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Sunday Meetings  

March 2013 

'Religious Child Maltreatment (and how to stop it)' - Janet Heimlich  

Alec Leggatt  reports–  

“At their monthly meeting on March 10th, Farnham Humanists 

discussed maltreatment of children in religious cults. The subject 

was introduced by award-winning American journalist and 

author Janet Heimlich.  Her book “Breaking Their Will: Shedding 

Light on Religious Child Maltreatment” takes an in-depth look at 

religiously motivated child abuse and neglect in the United 

States. She cited numerous incidents where gross maltreatment 

and cruelty are inflicted on children in the name of religious rites. 

These ranged from God’s instruction to Abraham to murder his 

son (later reprieved) to modern female circumcision. The 

meeting deplored the imposition of both physical and mental 

processes on children whilst defending the rights of adults to 

choose freely, for example on male or even female circumcision.  

 

February 2013 

IHEU and Humanism in Uganda  

Bob Churchill, Communications Officer, IHEU    

Bob Churchill provided us with a fascinating talk about his 

experiences working in Uganda as a Development Executive 

Volunteer for the Uganda Humanist Association. Amongst their 

activities Ugandan Humanists support vulnerable women and try to 

reduce the exploitation of disadvantaged people by witchdoctors 

with ‘miracle’ cures. Around ten years ago the UHA set up three 

Humanist schools in deprived rural areas with support from the 

IHEU and various UK local Humanist groups. 

(http://www.ugandahumanistschoolstrust.org/ ).  



They are open to all and teach about Christianity and Islam 

as well as Humanism.  

Bob now works for the IHEU (International Humanist Ethical 

Union http://iheu.org/) as their Communications Officer. 

The IHEU is a democratic union of over 100 member 

organizations in 40 countries. It has Special Consultative 

Status with the United Nations and General Consultative 

Status at the Council of Europe. Individuals can join too. Bob encouraged us to go to the next World 

Humanist Congress which is being held in Oxford on August 6-11 in 2014. Several Farnham 

Humanists said they had found previous Congresses in Paris and the USA highly stimulating.  

Bob highlighted the IHEU’s 2012 report “Freedom of Thought 2012” focusing on how countries 

around the world discriminate against non-religious people. 

http://iheu.org/files/IHEU%20Freedom%20of%20Thought%202012.pdf  

For example, in the Maldives all citizens must be Muslims. Education is 

legislated to inculcate obedience and love for Islam. In June 2010, 

Muhammad Nazim asked a Muslim preacher, at a large public event, how 

Islam viewed that he had tried to believe but found he could not. The 

preacher replied that Islam requires the death penalty. The Islamic Ministry 

arranged for Nazim to receive “religious counselling” before determining if 

he should be executed for apostasy. In prison Muhammad saved his life by 

embracing Islam. One month later, Ismail Mohamed Didi faced the same 

choice: believe or die. Tragically Ismail chose to hang himself from the 

control tower of the Maldives international airport.  

 

November 2012 

‘How to make a Living Will or Advanced Directive’ - Belinda Schwehr  

 

Belinda Schwehr provided us with a presentation on how to set up an advanced decision or living 

will. Several members have now completed one. Sue Willson reports that her new advanced 

decision impressed a Farnham Hospital consultant who said medics wish many more people would 

do them. The group is appreciative of Belinda’s generosity with her time and professional 

knowledge. 

 

October 2012 

Talk by Sir Gerald Howarth, MP Minister of Defence  

Sir Gerald Howarth, MP for Aldershot and recent Minister of Defence, provided a stimulating talk on 

his role as the Minister for International Security Strategy at the MoD. He emphasised how large a 

part our historical role plays in the world today in terms of defence alliances, diplomacy and 



business.  He defended arms exports as being carefully 

controlled and good for the economy. He disagreed with 

David Cameron’s view that it was more important to 

maintain foreign aid than reduce defence cuts. Although 

we differed in religion and belief, and some of us found 

Sir Gerald’s views on defence and other matters 

challenging, we did agree on the importance of free 

speech and the need for one law for all. However he 

wasn’t sure about whether non-religious children should 

be able to join scouts and agreed to get back to us as to whether Humanists should be able to be 

represented at the National Service of Remembrance in London alongside the 15 faith 

representatives. (Responding a week later he declined to support Humanists representation citing 

more pressing matters needing consideration.)  

 

Other events 

November 2012 

Public Debate - “We support a wholly elected House of 

Lords” 

At Farnham Humanists’ free public debate in November, two 

Lords, a Bishop and an Electoral Reform expert crossed swords 

on the motion “We support a wholly elected House of Lords”.  

Baroness Thornton proposed the motion, saying democracy 

would result in more reason and her seconder, Nick Tyrone 

from the Electoral Reform Society, elaborated how the current 

situation was unsustainable. Opposing the motion, Lord Norton emphasised the scrutinising success 

of the current Lords and how election would produce identity kit MPs whereas the ideal would be no 

party majority but a range of experts. In answering questions about the Bishops in the Lords, the 

recently retired Bishop of Chichester said they had 

been there by tradition since the Middle Ages.  

The South Farnham School audience contributed 

stimulating comments about the dangers of filling 

the Lords with celebrities, electing a head of state, 

and undermining the supreme role of the Commons. 

The concluding vote brought a 3/5 majority against a 

wholly elected Lords. Following a suggestion from 

the audience, a second poll was held on the proposal 

that the Lords should be left unchanged. Opposition 

to this was unanimous.  



The debate raised around £200 for Waverley CAB and WaterAid, and Glen Travis and his team from 

the UCA in Farnham made a Youtube recording: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MH_GrpMfgTM 

For Jim Herrick’s full write-up, see: 

http://www.farnham-

humanists.org.uk/_private/Events/debates/House%20of%20Lord%20Reform/House%20of%20Lords

%20Debate.pdf 

  

March 2013 

Annual Dinner (postponed from January due to snow 2012)  

Just over 40 of us dined together at Café Rouge in 

February enjoying in Greta Thomas’s words a “very 

convivial occasion, brightening up the seasonal gloom, 

and so cheering to have it held in the main downstairs 

café”.  Thank you to Sue Shaw for all her hard work 

organising and re-organising our increasingly popular 

annual event. 

 

December 2012 

Festive evening at Jennie's  

Mike Adams writes “Our mid-winter Festive 

evening was held on 16 December at the 

home of Jennie and Simon Johnson. Sue Shaw 

and Jennie served us with food and 

refreshments, and thirty of us enjoyed an 

evening of entertainment provided by our 

members. Christine and Keith Hayward led us singing a secular humorous “All things bright and 

beautiful” and Sylvia Harper then treated us to a lovely recital of one of the best pieces for solo oboe 

– Britten’s Six Metamorphoses after Ovid. Mike then introduced the clarinet family, playing seven 

differently pitched clarinets of various shapes 

and sizes to accompany a humorous take on 

The Twelve Days of Christmas, nobly assisted by 

Jennie and Jim Herrick. We left feeling uplifted, 

having spent an enjoyable evening in good 

company, and thanks to Jennie and Simon for 

their kind hospitality.” 

 



Community 

 Our Farnham U3A course has been repeated this year by popular demand. Thank you to 

David Savage and Sue Shaw for running the course and to the many contributors including 

Sue Willson, Alec Leggatt, Belinda Schwehr, Jennie Johnson, Mike Adams, Roy Weedon, and 

Sylvia Harper.  

 Ruth De Prey has taken over from Alec Leggatt as the voluntary Humanist Listener working 

alongside Religious Chaplains for Surrey Police. Thank you to Alec for all his efforts in 

developing such a good relationship with the police.  

 Jennie Johnson supported Churches Together’s running of the local hustings for Surrey 

Police Commissioner also in November. 

 David Savage and Alec Leggatt have continued to support the Surrey County Council Equality 

Group and the Waverley Borough Council Faith Forum. David has also been attending a 

chaplaincy training course at St Thomas’ Hospital in London as the only non-religious 

pastoral supporter for the third of patients who don’t follow a religion. 

 We laid a wreath as part of the Remembrance Day ceremony at the Farnham Memorial on 

11th November. 

 Sue Shaw set up a stand about Humanist 

ceremonies and our group in Farnham Library in 

March. 

 

 

 

 

Book Club  

Tony Newton, our new coordinator, writes: 
 
“Do you know that we have a book club, currently with about half 
a dozen members? Not all that different from book clubs up and 
down the country, except of course that we don't acknowledge 
the authority of that great book-writer in the sky  -  as many of his 
fans believe him to be. 
 
Next meeting:  30 April at Belinda's 
Book:                Daniel Kahneman - 'Thinking, Fast and Slow'. 
 
Kahneman discusses how much of our thinking is influenced by 



processes we aren't aware of, then takes a mighty poke at the way many guesses are served up as 
expert opinion, which he bases on serious investigation of the success (or otherwise) of such opinion 
in predicting outcomes. 
 
If you're looking for a cosy chat with everyone agreeing politely you might be better staying in and 
watching the telly. On the other hand, if you fancy a bit of healthy disagreement do come along.“ 
 
Contact Tony on 01483 428254 or email christonynewton@mypostoffice.co.uk 

 

********************************************************************************** 

Farnham Humanists now has its own projector! 

We have taken up Alan and Linda Montgomery’s very generous offer to buy Farnham Humanists a 

projector and screen. Its first outing was for Janet Heimlich’s talk. Thank you Alan and Linda. 

********************************************************************************** 

 

Changes in our committee 

We’re losing three valued members of our committee:  

 

Alec Leggatt initiated the group in 2004, and has been active on the committee 

ever since giving talks, building links with Surrey Police, local equality and 

interfaith groups, the Hospice and as a funeral celebrant. He now feels it’s time 

to retire and for others to steer the group forward. In recognition of his unique  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Thank you so much to Jim, Alec and Belinda. 

Belinda Schwehr is also stepping down, but fortunately for 

us she is keen to continue to support us by chairing public 

events and generally providing us with the benefits of her 

many areas of expertise.  

 

Jim Herrick is moving to Cambridge. As well as the author of several books 

including ‘Humanism- an introduction’, Jim has edited various Humanist 

magazines and been generally prominent in the Humanist movement (see 

his Wikipedia entry!) We’ve hugely benefitted from Jim’s expertise and 

friendship. We’re saving good-bye for another time as Jim has yet to 

complete a house sale and purchase, but we wish him all the best for the 

move and hope he will come back and visit us often.  

 

Alec Leggatt initiated the group in 2004, and has been active on the 

committee ever since giving talks, building links with Surrey Police, local 

equality and interfaith groups, the Hospice and as a funeral celebrant. He 

now feels it’s time to retire and for others to steer the group forward. In 

recognition of his unique contribution to the group we gave him permanent 

life honorary membership at our AGM. 



Your new committee 

Chair  

Jennie Johnson 

SACRE/Website  

Secretary  

Sue Shaw  

Treasurer  

Mike Adams 

Vice Chair 

Roy Weedon 

Celebrant 

 

 

 

David Savage 

BHA Trustee 

Sue Willson 

Celebrant 

Alan Montgomery Ruth De Prey  

“Chaplain”  

John De Prey Tricia Wallis 

 

 

 

 

 

Schools 

• Increasing school students’ understanding of Humanist values and beliefs 

Several of us are keen to become more proactive in schools supporting RE lessons and assemblies. 

Kauser Akhtar, Faith Links Adviser to the Guildford Diocese and a Muslim woman on SACRE, has said 

she would like to be able to call on Humanist speakers and we have provided her some names. Sue 

Willson has offered to run a workshop to help us feel more confident going into schools. 

With this in mind, Jennie attended the BHA’s pilot training course for 

preparing school volunteers. This involved two evening sessions based 

in London with fun activities illustrating alternative ways of learning as 

well as the standard ‘talk and chalk’. Participants’ feedback is being 

using to enhance the course which the BHA then aims to deliver 

through local groups. Please let us know if you would like to be 

involved at all. 

• Sue Willson on a recent school visit 

“The school visit to the Bishop David Brown School in Woking seemed to go well.  It seems a 

pleasant, small school, the kids were really well behaved, and the staff interested and helpful.  There 

were lots of Muslim pupils but the girls didn't wear headscarves.  There were four of us - a Buddhist, 

C of E vicar (very broad minded type), and a Muslim as well as me.  We had been asked to 

concentrate on morality and life after death, to fit in with their RS course. 



The Year 9 students were in four groups, and we each did our piece to all four groups.  The Buddhist 

lady took in objects used in rituals and did a bit of mediation with them, I think, while the Muslim 

lady gave a talk.  I don't know what the Anglican did.  I talked briefly, then took questions - the first 

group hadn't quite woken up, but the next three asked good questions, and each session turned out 

a bit differently.  Then everyone went into the school hall, and the four of us stood at the front and 

took more questions.  The Muslim lady answered each question by saying that the Q'oran told her 

everything she needed to know.  The Anglican said he often had doubts and lack of answers, but 

trusted in God etc.  The Buddhist came across as very calm and assured, and was very like that 

famous lady in Burma whose name I can never remember.   

I am not quite sure what kids get from such an intense session, but they seemed interested, and I am 

sure the RS staff will follow it up in lessons.  They are considering having speakers on separate 

occasions, but the vicar made the good point of saying that it is useful for the pupils to see us all 

together getting on and talking to each other.” 

 

• Farnborough Hill Debate - ‘The Cost Of Religion 

Outweighs The Benefit’  

David Savage and Jennie Johnson accepted an invitation from 

Farnborough Hill, a Catholic Independent school in 

Farnborough, to debate the motion that ‘The Cost Of Religion 

Outweighs The Benefit’ together with a Catholic chaplain, an 

Anglican, a Muslim, a Hindu, a Jew, a Buddhist chaplain and a Sikh.  

Sixth formers Paloma and Louise expertly chaired questions from year 11 

and 12 girls covering whether religion leads to or prevents wars, sexism, 

science versus religion, morality of religious wealth and why the 

influence of religion on young people seems to be declining. David and 

Jennie highlighted their arguments were against discriminatory 

institutional religion; they were of course in favour of everyone’s right to practise their religion or 

belief as long as it doesn’t adversely affect anyone else.  The vote before the debate showing a slight 

majority in favour of the motion with around a third abstaining, increased to a bigger vote in favour 

afterwards with only a handful of abstentions.  

 

Ceremonies 

 Roy Weedon and Ailsa Davies have now added Baby Namings to their celebrancy 

accreditations. They both offer Weddings, Civil Partnerships and Funerals. We also have Sue 

Willson offering Weddings and Civil Partnerships and Alec offering Funerals. 

 

 



“On Being a BHA Celebrant” – Ailsa Davies 

“The life of a BHA celebrant is rather unpredictable; one month busy and the next 

quiet, and when visiting families you have to be prepared for anything - tears, 

laughter and sometimes tensions. 

This year so far has been especially busy with funerals; many funeral directors I 

have spoken to have said they are busier than previous years with a two to three 

week wait for a slot at a crematorium. 

I normally lead two or three funerals a month, but as I write this in the middle of 

February I have taken six, have two more in the diary and had to decline two because the times 

clashed with another; ten requests in just over six weeks. Although it can be difficult, it is very 

rewarding work - here are a few comments I have received:  

“Thank you for an excellent and very sensitive service”, 

“…. a much lighter and happier occasion, truly a celebration of her life. It was just perfect, everyone 

enjoyed it”, 

“I’m going to book her for mine”,  

“I’m religious, but I loved the words you used, it was lovely”  

and one of my favourites –  

“I’m a Catholic but what you said really made me think.” 

On the other hand, weddings and namings are joyful occasions. So far I have only had one enquiry 

for a naming but am hoping for more later in the year. Last year I did one wedding and have three 

booked for this year. One is being arranged for a New York couple by a wedding arranger in Mayfair! 

I recently sent a draft of the script to another couple. About 20 minutes later I received a reply from 

the bride to be which said “I grinned like a Cheshire cat and had a little weep just reading it all to 

myself!” and later, after they had both read it - “Love it!” 

Yes, being a BHA celebrant has it emotional ups and downs but it is very rewarding, and so many 

people have said to me that they had no idea that such ceremonies were available – so we still have 

a lot of work to do!” 

And Finally ……. 

You may have noticed a slight difference in the appearance of the newsletter this time. Mike 

Swaddling, a “virtually dormant” member (his words) saw our appeal at the AGM for someone to 

help with the newsletter and website, and stepped forward. Mike was in Marketing Communications 

before he retired and helps other organisations, including the Hospice, in a similar way. Mike says: 

“While Jennie will for now still be the collection point for all newsletter material, I’m happy to try to 

make it as easy to read as possible. If you have any thoughts about layout and readability, by all 

means let me know on mikeswaddling@hotmail.com. 


