigger 
leap than just accepting the puzzle of fine tuning. 

The more believable a God is, the less useful it is.  It's 
logically possible a God created the universe, yet I can be 
agnostic about that while denying a Christian God, because 
of what I see around us and associated inconsistencies. 

Sheridan says the universe calls for an explanation. Yet the 
universe could just be. This might frustrate someone like 
Sheridan, but is reasonable to me. It was Carl Sagan I first 
heard ask - “what created God?” If you say God was always 
there, you could just save a step and say the universe was 
always there.  Sagan's point seems lost on Sheridan, whose 
view, while logically possible, doesn't paint a simpler picture.  

Sheridan thinks an internal conviction can be a primal force in 
explanation or logic. Invoking God betrays its own promise. 
Sheridan gets pretty emotional venting his frustration with 
someone like Richard Dawkins, while Sheridan himself seems 
completely unaware how a good explanation should invoke 
things simpler than those being explained. 

Christian theology has problems regarding causality. You 
need to believe in miracles, and ignore inconsistencies in the 
Bible. There are better explanations for the Bible’s contents 
than positing a divine force, and it’s a struggle to reconcile 
their God's presence with what others find an unjust world.  

God is held to be infinite and incomprehensible. Nevertheless 
people make vigourous use of language and our existing 
concepts to try to define his influence on the world and make 
claims about him.  Something seems wrong with this picture. 

Sheridan makes a classic mistake, seeing the distant as 
homogenous, disregarding the diversity in the opposition. 
There’re more people lining up to oppose Sheridan than just 

Publisher’s Blurb from Amazon website 

God is Good for You: A defence of Christianity in troubled times  
Greg Sheridan 

Publisher : Allen & Unwin (25 July 2018) 

Paperback : 368 pages; 15 x 24 cm 

Price (Amazon AU) Kindle $14.44; Pback $25.40 

The Judeo-Christian tradition has created and underpinned the moral and legal fabric 
of Western civilisation for more than 2000 years, yet now we've reached a point in 
both Australia and many parts of the West where Christianity has become a minority 
faith rather than the mainstream belief. It's a situation that's fraught both for 
Christians and our wider society, where the moral certainties that were the 
foundation of our institutions and laws are no longer held by the majority. 
At this point of crisis for faith, ‘God is Good for You’ shows us why Christianity is so 
vital for our personal and social well-being, and how modern Christians have never 
worked so hard to make the world a better place at a time when their faith has never 
been less valued. It carries a vital torch for Christianity in a way that's closely argued, 
warmly human, good humoured yet passionate, and, above all, convincing.  
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out-and-out atheists. There are also deists. But, Sheridan 
squares up against the most visible opponent, in his 
blindness, the only one he can see. 

Sheridan criticises someone like Dawkins for not 
acknowledging there are both literalist and non-literalist 
interpretations of the Bible. Sheridan doesn't consider that 
some other part of the diversity in his opposition might 
address his concerns. Do as I say, not as I do. Actually, 
Dawkins does often acknowledge the Bible as literature. 

I see many problems with Sheridan’s arguments, but one 
important one is not being fair to his opponents, ignoring 
the subtleties in their arguments while not searching out 
the flaws in his own arguments.  

In taking a look at the nature of good and evil, Sheridan 
talks about personal conviction, personal feeling, personal 
revulsion as reason to believe, with his god giving meaning 
to people's lives in the world. While we each must live our 
own life according to convictions, it's not made clear why 
others should find Sheridan’s convictions persuasive. 

He claims life's complexity and morally significant causation 
illuminates the limits of rationality.  But the debatable 
premise that rationality might have limits does not oblige  
any  conclusion that there needs to be a God. 

Sheridan rails against the medicalisation of evil - the idea 
that evil deeds arise from sick brains not from sinful minds. 
Even if acknowledging such diminution of responsibility  as 
a problem, it doesn't mean there's a God.  There may well 
be an internal psychological struggle between good and 
evil, but that does not mean there’s a God either. 

In my view, a God does not help with random natural evil. 
All this is illustrative of a deeper problem - trying to fit a 
square peg into a round hole. Epicurus said: "Is God willing 
to prevent evil, but not able?  Then he is not omnipotent.  Is 
he able, but not willing?  Then he is malevolent.  Is he both 
able and willing?  Then whence cometh evil?  Is he neither 
able nor willing?  Then why call him God?" 

Convictions and feelings of moral certainty turn out to be 
built on quicksand when philosophers shine their spotlight. 
Sheridan sees his Christian convictions as useful guides to 
the world, but on close examination, these supposedly clear 
insights are riddled with contradictions, and generate more 
problems than they solve. 

Christians wring their hands about abortion of foetuses, 
while living children are dying in famine and war in areas 
where women are unable to control their fertility.  And why 
does any ‘God’ allow wanted children to be lost as 
miscarried or stillborn children? We worry about what 
humans do - compared to ‘the hand of God’! Contraception, 
resuscitation, blood transfusion, censorship have all been 
problematic under religion. 

There are many other problems with 
Sheridan's book,  which I'll have to 
leave for another time. For all its 
faults, Sheridan has in this book, to the 
best of his ability, made a principled 
attempt to defend Christianity . 

John August is a Vice-President of HSNSW 

 

This description of Gregory Paul Sheridan relies on Wikipedia for facts, but any 
speculations are the responsibility of the editor. 

Greg Sheridan was born in Sydney in 1956 and is a rare case of a public intellectual 
without a university degree. Greg attended both Macquarie and Sydney universities, 
becoming very involved on the conservative side of student politics. But Greg never 
finished a degree, apparently unable to deal with lecturers he strongly disagreed with. 
This will likely be interpreted as opinionated obstinacy or as deep integrity - 
depending on one’s point of view. Sheridan has expressed interest in attending the 
Catholic Campion College in Western Sydney - if he could find the time. 

Sheridan grew up Catholic and remains loyal to that church.  He has urged Christians to 
identify themselves as another religious minority in order to get a fairer hearing! Greg 
has been close to Tony Abbott - another Sydney Catholic conservative of similar  age.  

Curiously, both Sheridan and Abbott get described as ‘centre-right’ and seem to accept 
this designation, but I could hardly place them close to the political centre. I would 
have thought Sheridan and Abbott would prefer to be identified with the more 
conservative parts of the Liberal Party. Perhaps centre-right means the nicely dressed 
middle-class right who attend speeches, rather than the alt-right who prefer rallies. 

Sheridan is an officer of the Order of Australia and the foreign editor at the Murdoch 
newspaper The Australian. He has written other books including Christians, When We 
Were Young and Foolish, and Cities of the Hot Zone. He has at times supported or 
defended Andrew Bolt, George W. Bush, Cardinal Pell, Suharto of Indonesia, and 
Orbán of Hungary. Sheridan opposed John Howard’s intervention in East Timor but 
supported Howard’s Anti-Terrorism laws. At the height  of the Black Lives Matter 
protests in 2020 he denied any systemic racism in the USA.  

Sheridan is no friend of the ABC, describing it as "an irresponsible, vicious, bullying 
misuse of state power." I hope this is enough to get an idea of Sheridan’s approach.                                            

Bio compiled by  
Murray Love, Editor  
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ANNUAL SUBSCRIPTIONS ARE DUE EACH JULY 1st 

Posted reminders are expensive. Prompt renewals keep down costs, worries and workloads, but we do understand that 
circumstances can mean delays, and we’re still grateful to receive your renewal at a later time. We won’t give up on you. 

It’s a great idea to place a reminder in your calendar or diary for each July 1. Please consider including a donation.  

There are several ways to renew: 

Direct credit to Society’s Bank Account: (Annotate deposit with name and purpose e.g. ‘memb.’)  
BSB: 062-003 Account No. 0091-0957 Account Name: Humanist Society of NSW Inc. 

PayPal to accounts@hsnsw.asn.au (send name & purpose to same email address) 

Cheque to Humanist Society of NSW,  c/o P.O. BOX  784   EDGECLIFF NSW 2027 

Single $35  -  Double (any 2 members at same address) $45  -  Pension/Concession $20 

The views expressed in Humanist Viewpoints are not necessarily those of the Humanist Society of NSW Inc. 

HUMANIST SOCIETY OF NSW INC. 

Humanist House, 10 Shepherd Street, 
Chippendale NSW 2008 
http://www.hsnsw.asn.au/ 
(02) 9212 2122 (when attended) 

President/Editor: Murray Love, lovemuz@gmail.com 

Vice President: John August, 
john.august@mail.optusnet.com.au 

Vice President: Ian Bryce, ianrbryce@gmail.com 

Secretary: Fay Love, faylove@rocketmail.com 

Treasurer: Angela, abraxas@tpg.com.au 

Meetup: Murray Love, murrath@rocketmail.com 

Humanist House Manager/Bookings:  
Fred Flatow, 0418 616 304  
 

For details of Open Forum when operating  
contact David Duffy (02) 4782 1130 mornings  
or on mobile at:  0434 517 699 
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In the chaos of the pandemic our events programme has suffered and it’s better to discuss the pattern than the specifics. 
 

In between the two different Sydney lockdowns we managed a number of discussions at Humanist House but our speaker 
events have mainly been held on Zoom. If you’ve never heard of it, Zoom is a software platform allowing people to sign in 
and share in a community online with everyone visible to one another, and able to speak. It can be enjoyed using a desktop, 
laptop, tablet or smartphone with an NBN connection to the Internet. Once you’ve got one of these, there is no further cost 
for guests - i.e. you - for access to Zoom events. HSNSW’s Zoom events have been on at the usual time of 3.00 pm on the 
second Sunday of the month. It’s been a chance for those who can’t usually get to Humanist House to join in. We apologise 
that publicity hasn’t gone out to those who only get mail by post, but we assume if you don’t have an email address you 
won’t have access to NBN. If you have at least a smartphone with data, but aren’t getting our messages, then please send an 
email to NSWPres@humanist.org.au so that we will know you have an email address and can add you to the list. 
 

We have been lucky to hold some outreach events at Humanist House on the 4th Sundays of the month at 3.00 pm, and 
hope we can hold some more later in the year. These have been small-group discussions rather than talks. These outreach 
events on the 4th Sundays are aimed at building community with new people from our Meetup site connections coming to 
check us out. Of course any of our older members who wish to come along on the 4th Sunday will be made welcome, but 
will be called on to join in the discussion theme of the day along with the newcomers, and not to look for any special status 
owing to long-term membership or long years. We have some very intelligent and socially aware younger people attending 
and they’re well worth listening to. It’s not a place to make distracting private announcements or to present Humanist 
accomplishments. We don’t want to make newcomers feel they cannot get involved unless they too have made prohibitively 
long commitments - which will not appeal to them in today’s faster-paced world. If you’ve come along wanting to announce 
or share something of your own, please consult Murray as host/MC - who will set aside a suitable time for you. 
 

OUR NEXT ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING WILL BE HELD BY ZOOM AT 3.00 PM ON SUNDAY 12 SEPTEMBER 2021 

mailto:accounts@hsnsw.asn.au

