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Creating space for conversation

Saturday 9th January at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 2.00pm.
Meeting ID: 889 6860 2722 Passcode: 672036

The Buddha Pill: Myths and facts about meditation
A talk by Dr Miguel Farias. Psychological scientists have been feeding the
public a range of ideas about meditation: it’s supposed to help us become
more compassionate, to heal various mental health problems in adults and
children, to work for the mind like going to the gym works for the body, to
very rarely have side effects, and to be a recipe for a happy life. In this talk,
I will unpack these beliefs, trace their development, and tease out what is
fact from fiction about the effects of meditation.
Miguel Farias is an experimental psychologist who specializes in the study
of beliefs and spiritual practices, including meditation. He is the co-author
of the Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You? and the lead editor of the
Oxford Handbook of Meditation. He has been a Research Fellow and
Lecturer at the University of Oxford and is the founding director of the
Brain, Belief, & Behaviour Lab at Coventry University. In 2017 he won the
William Bier award, given by the American Psychological Association, for
his work on the psychology of religion and spirituality. The BBC, National
Geographic, and New Scientist have reported his work, and he speaks
regularly at science festivals and other events.
Click the pic to
attend on the day

Find out more at miguelfarias.co.uk

Sunday 24th January 3.00-4.15 pm via Zoom

Be The Light in the Darkness

Bournemouth and Poole
Holocaust Memorial Day

We will start with an ‘Act of Commemoration’ when we will ask you to light a small candle
from the comfort of your own home to be ‘a light in the darkness’. Then we will hear from John
Corben, Chair of the Trevor Chadwick Memorial Trust talking about an ‘Unsung Local Hero’.
Marilyn Dexter will be telling us about her father’s role at the liberation of Bergen-Belsen in a
talk called ‘Inheriting the Flame of the Holocaust’. Registration will be through Eventbrite and
details about this will be available from early January and the Zoom link will be sent to you just
before the event.
Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
Phone: 07910 886629
HMRC Charities Ref No EW10227

Click for
events

Click for
website
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Thursday 27th January at 7.30pm
Join us on Zoom from 7.00pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 7.30pm.
Meeting ID: 890 0410 9135 Passcode: 385755

Sentientism: taking Humanism to the next level
A talk by Jamie Woodhouse. Sentientism is a philosophy that grants
degrees of moral consideration to all sentient beings. In Jamie’s view, most
humanists needlessly consume products that require the harming and
killing of sentient non-human animals – implying that, in terms of their
actual choices, they do not grant them a meaningful level of moral
consideration. Humanism tends to consider humans only as moral agents
or subjects. So, in his view, Humanism needs an upgrade.
Click the pic to
Anthropocentrism limits us and our morality whereas Sentientism takes us
attend on the day
to the next level. At the very least, he’d like to start a debate and
maintain constructive pressure on the Humanist movement to extend moral consideration to
all sentient beings. Jamie left a Managing Director role in 2017 to work on a range of projects
including Sentientism and Effective Altruism. https://sentientism.info/

Saturday 13th February at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 2.00pm.
Zoom details will be published in the February edition.

Darwin Day: A talk by Adam Mynott
on Evolutionary Psychology
“…a look at whether our human interactions are rooted in
responses to stimuli burned into our DNA tens of thousands of
years ago before we became the social animals we are today.”
Adam Mynott first joined the BBC as a trainee radio reporter in 1981 and then worked
for BBC Radio Leeds in the mid-1980s. Since then he has worked on the Today
programme covering the first Gulf War, and as a South Asia correspondent. He was
embedded with US Marines during the second Gulf War. In 2009, he became a BBC
World Affairs Correspondent. He lives in Alton and has recently retired.
Wednesday 24th February at 7.30pm
Join us on Zoom from 7.00pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at
7.30pm. Zoom details will be published in the February edition.

Data for Sale: how much is your
information worth?
In this talk Dan Dancey will inform us about what kinds of
information companies collect about us online, why it actually
matters to us in real life and what we can do about it. There will be a section at the end
about avoiding scams and viruses online. Dan is a member of Dorset Humanists and a
Bournemouth University graduate in IT security.
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Comets in History

Rosetta probe and Comet
Churyumov–Gerasimenko
(also known as 67P)

Comet 67P relative to London

Comet McNaught, also known
as the Great Comet of 2007

In December, our speaker Bob Mizon explained that comets are
icy bodies or ‘dirty snowballs’ which were born billions of years
ago at the edge of the solar system. The Greek term ‘aster
cometus’ means ‘hairy star’ and our word ‘dis-aster’ means ‘nasty
star’. Some comets have bluish tales because they also contain
cyanide. The Earth is one of the survivors of the ‘celestial stock
car race’ when comets were smashing into everything. Comets
were enormously abundant billions of years ago and as the Earth
cooled it was bombarded by millions of objects from outer space.
It doesn’t happen much nowadays because there are far fewer
comets around. The comets which did crash into us delivered
water and so our oceans can be thought of as ‘comet water’.
Most of your body is comet water. Without comets we wouldn’t
be here. Most comets orbit the Sun in a cigar-shaped ellipse
although some have been ‘captured’ by giant planets like Jupiter.
Some have short orbits of tens of years whilst others like HaleBopp (measuring 40km across) have an orbit of thousands of
years.
Comets are loose piles of frozen rubble. As they approach the
Sun, gas vents out of their fissures and becomes an ion tail which
always points away from the Sun. They also have dust tails which
may point in a different direction. Tails can be as long as 150
million km or even longer. The spectacular McNaught comet
effect (see image) is caused by the tail disconnecting over and
over again from the comet’s nucleus and de Cheseaux’s comet of
1744 (see image) had several dust tails.

Comets are named after their discoverers. Churyumov and
Gerasimenko are Ukrainian astronomers who discovered the
comet named after them in 2014. Anyone can do this if you are
prepared to spend 1,000 hours looking through a telescope.
The Great Comet of 1744, also
known as Comet de Chéseaux

Halley’s Comet of April 1066
depicted in the Bayeux
tapestry (top right)

Many comets may have started their life in the theoretical Oort
Cloud which surrounds the solar system at an enormous distance
(about one light year which is 9.46 trillion km). Meteor showers
appear when the Earth zooms through trails of ancient debris
from comets and other asteroids.
Comet Hale–Bopp was perhaps the most widely observed of the
20th century and one of the brightest seen for many decades.
Alan Hale and Thomas Bopp discovered the comet separately on
July 23, 1995 before it became visible to the naked eye. Comet
Shoemaker–Levy 9 broke into twenty-two fragments in 1992 and
crashed into Jupiter in July 1994, providing the first direct
observation of an extra-terrestrial collision of Solar System
objects.
n Bob Mizon is a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society and
co-ordinator of the Commission for Dark Skies. His next talk for
us, to be scheduled, will be on seven bizarre moons.
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The Deeper History of
Christmas
Winter Solstice at Stonehenge

Official logo for a humanist
festival on 23rd December
called ‘Human Light’

In December, our speaker Andy Thomas explained that Christmas,
or whatever you want to call it, is very multi-layered. It’s never
been about just one thing. It’s well recognise that before it was
adopted by Christians there was a series of festivals around this
time of the year. For example, the main alignment of the stones
at Stonehenge is for the midwinter sunrise. The word ‘sol-stice’
means ‘the sun stands still’. At the solstice, the sun seems to
pause and will come up in exactly the same place for about 3-4
days. In winter, it usually occurs around 21st December. The
ancients realised that about four days later, on 25th, the sun
began its first new movement – a day to celebrate as they would
not be trapped in eternal winter. The Egyptians celebrated the
birth of their god Horus at the winter solstice and the Christian
nativity story appears to draw on elements of this earlier
mythology. Similarly, the Roman gods Mithras and Sol Invictus
were born on 25th December. The Romans had two big festivals
around this time of year, one called Saturnalia (17-23 December
for drinking, partying and role reversal) and the other called
Kalendae (1-3 January for singing, feasting, spending and presentbuying). So nothing much has changed at all from ancient times!
Andy mentioned ‘HumanLight’ ̶ a humanist holiday celebrated
annually on December 23. The New Jersey Humanist Network
founded the holiday in 2001 to aid secular people in
commemorating the December holiday season without
encroaching on other adjacent holidays.

Prince Albert and Dickens’s
A Christmas Carol helped
revive Christmas

Yule, from Old Norse jól (meaning a midwinter feast and
connected to our word jolly) was celebrated to mark the ‘wild
hunt’ of the god Odin. He would fly around the world punishing
the bad and rewarding the good. Our modern use of evergreens
as decoration comes from Yule. It was thought that mischievous
elves inhabited the greenery. They would behave during the
Christmas truce but only until twelfth night – so that is why you
should get your decorations down before they start playing up.
Clinking your glasses together means that you are ‘wassailing’
from Old English was hál meaning be you hale (i.e. healthy).
People would collect money for the poor in boxes during the year
which they would open on Boxing Day (St Stephen’s Day). By the
1500s, a member of the community was appointed to be the
‘Lord of Misrule’ or the ‘Abbot of Unreason’ and was put in
charge of Christmas revelries, including drunkenness, wild
partying, and cross-dressing – an echo of which is preserved in
modern pantomime.
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The Deeper History of Christmas continued…
In Scotland, Calvinist John Knox scrapped Christmas as early as
1583 (which explains why Hogmanay caught on instead).
Unsurprisingly, English Puritans also wanted to ban Christmas and
in 1647 they succeeded. You could be put in jail for celebrating
Christmas and this ban lasted for twelve years during which time
there were pro-Christmas riots. So how did Christmas return?
Cromwell died, the republic collapsed, and we put Charles II back
on the throne and he liked Christmas. But it took a long while for
Christmas to come back to full strength, especially with the onset
of the Industrial Revolution and estrangement from country life.
By the 1700s Christmas was fading away and we nearly lost it
entirely. So why didn't we? There were two main factors. The
arrival of Prince Albert was one. He and Victoria consciously
linked their family with the Holy Family. Decorating trees goes
back to ancient times but a picture of a Christmas tree at the
palace in 1848 caused a sensation and everyone wanted to copy
the royals. It became the central decoration in a house. Goose
became the main staple for Christmas lunch (turkey was for the
upper classes). Christmas crackers and Christmas cards also
appeared around this time.

A rather pagan-looking Father
Christmas with holly, wassail
bowl, and goat by illustrator
Robert Seymour (1836)

It’s really worth going back to the original unabridged A Christmas
Carol by Charles Dickens. The magic is in the prose and it gets the
spirit of Christmas like nothing else before or since. It had a
profound effect on Victorian society.
The first ‘Father Christmas’ figure was the god Odin. It’s only in
the later 1800s that he starts to look recognisable to us. Santa
Claus (Saint Nicholas) and Father Christmas, originally two
separate figures, eventually merged. We turned Father Christmas
into a jolly figure wearing red and white. It’s a myth that Coca
Cola invented the red and white Santa. There were plenty of red
and white Santas long before! But Coca Cola’s posters did
popularise a particular image of him.
The Little Ice Age until about 1850 gave many people in the
Northern Hemisphere white Christmases and so when Bing
Crosby sang his famous wartime song in 1942 there was still a
folk memory that a proper Christmas needed snow.
Post-war commercialism in the US meant that Santa was used to
sell cigarettes and women were supposed to want a Hoover for
Christmas. Black Friday is the latest seasonal wheeze which to
many people seems like an abuse of Christmas.
So what’s it really all about? Light in the darkness with every
twinkling light representing the orb of the Sun and thinking about
others with presents, cards, a call or a text. We still need it.
n Andy Thomas is prolific writer and lecturer with an interest in
history, folklore, and unexplained mysteries. He’s appeared on
numerous TV and radio programmes. More at truthagenda.org

Krampus, a seasonal demon
popular in some countries, shows
what happens to naughty
children! Coca Cola’s posters
popularised our image of Santa.
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Letters &
Emails
It’s your column…
From Billie Brown
The latest ‘View from the Chair’ rings so true
once again - congratulations. I'm making a
note of the titles you recommend [Nick
Timothy’s Remaking One Nation and Paul
Embery’s Despised: Why the Modern Left
Loathes the Working Class].
I'm reading Barack Obama's latest book A
Promised Land and finding much to admire in
a man willing to listen and learn. Also
enjoyable is English Pastoral: An Inheritance
by James Rebanks. It’s written from a farmer’s
perspective and he is equally willing to
observe, learn, change and try to integrate
non-intensive methods and conservation.

From Aaron Darkwood
David's analysis of left and right in last
month’s Chairman's View was a resounding
reminder to me of my ‘rightness’. I've made
some bad life mistakes in the past, but as a
right-voting humanist I view myself as a fair,
critical, compassionate Conservative. When I
walk into a humanist event that holds a
political spin I know I’m the ‘bad’ guy in a
room full of ‘good’ people. You may not voice
that (although some clearly have done) but
that's my feeling. The media backs this, social
media supports this, if you vote Conservative
you are simply wrong, bad, selfish, greedy,
making the rich richer and uncaring about
people’s suffering.
But as David implied, no matter what the
Conservatives do, how much money they
provide or how many new hospitals they
build there is nothing that will turn a ‘left
leaning’ mind into adopting a softer view.

5

I could turn into a Supreme Being and cure
every illness on earth and feed every starving
child but I'd still be a ‘nasty, evil Conservative’.

Last December, I delivered a short talk for
Dorset Humanists on the similarities of voters
and the core elements that define or decide
how a voter places their cross on the ballot
paper. A lot really does seem to be tribal, selfimage focused, and wanting to be ‘seen’ as
the good guy.
From Teddy Prout, Humanists UK’s Director of
Community Services
I am just writing to thank you for all your hard
work over the past year, with the various
difficulties and new opportunities we have
seen. I know this has been a hard year for all
our branches and sections, as well as our
affiliated partner groups - but I’ve been
amazed by how quickly we’ve adapted.
In particular, I want to thank you for
everything you do to make humanism
accessible and relevant to people in your
communities. And I wanted to take this time
to remark on just how much successful
activity there has been across our groups and
networks this year, in spite of everything.
All that success has been down to you and
the other volunteers who make up this
movement and power its every advance. Your
dedication, commitment, and willingness to
adapt to online provision has been fantastic
to see and we know our members and
supporters have been so pleased and grateful
to our response to the events of the past year.
Of course, nothing can replace bringing
people together face to face, but I am sure
we have all learned a lot we can put into
practice as things (hopefully) return to normal
with the vaccine next year.
Until then, enjoy your seasonal break - and I
hope you are getting the rest and quality time
with loved ones you deserve. Here’s to 2021.
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From Andrew Copson, Chief Executive Officer
of Humanists UK

From Aaron Darkwood about Holocaust
Memorial Day

For most of us, the festive season is one of
celebration. It’s a time to catch up with old
friends and loved ones and get some muchneeded rest and relaxation. But for some, this
sadly isn’t the case...

Do we really gain anything from celebrating
‘death days’? Has humanity not ventured far
enough in education that if a nation wipes
out a thousand people based on some racial
trait we know it is wrong? Will we not know it
is wrong if we aren't reminded each year of
previous deaths? I refer of course to
Holocaust Memorial Day which is
commemorated each January, but I'm also
including November 11th, September 11th
and all those other dates out there, including
family ones.

This year thousands of humanists, all over the
world, including up to 150,000 so-called
‘apostates’ in the UK, will be spending this
week hiding their beliefs from their families,
or otherwise, shunned, alone, and isolated.
Many in devout religious communities are
forced to spend Christmas with family
members who would not accept or support
them if they ‘came out’ as non-religious – and
who may even cause them harm.
We also know that ’apostates’ (people who
have left high-control religions, such as exMuslims and ex-Charedi Jews) can experience
a wide-range of complex emotions like regret,
anger, shame, and sadness. And all too often,
they face abuse and violence too.

As I settle down with my family – over this
unusually quiet and thoughtful festive period
– it’s people in these situations that are on
my mind.
Year-round, we provide support and
networking for non-religious people. We
support ‘apostates’, advocate on behalf of
humanist asylum seekers, and challenge
blasphemy and apostasy laws worldwide.
It’s our mission to create a better society, not
just for them, but for all non-religious people
in the UK. That’s why we campaign, work in
the community, and perform outstanding
ceremonies. So that humanists like you and I
can enjoy living freely.
Today, I’m asking that you please consider
donating to Humanists UK, so that we can
keep up and expand on this important work
next year. Let’s build on the momentum of
this year’s successes, to make sure fewer
people are lonely, isolated, and fearful over
the festive season next year.

Yes, there were gay people wiped out too, I
learned this in school, but do I need an
annual reminder? Planetary unity will not be
built whilst one side of any argument is
commemorated annually placing another side
in bad light. How do Germans feel? Will
Americans not constantly hate Arab nations
for the Twin Towers each year?
In my view, Humanism is for the living. We
don't practice rituals, signify death with
gestures, or take salvation from ancient texts.
I don't feel a need to be present at services to
'stand together' based purely on the premise
that if I'm not there I am somehow
supporting genocide.
n Dorset Humanists is represented on the
Bournemouth and Poole Holocaust Memorial
Day committee and some of us take part in
HMD every January.
24th January 2021 3.00-4.15 pm on Zoom
‘Be The Light In The Darkness’
Registration will be through Eventbrite and
details about this will be available from early
January and the Zoom link will be sent to you
just before the event.
The event will include a talk by John Corben,
Chair of the Trevor Chadwick Memorial Trust,
about an ‘Unsung Local Hero’. Marilyn Dexter
will also tell us about her father’s role at the
liberation Bergen-Belsen in a talk called
‘Inheriting the Flame of the Holocaust’.
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Jane Bannister Winter Appeal 2020
Dorset Humanists Hardship Fund now open
for your generous donations!
Our Winter Appeal has raised thousands of pounds in previous years for a diverse range of
charities including Refuge for Women, New Forest NightStop for homeless young people,
Michael House Hostel, Mosaic for bereaved children, and End of Life Companions at
Bournemouth Hospital. The appeal is named in memory of Jane Bannister who was Chair of
Dorset Humanists until 2009. This year we have launched our own Hardship Fund. From time
to time, our pastoral team becomes aware of members in financial difficulties who need
immediate help. Our Hardship Fund will enable our pastoral team to give immediate relief to
members in need.
How to donate
Click this link to visit our Just Giving page
Or you can send a cheque made payable to ‘Dorset Humanists Winter Appeal’ to our treasurer
John Kingston, 90 Lowther Road, Bournemouth, BH8 8NS. Or you can make a bank transfer
(email jrd.kingston@gmail.com for details).
Process in brief
If a member of Dorset Humanists feels that they have a need which could be met or partially
met by a grant from this scheme they should contact a member of the pastoral team (contact
details on our website) for an informal and confidential discussion. Typically, the recipient will
be unwaged or on a very low wage with no savings for a ‘rainy day’. The pastoral team will not
undertake a detailed financial assessment. The merits of the case will be based on discussion
with, and a presumption of trust in, the member concerned. All communications will be
treated in the strictest confidence with the exception that details will be shared with the
pastoral team plus a member of the committee (the whole committee may also be involved in
the decision-making process but the committee itself is also bound by confidentiality). A
decision will be made based on circumstances and need and payment made as soon as
possible. Any disagreements or complaints will be addressed by the whole committee.
The scheme will only make grants, not loans. Grants may only be made to established
members of Dorset Humanists. The pastoral team may also offer signposting to other agencies
and charities which may help. The pastoral team will not offer any advice which could be
interpreted as ‘giving financial advice’.
Grants may be made for a variety of purposes such as a specific item of furniture, repair to an
essential piece of equipment, or a stopgap grant to alleviate Universal Credit delay. These
examples are illustrative, not exhaustive. If a member needs help with utility bills Cathy Silman
will investigate to see whether they can get help elsewhere.
Normally a direct payment will be made for the item or service required rather than payment
into a bank account which could be in overdraft. Care will be taken to avoid making a payment
which would place the beneficiary in a situation where they become disqualified from claiming
a means tested benefit.
A full scheme draft is available on request. Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk

View from the Chair
David Warden
Chairman of Dorset Humanists

O

n New Year’s Eve, Benn Kerr of Plymouth Humanists posted this on
Facebook: “Just feel I have to put this on record: my European citizenship
was ripped from my unwilling hand. I suspect many like myself,
particularly the young will not forget what was taken from them.” Humanist Marilyn
Mason posted: “Wearing black today in mourning for my European identity”. No doubt
many humanists will share these feelings of despondency. The Observer (27/12/20) calls
it ‘an act of national harm’ and a ‘cause for great sadness’ which will ‘diminish our
global influence’. It describes the notion of national sovereignty as ‘isolationist’ and
‘old fashioned’ which comes at ‘great cost to people’s personal freedoms’.
It’s worth bearing in mind that human rationality is a very imperfect thing. We
construct different ‘maps of reality’ and we inhabit different tribal narratives for social
and psychological reasons as much as for strictly rational ones. It’s possible but difficult
to change the map, especially when newspapers and other media outlets cater for
specific tribal groups. At the very least, we should be willing to look at different maps
of reality in order to modify our own. This is why I am always banging on about
ensuring that we read different newspapers so as to disrupt our own tribal ways of
thinking.
Economics editor Larry Elliot is a lone voice on The Guardian who has argued
consistently in favour of the left case for leaving the EU. He writes (on 31 Dec 2020) that
‘the UK has deep, structural economic problems despite – and in some cases because of
– almost half a century of EU membership. Since 1973, the manufacturing base has
shrivelled, the trade balance has been in permanent deficit, and the north-south divide
has widened. Free movement of labour has helped entrench Britain’s reputation as a
low-investment, low productivity economy. Brexit means that those farmers who want
their fruit harvested will now have to do two things that the left ought to want: pay
higher wages or invest in new machinery… the mass exodus of banks and other
financial institutions that has been predicted since 2016 has not materialised…there are
big problems with the EU as well: slow growth, high levels of unemployment, a rapidly
ageing population. The single currency has failed to deliver the promised benefits… the
eurozone nations have fallen further behind’. Most damningly, he describes the four
freedoms of the single market – of goods, services, people, and capital – as the four
pillars of neoliberalism – the ideology of free-market fundamentalism.
It’s possible to modify the map and shake off feelings of despondency. The UK has
moved back into 5th place in the ranking of richest nations. We hold the 2021
presidency of the G7 and we will host the UN Climate Change Conference in
November. More so than at any time since 1973, the future is in our hands.

