FACTS NOT FEAR. CLEAN HANDS. OPEN HEARTS.—AN
EPICUREAN/LUCRETIAN MEDITATION ON HOW TO RESPOND TO THE
ONGOING COVID-19 EPIDEMIC

Introductory meditation (excluding the Lord’s Prayer) adapted from ‘An Epicurean Gathering’ arranged in 2016 by
me, Lewis Connolly (until recently the minister of the Ipswich Unitarian Meeting House) and Dean Reynolds:

The Roman poet Lucretius wrote: Lucretius contemplating how

nature work
In the murk of our darkness, you, Epicurus, raisedryplazing lantern to show

us the blessings of life. And we follow you, wajkirith confident footsteps the
trails you have blazed, not to be your rival, bugdmiration and love, and
happy to have your example to guide us. [. . .]

And so, we begin to follow Epicurus’ thoughts, histargnts, and his reasons
and, as we do, our mind’s terrors abate, while tlaop walls of the world
open wide to exhibit intricate actions and moveméms go on all the time
throughout the limitless void.

For Epicurus taught that all our fears and terralishe darkness of our mind,
would be dispelled, ‘not by the sun’s light of its/s’ shafts, but by careful
observation and understanding of inner laws of hotwreavorks’ and that true
piety is ‘to live with a tranquil mind surveying wieaer one sees with a steady,
clear-eyed acceptance.’

[You can download a pdf of the Epicurean Gatherirtyiatlink]

And now,mindful of the words and example of Thomas Jeffertiuind president of the United States, Unitariad an
Epicurearwho, having acknowledged the importance of the Igiwesn to us by Epicurus [and Epictetus] to helgagern
ourselves, also acknowledged that the human Jesasugaa supplement of the duties and charities wetowthers, | invite
all those who wish to join with me in saying the prajesus taught us, ‘The Lord’s Prayer’:

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy naht. kingdom come, thy will be done on earth, asiit lreaven. Give
us this day our daily bread. And forgive us ouspasses, as we forgive those who trespass aganaind lead us not into
temptation; but deliver us from evil. For thine ig tkingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and.evmen.

—o000—
READINGS

Introduction to The Epicurus Reader by D.S. Hutchinse (The Epicurus Reader: Selected Writings and Testimnia,
translated and edited by Brad Inwood and L.P. Gerson1994, Hackett Publishing Company)

Do you want to be happy? Of course you do! Then wiséisding in your way? Your happiness is entirelyapdu. This
has been revealed to us by a man of divine serandywisdom who spent his life among us, and showedyhis personal
example and by his teaching, the path to redemtmn unhappiness. His name was Epicurus.

This is the sort of thing you might have heard aic&@an preaching in the market square of an anciéyt If it sounds like
a religious message, that is no coincidence; Epis{B41-270 B.C.E.) was revered by his followeke[the later Roman
poet Lucretius] as though divine, a sage who haslars to all the important questions of life. Whiataated converts was
the prospect of personal happiness, for which Bpiswffered clear philosophical advice.

The fundamental obstacle to happiness, says Epicigrasxiety. No matter how rich or famous you aej won't be happy

if you're anxious to be richer or more famous. No eratiow good your health is, you won't be happyif’ye anxious

about getting sick. You can’t be happy in thisififgpou’re worried about the next life. You can& bappy as a human being if
you're worried about being punished or victimizeddoyverful divine beings. But you can be happy if gelieve in the four
basic truths of Epicureanism: there are no divinenge which threaten us; there is no next life; wivatactually need is easy
to get; what makes us suffer is easy to put up Whiks is the so-called ‘four-part cure’, the Epiean remedy for the
epidemic sickness of human anxiety; as a later EpaufPhilodemus of Gadara] puts it, “Don't fear goayrtht worry about
death; what's good is easy to get, and what's Idgris easy to endure.”



Introduction to Lucretius: On the Nature of Things by M.F. Smith (Lucretius: On the Nature of Things, translated,
with Introduction and Notes by Martin Ferguson Smith, 1969, Hackett Publishing Company)

Every Epicurean would have agreed with Katishéhim Mikado when she sings:

But to him who'’s scientific
There’s nothing that's terrific
In the falling of a flight of thunderbolts!

So the study of natural science is the necessarmsnehereby the ethical end is attained. And thésienly justification:
Epicurus is not interested in scientific knowledigieits own sake, as is clear from his statement tiiave were not
disturbed by our suspicions concerning celesti@mimena, and by our fear that death concerns usaksudby our failure
to understand the limits of pains and desires, veeikhhave no need of natural science” (Principal Dowes 11). Lucretius’
attitude is precisely the same as his master’s:halgcientific information in his poem is presentetth wie aim of removing
the disturbances, especially fear of death and é¢dhe gods, that prevent the attainment of traliquof mind. It is very
important for the reader of ‘On the Nature of Thingsbear this in mind all the time, particularly senthe content of the
work is predominantly scientific and no systematjwosition of Epicurean ethics is provided. Epicudespised philosophers
who do not make it their business to improve peeptedral condition: “Vain is the word of a philosopt®/ whom no
human suffering is cured. For just as medicine ismiise if it fails to banish the diseases of thaybso philosophy is of no
use if it fails to banish the suffering of the mirt'sener fr. 221).

—o000—

ADDRESS
Facts not fear. Clean hands. Open hearts.
An Epicurean/Lucretian meditation on how to respond to the ongoing COVI D-19 epidemic

This address has its proximate cause in a uplifthgnce watching of a snippet of an interview lastkwgith the Liverpool
Football Club manager, Jirgen Klopp, in which ajalist asked Klopp'Just asking, as a wider question about the
coronavirus, are you worried as a team or as aatholoit the spread of it or how it might affect yo®pp replied
magnificently as follows:

What | don't like in life is [the idea] that [whd@hcomes to] a very serious thing, a football mangepinion is important. |
don’t understand that. | really don’t understandlitl asked you, you are in exactly the same rglé@m. So it's not
important what famous people say. We have to speak #ifings in the right manner. Not people like migh wo knowledge
like me talking about something. People with knowdedl talk about it and tell people to do this, tiat and everything
will be fine, or not. Not football managers, | dontiderstand that! Politics, coronavirus, why mefear a baseball cap and
have a bad shave.

| saw this clip shortly before watchimgmagnificent press conference with the chief méditeer, Chris Whitty, and the
chief scientific advisor, Sir Patrick Vallancan event Jirgen Klopp would assuredly have cddezeause here were two
people speaking about things in absolutely thet mganner.

Whitty and Sir Patrick came across as calm, clgghly informed, balanced, appropriately cautiond aumble about what
we did of didn’t know, could and couldn’t, shouldshrouldn’t be doing, and when and when not to begltfiem. Even
Boris Johnson, that notorious chancer and dissemile was there to make his own usual general sube@hiian ramble
and then chair the press conference — even hemsmubthat he simply had to defer to Whitty's amdPaitrick’s expert
knowledge, listen to the science and to make Govenhpwicy on the basis of the science and not upsown personal,
preferred political whims and un-evidenced prejuslice

As | reflected on that press conference and the pilielic appearances of Whitty and Sir Patrick dhernext few days, |
realised that they had all struck me as having lesents best described, not in neutral terms aglsiexercises in accurate,
information dissemination — though they certainlyrgvéhat — but in moral/ethical terms as acts of tampassion. Now
why do | say this of two scientists concerned tsgaswhat we are often minded to call morally/ettycaéutral scientific
fact?

Well, as most of you know, | am a passionate adeockthe ethical teachings third-century BCE Greleikogopher
Epicurus and his later, first-century BCE Romarofekr, the poet Lucretius. Indeed, some of you wilbw thatonly four
weeks ago at the start of this epidemic | gave ainesd called ‘Learning from Lucretius in the shaddworonavirus’ In it |
reminded you of Lucretius’ Epicurean inspired téaghabout how, because in times of stress peoptetterevert to their
earlier superstitions about the gods and deaththeegfore, need always to be taking care to keepetues focussed



1) on emulating the godsmly in their poetic role as exemplasymbolsof imperturbability and beauty and,

2) upon ensuring that this life — the only one wd eifer have — is as full as is possible of appmterand modest
pleasures by the cultivation of friendship and biohging to a supportive, open-minded philosophacel scientifically
literate community such as, | hope, our own.

Anyway, this week, the impressive public appearant®¥lotty and Sir Patrick strongly reminded me ofrsgthing written a
few years ago for the Guardian newspapektbyna \WoolertopAssistant Professor (Teaching) in the Departme@assics
and Ancient History at Durham University. the first of a series of nine short introductarticles on Lucretiushe wrote:

Lucretius tells us that Epicurus’s belief in thertan need for science was rooted in compassion:dietbaround and saw a
world full of people cringing in fear and dreadtbf wrath of the gods, as expressed via random phena such as
lightning and earthquakes, which he aimed to te&elmtwere in fact purely natural disasters (the legfadrthand “act of
god” would have had his hackles rising). It wasafipease that soul-crushing fear that Epicurus tdrtiee atomic theory of
Democritus and Leucippus into a means to provide aipgybased rationale of the world around us: ifurelerstand the
physics, we will see that we have nothing to femmfthe gods. Epicureans were not atheists, buebedl that the gods had
no interest in humanity or our world. Lucretius’ mi@sis to explain that physics in beautiful poetrymake it more
understandable and more palatable to his reader#idp its occasional philosophical obscurity mightertvise be.

I’'m pretty certain that, in their respective pubiades as chief medical officer and chief scient#tvisor, Whitty and Sir
Patrick were not standing up and speaking with afigixgesire to remove from us any fear and dreadnag still have
concerning the wrath of supernatural gods or ourdédeath, but it did seem to me that, a la Episwand Lucretius, by
keeping us focussed firmly on the science they weliberately speaking in a fashion designed to renfmm us as much
anxiety as was possible. They did this, not by piditeg that everything was, or will be, tickety-booirfact far from it —
but they did make it clear that the natural scismoade available to us humane and compassionateneed-based ways to
negotiate the crisis which would offer us the béstnce of getting through it together in the best p@gsible. They inspired,
in me anyway, that much absent thing in our curpetfiic life — genuine trust.

Whitty and Sir Patrick both seemed to me to bengati compassionate ways wholly consonant with Ep&wand

Lucretius’ conviction that the greatest pleasurailable to any human being was simply to be fremfroental

distress. Whitty and Sir Patrick were also acting fashion which concurs with Lucretius when he wrbé the terror and
darkness of the human mind was never going to leedied only by the rays of the sun, or the cleaftslof the day — i.e.
by the everyday lights under which our world is usus¢en and understood — but only by the exterppearance (species)
and inner law of nature (ratio)’ — this is Lucreteifamous'naturae species ratioqgueThomas Nail has recently suggested
that this phrase might best be translated for uthasnaterial conditions for nature as it appéars.

To keep close to our current situation, thankshieodomplex overlapping disciplines of the natuciisces and computer
modelling of human patterns of behaviour, Whittgd &ir Patrick, knowing something real about the mateonditions of
nature as it appears in the SARS-CoV-2 virus itsalfwell as the material conditions required far $pread amongst
creatures like us in the form of the disease COVIDHESe been able to suggest ways by which we prooetbe imost
appropriate and most compassionate ways possible.

Given all this, to return for a moment to Jirgengfdpwhat none of us must do is listen to people witlkknowledge telling
you what or what we should, or shouldn’t be doinghimniext few months but only to listen to the scieswte people like
Whitty and Sir Patrick. In other words, do not liste any football managers, ministers of religipaliticians, newspapers,
television/radio stations, social-media streams whdterances cannot be traced by you, as bestargiback to actual, peer-
reviewed, scientific evidence and advice.

[https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus] and https://www.health.gov.au/].
As Dr Abdu Sharkawyan Internal Medicine and Infectious Diseases Citansufrom the University Health Network of
Toronto City Hospitalsyisely reminds us
The fact is the virus itself will not likely do nfulsarm when it arrives. But our own behaviors anght for yourself above
all else’ attitude could prove disastrous.

Giventhis Sharkawy concludes his short but powerful pleysaying in a very Epicurean/Lucretian key:

I implore you all. Temper fear with reason, panithwpatience and uncertainty with education. We hervepportunity to

learn a great deal about health hygiene and limiting spread of innumerable transmissible diseasesiirsociety. Let’s

meet this challenge together in the best spiritovhpassion for others, patience, and above all, gailimg effort to seek

truth, facts and knowledge as opposed to conjececulation and catastrophizing. Facts not félean hands. Open
hearts. Our children will thank us for it.

So, this afternoon and every day from now on, iegpby Epicurus and Lucretius, having cleaned omdsiivith the science



(naturae species ratiogliecleaned our hands with hot water and soap and madp of tea with which to toast
compassionate and knowledgeable doctors and segelikiss Chris Whitty, Sir Patrick Vallance and Ab8tarkawy, may |
encourage you to open your hearts so as bettenttate the Epicurean gods in their beauty of reposkimperturbability
and, then mindful of the need for friends and wicemmunities, if the scientific advice continuestmgest you safely can,

plan to visit one or some of them or, failing thaimply drop them a line by email, Skype or phaie’ll all thank each other
for that now or, indeed, at any time.

Facts not fear.
Clean hands.
Open hearts.

Links mentioned in the text

Lewis Connolly - https://www.lewisconnolly.com/theology
- https://www.cambridgeunitarian.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Epicurean-Gathering-

revised-January-2016.pdf

- https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious views of Thomas Jefferson

- http://www.epicurism.info/etexts/ier.html#1
- http://www.epicurism.info/etexts/introlucretius.html
- https://twitter.com/futbolbible/status/1235140289825853440
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2U1YoKujYeY&t=731s

- https://www.theguardian.com/profile/emma-woolerton
Dr Abdu Sharkawy https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Search Doctors/Pages/doctor_detail.aspx?doctor=232)

- https://www.facebook.com/abdu.sharkawy/posts/2809958409125474




