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This is your Steering Committee which met on February 12th in
Wellington to further the business of SoF(NZ)  

Back Row: George Dodd, Lyle Millar, Marion Dodd, Ralph Pannett, Don Feist, Peter
Timmins
Front Row: Ian Crumpton, Mary Boekman, Derek Pringle, Ron Wilson, Noel Cheer

These are some decisions that we made:

We will separate the process by which annual subscriptions are renewed from the
process of collecting Conference fees.  At first glance it might seem to be time- and
effort-saving to do them together, but our experience has been that its confusion all
round.  So, you ll get a reminder in the next Newsletter about renewing your
membership.  The year starts on July 1st.  We ve put on the back-burner the idea of
offering Direct Debit or other electronic methods of payment. We ll stay with cheques.

In recognition of their busyness and state of distraction at Conference we voted for
whole- or part-rebate of Registration Fees for Arrangements Committee members.

Conference planning is well underway.  More details in the next Newsletter.  The
timetable is on the website.  We have moved the Elective lectures from Friday evening,
when we re all jet-lagged, into late Friday afternoon.  The first meeting of the Core
Groups will then be after dinner on Friday when we re nicely relaxed.

We ve created a new Committee position, that of  Local Groups Co-ordinator .        
Peter Timmins is the first holder. 

On top of all that, we ve get a domain name for SoF(NZ).  That means that you enter
www.sof.org.nz to get to the website. That s easy to remember and easy to quote.

Noel  Cheer
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Did God Make The Tsunami?
These are extracts from an article in The Washington Post 
by Jose Antonio Vargas 

Let's turn to history. The date: Nov. 1, 1755. The time: past
9 a.m. on All Saints' Day, a Catholic holiday. The scene: Lis-
bon, the devoutly Catholic capital of the devoutly Catholic
Portuguese empire, shook -- first a big earthquake, then a big
tsunami, then a big fire. 

More than 100,000 people died. 
The pious ones of the 18th century, clinging to their merci-

ful and omniscient and just God, asked in awe: Was He
angry? Was this His will? Was this His reaction to an ill, sinful
world? 

Three centuries pass and here we are. In a world of Mus-
lims and Christians and Jews and Hindus and Buddhists, with
the disaster in South Asia so far claiming more than 110,000
[250,000 - ed] lives -- many of them children -- folks all over
the world, in all places of worship, are pondering similar ques-
tions. 

On the Web site IslamOnline.net, someone from Belgium
asked the geologist Zaghloul el Naggar: "Is there any religious
meaning that we can take from a country being affected by
tidal waves? Is this a punishment from Allah to these people?
Or is it a test? How do we know when a form of natural disas-
ter or phenomenon is a test or a form of punishment from
Allah to the people?" 

Shlomo Amar, Israel's Sephardi chief rabbi, has said, "This
is an expression of God's great ire with the world. The world
is being punished for wrongdoing -- be it people's needless
hatred of each other, lack of charity, moral turpitude." 

Some organizations in India say the tsunami is "divine retri-
bution" for the arrest of Jayendra Saraswati, a Hindu religious
leader. 

Since Sunday [the day of the tsunami], those of different
faiths have sought their own meaning, and some kind of expla-
nation, for such a massive loss of life. 

On his Web site Watch.org, Bill Koenig writes: "The Biblical
proportions of this disaster become clearly apparent upon
reports of miraculous Christian survival. Christian persecution
in these countries is some of the worst in the world." Eight of
the 12 countries hit -- Malaysia, Burma, Bangladesh, Somalia,
Maldives, Sri Lanka, India and Indonesia, he says -- "are
among the top 50 nations who persecute Christians." 

Koenig, who lives in Alexandria and started the site in 1996,
sees the South Asian disaster as an example of Christian
exceptionalism. "what happened, and we see this happen over
and over again, was that Christians, supernaturally, have been
able to escape from harm's way," says the self-described Chris-
tian fundamentalist. " 'For then there will be great tribulation,
such as has not been since the beginning of the world until
this time, no, not ever shall be,' " he says, quoting from Mat-
thew 24:21. 

Mahdi Bray, a Muslim cleric, is the executive director of
the Freedom Foundation, a public affairs arm of the Muslim
American Society, a national grass-roots religious, social and
educational organization based in Washington. He quotes the
Bible, too, a psalm which says, "Weeping may endure for a
night, but joy cometh in the morning." There is a similar pas-
sage in the Koran, he adds, "Verily with every difficulty there
is relief." 

"This is a test" of people's faith, he says again and again. 
Sutadhara Tapovanaye, a Buddhist monk for 38 of his 48

years, tries to explain it differently. This, he says, is a part of
life, the dynamics of nature, an always-changing world. 

[I m with the Buddhist, how about you? - ed]

On Wednesday night, in a tearful memorial service at the
Sri Lankan Embassy, he was asked to say a few words. "It was
difficult," he remembers. 

He arrived in the District two months ago for a year-long
sabbatical at the Washington Buddhist Vihara Society.
"According to Buddhist explanations, life is very short," says
the linguistics teacher at Kelaniya University in Sri Lanka. "It is
like a dream, but I never expected a nightmare like this. 

"Now, in Sri Lanka, human bodies are piling up and with
no identities. Nobody can recognize bodies as a part of any
ethnic group or religious identification. Just human bodies.
The medical workers give a number for each body," he says.
"That means, we have to think about this death as inevitable,
but at the same time, we have to rethink about life. Though
we have different barriers -- man-made barriers, actually -- the
reality is beyond that." 

Martin E. Marty,

 

professor emeritus of religious history at
the University of Chicago, has written his 55th book, "When
Faiths Collide," which he says should land in bookstores this
week.

On Re-Electing

 

G .W . Bush

T he election results of 2 N ovember 2004 make it

clear that Westar and Snowstar have not fulfilled

their promise to raise the literacy level in A merican

society.  Whatever your politics, you will have to

admit that the fundamentalists and moralists carried

the day.  .... T he tenor of the political campaign

reveals another troubling aspect of the current cli-

mate: the loss of civility. .... We [A mericans] embrace

the comfort of plenty and endorse the false self-

esteem that comes with self-assigned moral superior-

ity. 

T he political campaign was a clarion call for us at

Westar and Snowstar [and SoF! - ed] to reclaim the

B ible, the C hristian legacies, and the moral high

ground.  We can do so by salvaging the liberal legacy,

practicing civility, becoming uncompromising advo-

cates of economic and social justice, re-establishing

an exchange with the sciences, re-uniting the

churches with their own creative scholarship, and

expanding the parameters of our community as radi-

cally inclusive.
Robert Funk, Director, 

Westar Institute (home of The Jesus Seminar)

In Church
by R S Thomas (1913-2000)

Often I try 
To analyse the quality 
Of its silence. Is this where God hides 
From my searching?  I have stopped to listen, 
After the few people have gone, 
To the air recomposing itself 
For vigil.  It has waited like this 
Since the stones grouped themselves about it. 

These are the hard ribs 
Of a body that our prayers have failed 
To animate.  Shadows advance 
From their corners to take possession 
Of places the light held 
For an hour.  The bats resume 
Their business. The uneasiness of the pews 
Ceases.  There is no other sound 
In the darkness but the sound of a man 
Breathing, testing his faith 
On emptiness, nailing his questions 
One by one to an untenanted cross.
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Central Otago
Due to the efforts of Bruce McMillan and the
working party comprising his wife Leslie, Cliff
Tapper, Don Morrison, and J ill Smith, a new Local
Group has got underway in Central Otago.  Jolyon
Manning wrote this about a recent meeting:

A well represented Central Otago audience were
mightily impressed as expected from the words of
our 87-year old Lloyd sharing in his lifetime
reflection and learning.  A sort of 'History of
Religion' on Planet Earth.
Co n tact: Bruce McMillan, Ph o n e
03-445-4124.

Dunedin
They plan to start the year with a discussion of Don
Cupitt s Life, Life led by Bruce Spittle.  (See also
Newsletter 57 page 4). In his preliminary notes,
Bruce draws our attention to two contrasting views
of the human being and human life :  the old
model in which life should be spent in purifying the
soul in preparation for death and the new model
in which joy in life has become the chief end in life
... .  
Contact: Don Feist, phone 03-476-3268

Tauranga
They have published their 2005 programme:

9 Feb: 'Show and Tell ,  book, item or whatever  

9 March: 'Life after Death Without Religion.

13 April: 'Is Christianity Going Anyw here : study
of parts 1 and 2 of the Lloyd Geering lecture series
at St Andrews Trust (see www.standrews.org.nz/satrs) 

11 May: 'Is Christianity Going Anywhere ,  3 and 4

8 June:

 
Quakerism & Meditation , Guest Speaker

13 July: Midwinter Social,  2 Minute talks

10 Aug:  visit by Lloyd Geering

14 Sept: Problem Solving, Ethics

12 Oct: Conference Reports

9 Nov: Planning &  End of Year Supper

Contact: Hugh Aiken, phone 07-544-4116 

Manakau
They meet monthly on the second Sunday in
Friendship House. They recently started the year
with discussion groups, considering chapter 10 of
The Jesus Mysteries by Freke and Gandy and
posing the question "What was special about J esus
that some saw [him] as the Christ".  The contrast
between the J esus of history and the Christ of the
early church (i.e. before Constantine. )

They tried to tease out the threads of the Hebrew
Messiah, the Greek Dionysus (god/ man) and the
early Christian Christ amd discussed the quote: an
enormous Greek hero cult devoted to a J ewish
Messiah. "
Contact Marie Clark,  phone 09-636-8719

The End of Faith
Excerpts from a prom otional interview on the
Amazon.com website of the author Sam Harris w ho
wrote The En d o f Fa it h : R e lig io n , Ter r o r , a n d
the Future of Reason.

The President of the United States has claimed, on
more than one occasion, to be in dialogue with God.
Now, if he said that he was talking to God through his
hairdryer, this would precipitate a national emergency.
I fail to see how the addition of a hairdryer makes the
claim more ludicrous or more offensive.

The biblical God is jealous, angry  deplorably
neurotic, in fact. And the Greek gods were like
teenagers left alone in their parents' house for the
weekend.

Spirituality or mysticism ... refers to any process
of introspection by which a person can come to realize
that the feeling he calls I is a cognitive illusion. The
core truth of mysticism is this: It is possible to
experience the world without feeling like a separate
"self" in the usual sense. Such a change in the character
of one's experience need not become the basis for
making unsupportable claims about the nature of the
universe, however.

Local Groups
Look on the website at www.sof.org.nz for the complete list

lOO

Belief and Knowledge
"Belief, which we have come to associate
with religion, belongs really to science;
myths are not believed in, they are
conceived and understood.

To demand belief for an idea is already
to contrast interpretation with knowledge;
it is to assert that that idea has scientific
truth."

George Santayana 
Reason in Religion
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