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Invocation  
repudiation
Appeals court says House can 
continue to bar atheists from 
delivering secular invocations 

Despite court ruling, it wants to 
resume giving grants to churches

After being trounced in a legal battle over funding 
of churches by the Freedom From Religion Founda-
tion, Morris County, N.J., is behaving like a petulant 
child, says FFRF.

The New Jersey Supreme Court unanimously 
agreed in April 2018 that Morris County violated the 
New Jersey Constitution by granting millions of tax 
dollars to repair houses of worship. The U.S. Supreme 
Court in March unanimously agreed not to hear the 
county’s appeal of the case. The state Supreme Court 
agreed with FFRF that the grants violate Article I, Para-
graph 3 of the New Jersey Constitution, guaranteeing 
that no person shall be “obliged to pay tithes, taxes, 
or other rates for building or repairing any church or 

churches, place or places of worship. . .” 
Morris County lost soundly.
Then, on April 12, Morris County filed a frivolous 

lawsuit against FFRF and its plaintiff, David Steketee. 
In a suit filed before the U.S. District Court of New 
Jersey, the county is now asking to enjoin FFRF and 
Steketee from seeking the approximately $750,000 
in legal fees that it owes them. Most outrageously, the 
county is requesting the court to enable a resumption 
of grants to active churches — the very funding 
program courts found to be unconstitutional in ruling 
on FFRF’s lawsuit. 

“This legal challenge is bizarre,” says Annie Laurie 
Gaylor, FFRF co-president. “We litigated this case 
fairly in court — and the county lost. The lawsuit 
demonstrates religious privilege run amok.”

‘Days of Atheism’ in Poland

FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor, second from right, joined others dressed in Handmaid’s 
Tale garb on March 30 in a march from Copernicus Square in Poland to the Warsaw Market Square, 
where the brutal execution of Poland atheist Kazimierz Lyszczynski took place. Many of the 200-
plus spectators wore costumes depicting the 17th century. The “handmaids” robes were offered 
as a nod to the current-day threats against women’s rights and secularism. For more photos from 
Gaylor and Dan Barker’s trip to Poland for the international Days of Atheism conference, see page 3.

See Benson on  page 23

See Grants on  page 4See Invocation on  page 4

FFRF is proud and excited to 
announce that it has reached 
an agreement with Pulitzer 
Prize-winning cartoonist Steve 
Benson to provide custom-drawn 
cartoons for FFRF. 

FFRF will use the cartoons for 
a variety of purposes, including 
to run with press releases and ac-
tion alerts, on social media posts 
and, of course, in Freethought 
Today. (For more Benson car-
toons, turn to page 23.)

Benson, the oldest grandson 
of the late head of the Mormon 
Church, Ezra Taft Benson, had 

been an edito-
rial cartoonist 
with the Arizo-
na Republic for 
38 years, until 
he was let go 
earlier this year 
due to budget 
cuts.

He won the 
Pulitzer Prize 

in 1993 and the Golden Spike 
Award in 1997 for the “best car-
toon an editor killed.” He was 
a Pulitzer finalist in 1984, 1989, 
1992 and 1994. In Arizona, he 

was the proud recipient of the 
“Parched Cow Skull Award,” for 
the “least positive contribution 
to Arizona tourism” for his car-
toon takes on the state’s snow-
bird industry.

Benson has been president of 
the American Association of Ed-
itorial Cartoonists and has also 
been an amusement park carica-
turist at Six Flags over Texas and 
former reserve police officer.

He was an Eagle Scout and 
graduated cum laude in 1979 

Steve Benson

The U.S. House chaplain can continue barring atheists 
from delivering invocations, the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the District of Columbia unfortunately ruled April 19 in 
Barker v. Conroy.

“I am deeply dismayed that atheists and other nonbeliev-
ers are being openly treated as second-class citizens,” says 
Dan Barker, plaintiff and co-president of the Freedom From 
Religion Foundation. “Our government is not a theocracy, 

and it needs to stop 
acting like one.”

Barring Barker 
as an atheist from 
delivering a secular 
invocation violates 
his individual civil 
liberties and sends 
the message to 
freethinkers across 

the country that they are political outsiders.
FFRF’s historic lawsuit began after Barker was invited by 

his member of Congress, Rep. Mark Pocan, D-Wis., to give an 
invocation in front of the House of Representatives. Typical-
ly, 40 percent of invocations are done by “guest chaplains,” 
most of them Christian representatives. Although adherents 
to minority faiths have been permitted to open the House, 
an atheist has never openly been invited.

After U.S. House Chaplain Patrick Conroy, a Roman 
Catholic priest, barred Barker due to his atheism, FFRF, 
on Barker’s behalf, sued Conroy and Paul Ryan, who as 
House speaker, oversaw the chaplain. In October 2017, 
U.S. District Judge Rosemary M. Collyer, a George W. Bush 
appointee, ruled against Barker. 

FFRF appealed to the D.C. circuit court in May 2018, 
observing: “House Chaplain Patrick Conroy intentionally 
denied Daniel Barker an opportunity to present an invo-

“ I am deeply dismayed that 
atheists and other nonbelievers 
are being openly treated as 
second-class citizens.
— Dan Barker
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The only freethought newspaper in the United States

Name:  John Pidgeon.
Born and raised:  Green Bay, Wis., though some 

there would deny it.
Family: My wife Marianne, 

five kids, two grandkids.
Education: Master of arts 

from the University of Wiscon-
sin-Milwaukee. Also, my pri-
vate library, which is among 
the largest north of Chicago. 
It has 30,000 volumes on histo-
ry, science, philosophy, great 
literatures of the world, and 
other subjects falling under 
the umbrella of the liberal arts 
and humanities.

Occupation: Retired social 
worker; freelance writer/edi-
tor appearing in Poetry, Poet-

ry Daily, The Journal of the American Medical Associ-
ation, The Journal of Nietzsche Studies, Rosebud, The 
Wisconsin Academy Review, and other literary/schol-
arly venues no one’s ever heard of.

How I got where I am today: Inquiry, plain and simple.
Where I’m headed: Hell, if others have their way.
Person in history I admire: A set of quintuplet kin-

dred spirits: Voltaire, Thomas Jefferson, Mark Twain, 
Robert Ingersoll and H.L. Mencken.

These are a few of my favorite things: The score to 
“The Sound of Music,” the stories of the Edwardian 
satirist Saki, the novels of Cormac McCarthy, secular 
existentialism, toddlers, and the Oxford comma.

These are not: Religious bigots; small-mindedness 
of any nationality, color or creed.

My doubts about religion started: When, as a boy, I 
received a Rand-McNally globe for Christmas (the iro-
ny) and suddenly realized that 70 percent of the plan-
et was covered with saltwater, not to mention that the 
continents all appeared to have been slowly torn apart 
from one another at the seams/coasts, and thus, obvi-
ously, did not come into existence as they appear now.

Before I die: What? Who said anything about dying?!
Ways I promote freethought: Read, write, repeat.
Why I promote freethought: Because any other kind 

of thought would be less than free.

Necessary Fictions
By John Pidgeon

Where Freud might view a father figure, and Marx 
a common fix, or Nietzsche see a dream deferred, 
a minor mental trick:

the bearded one, the baritone,
the listener after wishes,

grand old manufactured one,
crown of human hitches.

Whatever be our justifications,
whatever be our cross,
how telling we tell little ones
there is no Santa Claus.

Testament
How odd that God, deciding to turn author,
learned Greek, and that he did not learn it better.
— Nietzsche

They hadn’t even thought to write it down,
Not one word of what they’d heard or seen,
The first generation who had known him,
So convinced were they that he would come
For them while yet they breathed, believed, begot,
Till not one was left alive who could forget,
Thus leaving their children’s children to write,
Disagree, augment, diminish, rewrite,
Distill a mixture of contradictions,
Of special pleadings and repetitions,
For some three hundred fifty years before
Constantine ordered closed the canon door,
One line belying all that came to be:
‘My father, why have you forsaken me?’

MEET A MEMBER

OVERHEARD

John Pidgeon

Freethought Today caption contest winner!
Congratulations to Catherine 

MacLeod of New Jersey for winning 
FFRF’s caption contest from the April 
issue. For her winning entry, she re-
ceives an FFRF T-shirt!

The winning caption was: Foreclo-
sure sale due to lack of prophets.

Top runners-up include: Empty 
pews included. — Marcia Yeager of 
Maryland.

You’re not buying it, either? — Jay 
Ballinger of West Virginia.

Going out of business! — Don 
Smith of Ohio and (separately) John 
Halas of Ohio.

Jesus is alive, but has missed too 
many mortgage payments. — Doug-
las Marshall of Michigan.

Thanks to all who participated. If 
you have any photos that you think 
would be good for a caption contest, 
please email them to caption@ffrf.org.

State lawmakers need to start ade-
quately funding [public school] needs 
and bring per-pupil public school fund-
ing and teacher salaries up to respect-
able levels, rather than creating new 
ways to divert taxpayer money to pri-
vate and religious schools.
Newspaper editorial, “Don’t divert 
state money to private schools.”
Gainesville (Fla.) Sun, 4-9-19

I come here for a public meeting. 
I don’t come here for prayer. I go to 
church for prayer.
Mary FitzGerald Ozog, member of the 
DuPage County (Ill.) Board, after it vot-
ed 11-6 to continue to include invoca-
tions prior to the start of meetings.
Daily Herald, 3-26-19

There was no major social upheaval 
or loss of divine guidance reported in 
Dorval and Pierrefonds when they were 
forced by the Supreme Court ruling to 
stop reciting a prayer before holding 
their public council meetings.
Albert Kramberger, in his op-ed, “Re-
moval of a crucifix isn’t the same as eras-
ing heritage.”
Montreal Gazette, 3-28-19

A morally perfect being would nev-
er get enjoyment from causing pain to 
others. Therefore, God doesn’t know 
what it is like to be human. In that case, 

he doesn’t know what we know. But if 
God doesn’t know what we know, God 
is not all knowing, and the concept of 
God is contradictory. God cannot be 
both omniscient and morally perfect. 
Hence, God could not exist.
Philosophy professor Peter Atterton, in 
his op-ed, “A God problem.”
The New York Times, 3-25-19

Discrimination in the provision 
of foster care case management and 
adoption services is illegal, no matter 
the rationale. Limiting the opportunity 
for a child to be adopted or fostered 
by a loving home not only goes against 
the state’s goal of finding a home for 
every child, it is a direct violation of 
the contract every child-placing agency 
enters into with the state.
Michigan Attorney General Dana Nes-
sel, on how Michigan will no longer al-
low state-funded faith-based adoption 
service providers to discriminate against 
LGBTQ couples or individuals.
Religion News Service, 3-22-19

Our public health and children’s 
lives are at risk because so many parents, 
community leaders and policymakers 
lack the science literacy and critical-
thinking skills to decipher fact from 
fiction . . . From vaccine skepticism to 
climate-change denial, ignoring proven 
science could have life-threatening or 

even catastrophic results.
Maya Ajmera, president  of the Society 
for Science & the Public and the pub-
lisher of Science News, in a letter to 
the editor.
The New York Times, 4-16-19

We are throwing in the towel because 
we feel surrounded by a climate of mis-
trust and progressive delegitimization.
Lucetta Scaraffia, founder of the Vatican 
monthly publication “Women Church 
World,” in a letter to the pope describ-
ing why she and most of the all-female 
staff are stepping down.
Washington Post, 3-26-19

This morning, 
on a very important 
day, on a day where 
we’re swearing in a 
new member, the 
first woman Muslim 
serving in the Penn-
sylvania House of 
Representatives in 
history, there was a 
prayer that was not 
meant to inspire us. 

There was a prayer that was not meant to 
bring us together.
House Democratic Leader Frank Der-
mody, responding to Rep. Stephanie 
Borowicz’s Christian prayer — which in-
cluded, “Jesus, you are our only hope.” 
— that she gave to open the session. 
PennLive.com, 3-25-19

There seems to be some serious 
constitutional issues involved here. . . . 
You’re not supposed to change the content 
of what public school teaching is in order 
to conform with a particular religious 
denomination’s beliefs. Any student at one 
of those schools or the parents of any of 
the students at any one of those schools 
would have standing to challenge it under 
the First Amendment.
Steve Mulroy, a University of Memphis 
constitutional law professor, on Compass 
Community Schools in Memphis, which 
is leasing six campuses from the Catholic 
Diocese of Memphis. The leases contain 
a “morality clause” that says the schools 
cannot “directly advocate, promote, 
teach or support a position considered 
gravely immoral by the Roman Catholic 
Church at the premises as determined 
by the bishop of the Catholic Diocese of 
Memphis.”
WMC5 News, 3-30-19

Trump’s perception of religious liber-
ty as freedom only for the faiths he pre-
fers is a potential threat to every religious 
group. . . . Religious freedom is either 
rigorously equal, or it becomes an instru-
ment of those in power to favor or disfa-
vor religions of their choice. And those 
believers who are currently in favor may 
someday discover what disfavor is like.
Columnist Michael Gerson in the article, 
“The real threat to religious freedom is 
Trump.”
Washington Post, 4-15-19

Frank Dermody
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Atheist conference in Poland celebrates martyrAtheist conference in Poland celebrates martyr
A ttending the annual “Days of Atheism” 

conference in Warsaw, Poland, FFRF Co-
Presidents Annie Laurie Gaylor and Dan 

Barker were quite surprised when they learned 
FFRF had earned the “Atheist Organization of the 
Year” honor given by the Kazimierz Lyszczynski 
Foundation. 

The conference, which ran from March 29-31, 
commemorated Lyszczynski, who was accused, 
tried and executed for atheism in 1689. At the 
conference, which began with a feminist opening 
celebrating Poland’s 100th anniversary of women’s 
vote, were participants from 14 countries in 
Europe, two from Africa, one from Asia, two from 

North America and two from South America. 
Barker performed a ringing freethought 

concert on the concert grand Steinway piano 
in the gorgeous Mirrors Hall at Staszic Palace, 
following an exquisite Chopin concert by Jarred 
Dunn, an FFRF member who studied piano in 
Poland and is living in Paris.

Gaylor gave a talk about women and religion, 
invoking the amazing contributions of Polish 
Ernestine L. Rose, who became the first canvasser 
for women’s rights in the United States and was a 
heralded suffragist and 19th century atheist.

But a mile-long march leading up to a 
reenactment of the execution of Lyszczynski was 
the centerpiece of the conference. 

The execution of Lyszczynski was re-enacted 
on the same spot on the Warsaw Market Square 
where it occurred. The executioner first pulled 
out his “blasphemous tongue,” using a burning 
iron, cut off the hands that wrote “unholy” words 
(after slowly burning them) and finally cut off 
his head, “where the monstrous idea of the non-
existence of God was born.” Lyszczynski’s treatise, 
“De non-existentia Dei,” which proclaimed, “The 
Man is a creator of God, and God is a concept and 
creation of a Man,” was thrown into flames along 
with his mutilated body.

Unpopular among the Catholic clergy, he 
was excommunicated on Aug. 30, 1668. After 
his unpublished treatise was denounced by a 
neighbor who owed him a substantial amount 
of money, he was arrested by the bishop of 
Vilnius.  As a nobleman, he underwent both a 

parliamentary commission, and a church trial. 
Although the Inquisition had been abolished 
in Poland, inquisitors nominated by the Vatican 
played key roles in his prosecution. Today, not 
even a road is named for him in Poland.

Getting together for a photo opportunity were 
Annie Laurie Gaylor, pianist Jarred Dunn, Kazimierz 
Lyszczynski Foundation co-founder Nina Sankari 
and Dan Barker.

Dan Barker holds a balloon that reads “Freedom 
From Religion Foundation” in Polish.

FFRF Co-President Dan Barker walks in the march with hundreds of others, 
including, on right, Armin Navabi of Atheist Republic and Michael Nugent of Atheist 
Ireland,  during Warsaw’s annual “Days of Atheism.”

Actors depict the 330th anniversary of the execution of Poland’s atheist 
martyr, Kazimierz Lyszczynski.

FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor spoke about women and 
religion at the conference in Warsaw. 

The Kazimierz Lyszczynski Foundation named FFRF 
the “Atheist Organization of the Year.” The elegant 
glass award is now on display in FFRF’s Anne 
Gaylor Lobby in Freethought Hall in Madison, Wis.

Photo by Chris Line



FFRF  |  FREETHOUGHT TODAY  |  Madison, Wisconsin  | May 2019Page 4

HEADS UP
A Poetry Column By Philip Appleman

JESUS
We’re cast in the image of God,
they say, but
up here the image blurs—
that Pharisee at the edge of the crowd,
the one with a burro’s belly
and a toad’s complexion
is he the real thing, God
in the flesh?
Or maybe that saintly starveling, all
bones in her pinched piety—does God
have a profile like hers?

Just days ago, these very faces,
rainbowed with joy, saw palm trees
ripped and strewn for the son of man. Now
my palms are red,
and it’s all changed—bloodlust
smudges the thousand grins
of God. Here
in this Friday frenzy, just
look at them, the veins
in that legionnaire’s legs, the brutal
mouth, the pocked face, and . . .
And of course the handsome boy out there
eyeing the splendid line
of that girl’s arm—them, too.
It all counts,
doesn’t it?

I suppose they aren’t even wondering,
this godly rabble out for fun,
expecting something big today, something
spectacular. So I should be telling them,
now, before I’m dust forever—
you don’t pay off an ugly squint
with a nice ankle; a luscious
lower lip doesn’t make up
for a running sore; and above all, nobody
ever promised you justice.
All you have to know is
that a beautiful shoulder is God, but
a twisted leg is God, too,
and crooked noses and bad teeth. This
is the real revelation—that God
is only a trick with mirrors, our
dark reflection in the glass.

So up here, getting this panoramic view,
I hear the voices of God on every side,
all mocking me, “Hold on,
it’s your big scene!” And I cry out
to every smooth and sacred cheek,
to every holy wart and pustule—the spikes
tearing at my hands—I call to every
body on this hill of skulls,
	 Why?
	 Why have you
	 forsaken me?

From Perfidious Proverbs and Other Poems: 
A Satirical Look At The Bible

© Philip Appleman.

Philip Appleman is a Distinguished Professor 
Emeritus at Indiana University. He is editor of 
the Norton Critical Edition of Darwin. He and his 
playwright wife, Marjorie Appleman, are both 
“After-Life” Members of FFRF.

Perfidious Proverbs, Karma, Dharma, Pudding & 
Pie and Darwin’s Ark: Poems by Philip Appleman 
are available at shop.ffrf.org.
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Freethought Matters

An antidote to religion on the airwaves and Sunday morning sermonizing

Watch our show every Sunday!

Go to: ffrf.org/freethought-matters for more information

Freethought Matters TV Talk Show airs in:
Chicago WPWR-CW (Ch. 50) 8:30 a.m.
Denver KWGN-CW (Ch. 2) 7 a.m.
Houston KUBE-IND (Ch. 57) 9 a.m.
Los Angeles KCOP-MY (Ch. 13) 8:30 a.m.
Madison, Wis. WISC-TV (Ch. 3) 11 p.m.
Minneapolis KSTC-IND (Ch. 45) 9 ;  9:30 a.m.
New York City WPIX-IND (Ch. 11) 8:30 a.m.
Phoenix* KASW-CW (Ch. 61) 8:30 a.m.
Portland, Ore. KRCW-CW (Ch. 32) 9 a.m. 
Sacramento KQCA-MY (Ch. 58) 8:30 a.m.
Seattle KONG-IND (Ch. 16) 8 a.m.
Washington, D.C. WDCW-CW (Ch. 15) 8:30 a.m.
*(In Phoenix: Ch. 61 or 6 or 1006 for HD)

A new weekly half-hour TV talk show produced by FFRF

“Freethought Matters” will air through May 31, then will return in the fall. 
Visit FFRF’s YouTube Channel to watch past shows.

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

—Published by FFRF. 696  pages / HB

Edited: Annie Laurie Gaylor

Collected writings of 50 
women freethinkers of 
the 19th & 20th centuries
( 51 photographs ).

Women Without 
Superstition 
“No Gods—No Masters”

cation to members of the House of Rep-
resentatives because Barker is an atheist.”

Unfortunately, the three-judge panel 
unanimously upheld that dismissal. The 
decision was written by Senior Circuit 
Judge David S. Tatel, joined by Harry T. 
Edwards and Douglas H. Ginsburg.

“Although we find that Barker has 
standing to challenge his exclusion from 
the program,” the decision reads, “we af-
firm the district court’s dismissal because 
he has failed to state a claim upon which 
relief can be granted,” the decision reads.

The appeals court did not directly rule 
that it is legal to discriminate against athe-
ists. Rather, it wrote that Barker was not 
entitled to the relief he sought, because 
Congress gets special deference in inter-
preting its own rules:

“[T]he House’s requirement that 
prayers must be religious nonetheless 
precludes Barker from doing the very 
thing he asks us to order Conroy to al-
low him to do: deliver a secular prayer. In 
other words, even if, as Barker alleges, he 
was actually excluded simply for being an 
atheist, he is entitled to none of the relief 
he seeks.”

The court noted that its decision is 
limited, due to the unique relationship 
between Congress and the courts.

“The D.C. Court of Appeals has de-
clared that within the halls of Congress, 

atheists are second-class citizens,” Barker 
says, noting this “undermines the very 
purpose of the House: to represent us; all 
of us.”

FFRF documented that Conroy im-
posed requirements that intentionally 
discriminated against him as an atheist. 
Barker, a former minister, had already 
met the chaplain’s two de facto require-
ments: that he be invited by his represen-
tative, and that he have an ordination. 
When Conroy then insisted Barker could 
not invoke a higher power, Barker met 
that hurdle by submitting a draft invoca-
tion that notes there is no higher authori-
ty than “We, the People.”

According to Pew Research Center, a 
quarter of the U.S. adult population is 
nonreligious, yet an open nonbeliever 
has never given the opening invocation 
before either the House or Senate. How-
ever, tax dollars of secular citizens help 
pay for the salaries of the two religious 
chaplains and their aides who work for 
Congress, totaling in excess of $800,000 
every year.

By upholding the lower court’s deci-
sion and ruling against Barker, the court 
has sent the message to citizens across 
the country that if you don’t subscribe 
to theistic beliefs, you and your view-
points are valued less among your elected 
representatives.

Invocation
Continued from page 1

Grants
Continued from page 1

Ironically, the county is throwing 
away even more taxpayer money on 
this response. FFRF says it will certain-
ly fight what it calls a “harebrained 
Hail Mary.”

“Twice the county has tried to take this 
issue to federal court, and twice it has 
been rebuffed,” says FFRF Co-President 
Dan Barker, referring to the county’s 

early attempt to remove the case to 
federal court and to the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s refusal to hear the case.

FFRF will be pursuing its options 
to ensure that the attorneys who so 
wantonly waste a federal court’s time 
on this meritless and poorly conceived 
“prayer” of a case are taken to task.

FFRF welcomes 22 new Lifers
FFRF welcomes and thanks our 22 

new Lifetime Members, our two new 
After-Life Members and seven new 
Immortals.

Our two new $5,000 After-Life Mem-
bers are Jeff Green and John Smail.

The new $1,000 Lifetime Members 
are Darrin Alber, Mark Asplund, James 
R. Baxter, Daniel Carr, Deb Crowell, El-
len Dudley, Terry D. Echols, Aaron Fer-
guson, Jonathan Flom, Sheila Green, 
Joseph R. Gruendler, Mihir Kotwal, 
Loren Kropat, Marc Latou, Vicki Mar-
shall, Virginia Massa (gift from Ken-
neth Fahrenholtz), Gerlinde Nattier, 
Julie Olsen, Frank J. Peter, Dominic 

Stiller, Don Terry and Timothy Ross 
Thomas.

States represented are: Arizona, Ar-
kansas, Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, 
Iowa, Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan, 
New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Virginia and 
Wisconsin.

Our seven Immortals are Bryan and 
Dianne Benjamin, Jeff and Jill Dean, 
James Haught, David Salyer and Barry 
Solof. The Immortals category is a do-
nation designation for those members 
who have contacted FFRF to report 
they have made provisions for FFRF in 
their estate planning.

What Is a Freethinker?
freethinker n. 
1 A person who forms opinions 
about religion on the basis of reason, 
independently of tradition, authority, 
or established belief.
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By Andrew Seidel

This column first appeared on March 27 
on Rewire.com.

On March 25, Pennsylvania state 
Rep. Stephanie Borowicz chose 
to deliver a “Jesus”-laden prayer 

to the state house on the same day Penn-
sylvania’s first female Muslim legislator, 
state Rep. Movita Johnson-Harrell, was 
sworn in.

The prayer was jaw-dropping — lit-
erally. As she begins her prayer, Speak-
er Mike Turzai’s jaw drops, and then it 
drops again. By the end, he’s shooing 
her off the dais.

It was 103 seconds of sectarian division 
and proselytizing and it speaks for itself: 
“At the name of Jesus, every knee will bow, 
and every tongue will confess, Jesus, that 
you are Lord.”

That Borowicz meant for the prayer 
to intimidate non-Christians seems 
self-evident. It’s probably less clear to 
many observers that Borowicz’s prayer 
is also a symptom of the virulent strain 
of Christian nationalism under which 
America is suffering.

Christian nationalism is a political the-
ology that claims we’ve “forgotten . . . God 
in our country,” as Borowicz said, and that 
we must return to that golden age of the 
American founding. This is wrong.

The Founding Fathers chose to keep 
state and church separate precisely be-
cause religion is divisive and they were 
seeking to build a pluralistic nation. They 
didn’t build the nation or secure our free-
dom with theology or prayer, but with a 
Constitution that draws its power from 
“we the people,” not “we the Christians.”

Religion only unites believers of the 
same stripe; it excludes all others and 
often calls for worse. In 1890, Wisconsin 

Supreme Court Justice H.S. Orton put it 
eloquently: “There is no such source and 
cause of strife, quarrel, fights, malignant 
opposition, persecution, and war, and all 
evil in the state, as religion. Let it once en-
ter our civil affairs, our government would 
soon be destroyed.” Borowicz’s proselytiz-
ing prayer is a perfect illustration of the 
division religion sows when mixed with 
our government.

Need more evidence that prayer is di-
visive? Speaker Turzai, who controls the 
invocations, has prohibited certain legis-
lators from delivering prayers. Rep. Bri-
an Sims, an atheist, is excluded from this 
opportunity because of his beliefs. When 
guest chaplains were permitted to deliv-
er prayers in place of legislators, atheists, 
humanists and other secular Americans 
were similarly excluded — unconstitu-
tionally, according to the courts.

Brimming with sectarian arrogance 
and division, it was easy to miss the out-
right errors in Borowicz’s prayer: “God, 
for those who came before us, like George 
Washington at Valley Forge and Abraham 
Lincoln who sought after you in Gettys-
burg, Jesus, and the Founding Fathers 
in Independence Hall, Jesus, that sought 
after you and fasted and prayed for this 
nation to be founded on your principles 
in your words and your truth.”

These historical moments were prob-
ably meant to be poignant ties to Penn-
sylvania and American history, but they 
lacked ties to reality, history and nuance.

For instance, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Ad-
dress is typically rendered to include the 
phrase, “That this nation, under God, shall 
. . .” But history is a bit more nuanced, and 
unclear. Lincoln’s first two versions of the 
speech, written by Lincoln himself, don’t 
include the words “under God” and we 
cannot say for certain that he added those 

words during the speech itself.
Borowicz’s other two examples are 

clear: Neither happened. Washington did 
not pray in the snow at Valley Forge and 
the delegates at the Constitutional Con-
vention did not fast or pray. These are 
invented myths, not historical moments.

The Valley Forge prayer myth was in-
vented by the same cleric, Mason Locke 
Weems, who invented the story about 
a young George Washington chopping 
down a cherry tree and confessing to his 
father. The framers of our Constitution 
considered and rejected a call to prayer 
at the Constitutional Convention, finding 
it “unnecessary,” according to Ben Frank-
lin’s handwritten notes.

As I explain in my forthcoming book, 
The Founding Myth: Why Christian Nation-
alism Is Un-American, in which I debunk 
these and other myths, these lies are 
formulated to support the Christian na-
tionalist legislative agenda and political 
identity. The goal is to redefine America 
according to that identity and then re-
shape the law accordingly.

Borowicz’s final myth is central to 

that push. She claims that the Found-
ers “fasted and prayed for this nation to 
be founded on your principles in your 
words and your truth.” This is the beat-
ing heart of Christian nationalism: that 
the United States Constitution is found-
ed on Judeo-Christian principles. And 
it is fundamentally wrong. More often 
than not, Judeo-Christian principles con-
flict with America’s founding principles 
in irreconcilable ways. Correcting the 
historical record is as important as con-
demning the intimidating prayer itself 
because the political theology of Chris-
tian nationalism and its hold on political 
power depends on the myths Borowicz 
regurgitated in her paean.

Borowicz’s prayer perfectly encapsu-
lates America’s current problem with 
Christian nationalism. It’s a hypocritical 
political theology based on bad history 
and myths that is meant to intimidate 
non-Christians into silence and compli-
ance. In short, Christian nationalism is 
un-American.

Andrew Seidel is a constitutional attorney 
and FFRF’s director of strategic response.

‘Jesus’ prayer a symptom 
of Christian nationalism

In this screenshot from the Pennsylvania State House, state Rep. Stephanie 
Borowicz gives a Jesus-infused invocation on March 25. Looking on, and aghast, is 
House Speaker Mike Turzai.

Founding Myth
book tour

May 16 	  Madison, Wis.
May 19	  Knoxville, Tenn.
May 20	  Raleigh, N.C.
May 21	  Charleston, S.C.
May 22	  Greenville, S.C.
May 23	  Atlanta
May 26	  Seattle 
June 11   Chicago
June 30   Orlando, Fla.
July 1       Boca Raton, Fla.
Check details at ffrf.org/outreach.

Dispelling the myth of U.S. as Christian nation
In The Founding Myth,
FFRF’s Andrew L. Seidel 
refutes the tired cliche   

Too often it is said that “America was 
founded as a Christian nation,” usually 
by someone pushing for more religion in 
the public sphere.

But constitutional attorney Andrew L. 
Seidel takes that and turns it on its head 
in his first book, The Founding Myth: Why 
Christian Nationalism is Un-American.

Seidel, FFRF’s director of strategic 
response, has spent years compiling 
evidence that “powerfully shows that 
Christian nationalists are arguing for a 
vision that is at odds with the essential 
nature of the Constitution and Amer-
ican government,” renowned constitu-
tional scholar Erwin Chemerinsky said 
about the book. 

“The author recounts the legal issues 
in a lively, lucid fashion accessible to 
readers unfamiliar with the fine points 
of either the bible or the Constitution,” 
writes freethinking author Susan Jacoby 
in the book’s foreword. “Above all, he 
makes the vital point that when faith is 
politically weaponized, religion itself ‘is 
weakened and tainted.’”

Seidel writes, in the Introduction:
“There are two major lies on which 

Christian nationalism relies. Most books 
focus on the first myth, that America 
is a Christian nation. . . . The second 
myth is the focus of my book because it 

pervades all other Christian nationalist 
arguments. If America is not founded 
on Judeo-Christian principles, it is not 
a Christian nation. If America is not 
founded on Judeo-Christian principles, 
Christian nationalists are wrong. And 
while other authors have refuted the first 
fiction, the second remains untouched. 
This book seeks to change that by com-
paring the principles of Judeo-Christian-
ity and the principles that founded the 
United States of America. . . . The two 

systems differ and conflict to such a de-
gree that, to put it bluntly, Christianity is 
un-American.”

“The book concludes with a look at 
some unavoidable American verbiage: 
‘In God we trust,’ ‘One nation under 
God,’ and ‘God bless America.’ These 
are not founding principles, but simply 
relics of Christian nationalists’ using 
government offices to promote their 
religion during times of fear, strife and 
diminished civil rights.” 

Others who have read the book give 
Seidel high marks.

Geoffrey Stone, First Amendment 
scholar, law professor and author: “At a 
time when too many religious and polit-
ical figures trumpet the notion that the 
precepts of traditional Christianity were 
built into our national values, Seidel 
persuasively demonstrates that such an 
assertion is simply unfounded. This is an 
important insight that Americans of ev-
ery political and religious stripe should 
understand and embrace.”

Jerry Coyne, evolutionary biologist: 
“The founders of our country weren’t 
believing Christians, deliberately kept 
God out of the Constitution, and enact-
ed laws that explicitly defy the ‘morality’ 
of the bible.” 

Photo by Chris Line
Andrew L. Seidel holds up copies of his new book, The Founding Myth: Why Christian 
Nationalism is Un-American. You can buy the book at ffrf.org/shop.
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Earn a scouting 
freethought badge

FFRF has produced a badge to reward 
freethinking youths and to challenge the 
Boy Scouts of America’s discriminatory 
policy against the nonreligious. The 
badge, based on the Dawkins’ “A,” is 
being issued in collaboration with the 
Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason 
and Science.

The Boy Scouts of America formally 
discriminates against nonreligious boys 
and their families, officially excluding 
atheists, agnostics and nonbelievers. 
Currently, BSA maintains “that no 
member can grow into the best kind 
of citizen without recognizing his 
obligation to God.”

FFRF maintains that no one can grow 
into the best kind of citizen who discrim-
inates against the nonreligious, and that 
it’s what you do — not what you believe 

— that makes you a good person.
FFRF, at the urging of its member 

Richard Kirschman, has produced a 
badge similar to BSA’s merit badges, 
which are typically sewn on uniforms or 
sashes.

Scouts who wish to earn this badge 
are asked to help disprove BSA’s mis-
guided claim that nonbelievers cannot 
be good citizens. 

At Dawkins’ suggestion, the Scout 
is also required to send FFRF a short 
essay that addresses BSA’s claim that 
nonbelievers can’t be good citizens. FFRF 
does not charge Scouts for the badge.

To apply for the badge: Submit your 
brief essay, which should include your 
full name, age, mailing address and 
contact information, to: freethought-
badge@ffrf.org. 

By Pierre Dussol

I recently became a Beaver Scout leader 
to spend quality time with my son. I was 
a Cub Scout in 1977, and enjoyed the 

movement very much until I was forced 
to convert to a Jehovah’s Witness. I was no 
longer allowed to stand up for “Oh, Can-
ada” or associate with “worldly” organiza-
tions such as the Scouting movement. 

In 2006, I married a brilliant scientist 
with a doctorate in biology. Over the 
course of a few years, she had firmly 
changed my mind on the subject of evo-
lution. In 2015, on the death of Leonard 
Nimoy (“Mr. Spock”), I finally came out 
of the closet to my mother. She was dev-
astated, but kept me in her life until her 
death in 2017. 

I have been determined to keep my 
son away from the evils of religion. He 
is 6 years old and still believes in Santa 
Claus but not in God. I am 50. We both 
have a place on our uniforms for a reli-

gion badge, and my son and I would like 
to place your badge there. 

As you may know, Canada is extreme-
ly secular compared to the United 
States. I have never, in the few months 
that I’ve been a leader, seen anyone in 
Beavers, Cubs, Boy Scouts or Venturers 
wear a religion badge. Nevertheless, 
I would like to wear the atheist badge 
as a way to spark a conversation with 
someone who is interested, as well as in 
solidarity to your movement. It would 
be nice if, in the future, Scouts Canada 
would create an “Atheist” badge for its 
members. This could be the start. 

I am very well versed in the keep-
religion-out-of-schools debate, as well as 
the Intelligent Design failed attack on 
textbooks. I believe that the more people 
step out of the shadows to combat this 
rampant ignorance, the better. 

Therefore, I would kindly request 
two Freethought badges for me and my 
son, Robbie. Pierre and his son Robbie show off the “A” badges they received from FFRF.

Hello! Beaver Scout greetings from Canada!

God not needed to be 
‘best kind of citizen’

By Georg Hay Kain III

Ichallenge the Boy Scouts of America’s 
policy statement “that no member can 
grow into the best kind of citizen with-

out recognizing his obligation to God.” 
Have I been a good citizen? I submit the 
following:

• I have done well academically, grad-
uating from the Dartmouth College, the 
University of Maryland School of Law 
and York College of Pennsylvania. 

• I served my country for seven years as 
an officer in the United States Navy. 

• My 24 years of legal practice includ-
ed representing York County Children 
and Youth Services, the local agency 
caring for dependent, neglected and 
abused youth. 

• I was a mem-
ber of the Museum 
Committee and on 
the board of the 
Historical Society of 
York County. I was a 
trustee of the York 
County Academy. 

• I am a life mem-
ber of the National Eagle Scout Associ-
ation, the Dartmouth Outing Club and 
the York County Conservation Society. 

• I have paid my taxes, voted in elec-
tions, and have not been charged with 
any misdemeanors or felonies.

• I have been an active member of the 
Boy Scouts of America since age 8 (now 
for 62 years).

I mention these things very reluctant-
ly, as there are others who have done way 
more than I have in the “best kind of citi-
zen” department. I don’t think, however, 
looking back, that anyone could rightly 
say I was a “bad” citizen. 

In recent years, I have joined the Uni-
tarian Universalist Congregation of York, 
Pa. UUCY, as it is known locally, is the 
charter partner for Boy Scout Troop 37, 
of which I am the committee chairman. 
As a member of that congregation, I have 
given thought to issues such as “what is 
God” and similar topics. 

I am probably more of an agnostic 
than an atheist. I know of no way to prove 
“God” exists or doesn’t exist. I just don’t 
see the question of God’s existence as 
particularly relevant to my own life. What 
I have accomplished, or failed to accom-

plish, in life has not been motivated by a 
desire for a rewarding afterlife in heaven 
or a fear of going to hell. I think there is a 
99.99 percent likelihood that when I die, 
that’s it. Just like turning out the lights. 
Like a sleep where you don’t dream and 
don’t ever wake up. 

The relevant question seems to me to 
be, “Do you need God to be a good per-
son?” I don’t think so. My anthropology 
professor in college made a point that 
made sense to me. 

Humankind and societies flourish and 
advance when people are kind and help-
ful to each other, and humankind and so-
cieties diminish and die when people are 
mean, cruel, selfish, etc. I just don’t see 
that “God” has anything to do with that 
truthful and realistic point.

So, what am I do-
ing about all this in 
my scouting activi-
ties? I have a good 
scouting friend I 
have known for 
years and highly 
respect. He is a de-
vout Christian. I am 

certain he holds his beliefs sincerely. He 
is leading a good life and accomplishing 
many great things. I see us as two ships 
sailing on parallel courses guided by re-
spective compasses manufactured by dif-
ferent makers. Both compasses point in 
the right direction. Since they do, I don’t 
see it as useful or productive to argue 
which compass is the better one.

I would prefer to see the BSA discard 
its policy statement “that no member can 
grow into the best kind of citizen without 
recognizing his obligation to God.” 

 I think the real emphasis in scouting 
should be on the stated mission of the 
BSA: To prepare young people to make 
ethical and moral choices over their life-
times by instilling in them the values of 
the Scout Oath and Law.  

Until such time as the BSA does away 
with its policy statement on “obligation 
to God,” any youth who comes before me 
at a Board of Review for rank advance-
ment will have a sympathetic ear. I might 
ask if he has given personal thought to 
these matters, and if he has, no matter 
what conclusions he has come to, I’ll ac-
cept that he has fulfilled any “religious 
requirement.”

What I have accomplished, or 
failed to accomplish, in life has 
not been motivated by a desire 
for a rewarding afterlife in 
heaven or a fear of going to hell.
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Nones more prevalent than evangelicals, Catholics
It another sign that religion is declining in popu-

larity in America, the number of people who claim 
“no religion” now outnumber Catholics and evan-
gelicals, respectively, according to a recent survey.

For the first time, the Nones (those who profess 
no religion) now top Americans’ religious identity, 
according to the General Social Survey. 

Political scientist Ryan Burge of Eastern Illinois 
University found that 23.1 percent of Americans now 
claim no religion. Catholics are at 23.0 percent, and 
evangelicals are at 22.5 percent. More than 2,000 
people were interviewed in person for the survey. 
(However, the three groups are within the margin 
of error of each other, meaning it’s a statistical tie.)

“It is the first time we have seen this. The 
same questions have been asked for 44 years,” 
Burge told CNN. The quick rise of religious 
Nones began in the early 1990s and has grown 
266 percent since 1991, he said. In the 1972 
survey, only 5 percent said “No Religion.” 

Burge estimates that Nones will be the largest 

group outright in four to six years.
Part of the change is due to the younger generations. 

The American Family Survey conducted in 2018 found: 

“For Millennials and even GenXers, the most com-
mon religion is no religion at all. The Nones claim 
44 percent of the 18–29 age group, and nearly that 
(43 percent) among those who are 30–44.” 

That is a large difference compared to older gen-
erations. “Among Americans older than 65, just 21 
percent . . . say they are atheist, agnostic, or nothing 
in particular. However, even that 21 percent is a five-
point rise from where the over-65 group was in 2015.”

“The decline in organized religion has 
wide-ranging consequences, from social isolation 
to attitudes about science and technology and, 
of course, to politics,” writes Jennifer Rubin in 
the Washington Post. “Political candidates who 
can speak to people of faith as well as religious-
ly non-affiliated voters who nevertheless look at 
politics as a value-driven endeavor will do well in 
today’s atmosphere. It should also serve as a warn-
ing to religious leaders that misconduct and inat-

tention or disdain for the core tenets of faith will mean 
further decline in their congregants.”

A meaningful message and the 
logo of FFRF’s new TV show. Ivory 
imprint on tapered burgundy, 8 fl. oz. 
American- made mug.

$20 postpaid — Item#MU02

Call 800/335-4021 or order online ffrf.org/shop

 FFRF’s
‘Freethought 
Matters’ mug

IN THE NEWS

Church membership 
drops to all-time low

The percentage of adults in the Unit-
ed States who belong to a church has 
plunged by 20 percentage points over 
the past 20 years, hitting a low of 50 per-
cent in 2018, according to a Gallup poll. 

Gallup said church membership was 
70 percent in 1999 — and close to or 
higher than that figure for most of the 
20th century. 

Since 1999, the figure has fallen 
steadily, while the percentage of adults 
with no religious affiliation has jumped 
from 8 percent to 19 percent.

The decline is driven by cultural and 
generational factors, said Nancy Am-
merman, a professor of the sociology of 
religion at Boston University.

“Culturally, we are seeing significant 
erosion in the trust people have for insti-
tutions in general and churches in par-
ticular,” she told the Associated Press. 
“We are also seeing a generational shift 
as the ‘joiner’ older generation dies off 
and a generation of non-joiners comes 
on the scene.”

Kansas Supreme Court 
upholds abortion rights

The Kansas Supreme Court ruled 
on April 26 that the state’s constitution 
protects a woman’s right to an abortion, 
which blocks a 2015 Kansas law that 
banned a second-trimester abortion 
procedure.

The ruling now stands as the law 
with no path for an appeal. Because it 
turns on the state’s constitution, abor-
tion would remain legal in Kansas even 

if the Roe v. Wade case that established 
a national right to abortion is ever re-
versed. That could pave the way for le-
gal challenges to abortion laws in other 
states that are trying to strictly control 
the procedures. 

The ruling comes as more than 11 
states across the Midwest and south have 
been passing laws that ban abortion 
procedures after six weeks, often before 
women even know they are pregnant.

Texas begins fight over 
religious exemptions

A Texas Senate committee on 
March 25 approved a bill to give 
state-licensed professionals — in-
cluding doctors, lawyers, pharmacists 
and barbers — broad protection for 
actions taken according to their reli-
gious beliefs.

Opponents said the bill, and more 
than a dozen similar measures that 
have not yet been acted upon, would 
give religious people, particularly 
conservative Christians, the power to 
discriminate against gay, lesbian and 
transgender people as well as anyone 
they don’t want to do business with or 
serve.

Christian nationalism 
viewed as a threat 

Almost half of the voting public be-
lieves that Christian nationalism is a 
threat to the interests of the country 
within the next 10 years, a recent poll 
from Morning Consult shows.

“There is a strong movement to pre-
serve white Christian power in America 
right now, and a real feeling of fragility 
about the changing demographics of 
America,” said Rachel Laser, president 

of the nonpartisan Americans United 
for Separation of Church and State.

Many experts say conservative lead-
ers have — to varying degrees — em-
braced sentiments that run contrary to 
the Constitution’s call for separation 
of church and state, from the insis-
tence on saying “Merry Christmas” to 
Trump’s campaign call for a ban on 
Muslims entering the country.

Stoning in Brunei for 
adulterers, homosexuals

On April 3, Brunei statutes allowing 
stoning and amputation against adul-
terers and those caught having gay sex 
went into effect.

Homosexuality is already illegal in 
Brunei, with a punishment of up to 10 
years in prison, but the new laws allow 
for penalties including whipping and 
stoning. The new laws also introduce 
amputation of hands or feet as a pun-
ishment for robbery.

Texas bans chaplains 
from execution chamber

Texas officials on April 3 banned 
any chaplain from entering the state’s 
execution chambers.

The ban came less than one week 
after the Supreme Court stayed the 
lethal injection of an inmate prevented 
from having a Buddhist spiritual 
adviser with him.

Only security personnel may enter 
the execution chamber in future exe-
cutions, Texas Department of Correc-
tions spokesman Jeremy Desel said. 
Under the new protocols, chaplains 
will be available to the inmates until 
they are transferred to the execution 
chamber. Ministers and spiritual advis-

ers also may observe executions from 
the witness rooms.

Saudi Arabia declares 
all atheists terrorists

Human Rights Watch reports that 
Saudi Arabia has new laws that define 
atheists as terrorists.

In a series of royal decrees and over-
arching legislation to deal with terror-
ism, Saudi King Salman has clamped 
down on all forms of political dissent 
and protests that could “harm public 
order.”

Article I of the new provisions defines 
terrorism as “calling for atheist thought 
in any form, or calling into question the 
fundamentals of the Islamic religion on 
which this country is based.”

Mormons: Kids of LGBT 
parents can be baptized

The Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints said April 4 that it would 
allow children of same-sex couples to 
be baptized, an incredible reversal of 
church policy from one of the religious 
groups that had long sought to be a bul-
wark against gay rights.

The decision rolled back a 2015 rule 
that had ripped congregations apart 
by declaring that church members 
in same-sex marriages were apostates 
and subject to excommunication, and 
that children of same-sex couples were 
banned from rituals like baptisms and 
baby-naming ceremonies.

New Jersey to permit 
death with dignity

New Jersey Gov. Phil Murphy on 
April 12 signed legislation that will al-
low terminally ill adults to end their 
lives peacefully, with dignity, and at 
their own discretion. The bill makes 
New Jersey the eighth state to allow 
such end-of-life decisions with the as-
sistance of medical professionals.

“Allowing residents with terminal ill-
nesses to make end-of-life choices for 
themselves is the right thing to do,” 
said Murphy. “By signing this bill today, 
we are providing terminally ill patients 
and their families with the humanity, 
dignity, and respect that they so richly 
deserve at the most difficult times any 
of us will face.”

The law will take effect on Aug. 1.

   Mere Morality 

By Dan Barker   
What drives us to be 
good? How do we 
even know how to 
be good? Dan Barker 
says the answers are 
not so complicated. 

In Mere Morality, 
he argues there’s 

no need to appeal to supernatural 
commandments or fear some higher 
power when considering morality.

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop
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America’s changing religious landscape
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FFRF NEWS
FFRF, ACLU file for summary judgment over license plate

The Freedom From Religion Foun-
dation and the American Civil Liber-
ties Union of Kentucky on April 15 
filed for summary judgment in a feder-
al lawsuit over an atheist being denied 
an irreverent license plate in Kentucky. 

FFRF and the ACLU sued the Ken-
tucky transportation secretary in No-
vember 2016 on behalf of a Kentucky 
citizen, Bennie Hart, who was refused 
a personalized license plate reading 
“IM GOD.” U.S. District Court Judge 
Gregory F. Van Tatenhove last year al-
lowed the case to move forward.

The summary judgment request is ask-
ing the judge to rule in favor of Hart with-
out going to trial, and to strike down parts 
of Kentucky’s personalized plate law. 

Kentucky DMV officials first re-
fused Hart’s request in early 2016, 
calling his license plate message “ob-
scene or vulgar.” Later, the state said 
the plate was rejected because it was 
“not in good taste.” The lawsuit chal-
lenges the denial of plates based on 
such vague notions. It also contests 
viewpoint or content-based restric-
tions on personalized plates.

The U.S. Supreme Court has made 
clear that while the government 

may choose its own message, the 
free speech clause applies to private 
speech, as the latest motion, filed on 
April 15, asserts. It is of little signifi-

cance that the state prints the plate. 
Private speech is routinely permitted 
on government property. Kentucky’s 
plate restriction on the basis that an 

individual seeks to promote “any spe-
cific faith, religion, or antireligion” 
is accordingly unconstitutional, FFRF 
and the ACLU maintain.

Furthermore, “not only is Ken-
tucky’s application of the statutes un-
constitutional on its face, it is imper-
missibly viewpoint-discriminatory and 
unreasonable as applied to Mr. Hart’s 
plate request,” the motion contends. 
So, plates with the phrases “SRVGOD” 
and “THXGOD” have been approved, 
while “IM GOD” was denied.

The First Amendment prohibits the 
Kentucky government from selective-
ly rejecting certain religious or non-
religious messages, and its pattern of 
allowing certain religious messages 
demonstrates that its decision to reject 
Hart’s plate is based on his specific 
viewpoint. Hart maintained a license 
plate with the same text requested 
here, “IM GOD,” for 12 years in Ohio 
without any issues.

“This is a clear denial of free speech 
on capricious and random grounds,” 
says FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie 
Gaylor. “Kentucky officials can’t sup-
press freethinking perspectives while 
permitting religious statements.”

Bennie Hart shows off his “IM GOD” license plate he had while living in Ohio. Now in 
Kentucky, Hart has sued because the DMV turned down his request for that plate. 

FFRF condemns Ohio’s ‘fetal heartbeat’ law
Protesters on April 10 unfurled 

banners at the Ohio Capitol that cor-
rectly proclaimed: “This is not a house 
of worship” and “This is not a doctor’s 
office.” That did not stop Ohio Gov. 
Mike DeWine from signing one of the 
nation’s strictest anti-choice bills into 
law, though.

The so-called “heartbeat” bill bans 
abortion after a fetal heartbeat is de-
tected (as early as five weeks). Most 
women do not even know they are 
pregnant that early, which is, of course, 
the point. Doctors who perform an 
abortion after this point, even in the 
case of rape or incest, would be felons.

The bill codifies into law beliefs 
not based on science or morality, but 
on religion and so-called holy books. 
The Christian Right has been and 
remains the primary opponent to 
women’s reproductive rights. Indeed 
the “architect” of the “fetal heartbeat” 
bill runs an organization called 
“Faith2Action.” It’s about imposing 
one religious viewpoint on all citizens. 
This is theocracy, and FFRF condemns 
it in the strongest terms.

The ACLU has, we’re glad to re-
port, already promised to sue over 
the law. Concern over the cost of lit-
igation to defend this supremely un-
constitutional law was reportedly one 
reason previous Gov. John Kasich — 
himself a bit of a Christian national-
ist — had vetoed the bill twice, to his 
great credit.

DeWine has had a track record 
since day one of imposing his religion 
on his state. He nearly overdosed on 
scripture when he put his hand on 

nine bibles to take the gubernatorial 
oath, during a highly religious inau-
guration ceremony in his home that 
included Christian hymns and prayers.

The Ohio law comes on the heels of 
the Trump administration’s “domestic 
gag rule” to bar organizations that pro-
vide abortion referrals from receiving 
federal family planning money, and 
other draconian provisions that would 
essentially defund many Planned Par-
enthood clinics. That rule, which is al-

ready being challenged in court, took 
effect on May 3.

The “fetal heartbeat” bills are be-
ing introduced as part of a campaign 
to overturn Roe v. Wade at the U.S. Su-
preme Court level. As more and more 
states pass these bills (such as Ken-
tucky, Iowa, Mississippi and North Da-
kota), the traditional slogan on many a 
woman’s protest sign is more relevant 
today than ever: “Keep your theology 
off my biology.”

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

By Annie Laurie Gaylor

A concise, easy-to-read 
book that will challenge 
your concept of the 
bible as “a good book.” 
Illustrated.

Woe to the Women: 
The Bible Tells Me So

—Published by FFRF. 264 pages / HB

$20 postpaid — Item# MU01

 FFRF’s classic 
‘Freethinker’ mug

Call 608/256-8900 or order online ffrf.org/shop

Our classic ‘Freethinker’ mug has 
been re-created. White imprint on 
classic blue, matte finish. 13 oz. 
American-made mug.

School must remove Ten Commandments plaque
FFRF has told an Ohio middle school 

to take down an unconstitutional religious 
display from its property.

A concerned parent recently reported 
to FFRF that Welty Middle School in New 
Philadelphia, Ohio, displays a prominent 
plaque featuring the Ten Command-
ments near its auditorium entrance.

It is well-settled law that public schools 
may not advance or endorse religion, 
FFRF reminded the district. The Supreme 
Court has ruled specifically that Ten 
Commandment displays in public school 
violate the Establishment Clause as its reli-
gious message is incontrovertible.

“The District’s promotion of the Ju-
deo-Christian bible and religion over 
non-religion impermissibly turns any 
non-Christian or non-believing student, 
parent or staff member into an outsider,” 

writes FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line to 
New Philadelphia City Schools. “School-
children already feel significant pressure 
to conform from their peers. They must 
not be subjected 
to similar pressure 
from their school, 
especially on reli-
gious questions.”

FFRF is ask-
ing the district to 
promptly remove 
the Ten Command-
ments display to 
comply with constitutional dictates, and 
to maintain an environment where all 
students, regardless of religious beliefs 
(or nonbeliefs) feel welcome.

“The First Commandment alone is 
reason why public schools may not en-

dorse the Commandments,” says FFRF 
Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor. “Stu-
dents in our public schools are free to 
have any god they like, as many gods as 

they like — or none 
at all! In America, 
we live under the 
First Amendment, 
not the First Com-
mandment.”

FFRF recently 
prevailed against 
two Pennsylvania 
school districts 

that hosted Ten Commandments mon-
uments. Most recently, FFRF v. New 
Kensington-Arnold School District was set-
tled in 2017 with the removal of the 
monument and attorney fees costing 
the district in excess of $163,000.

“In America, we live under 
the First Amendment, not the 
First Commandment.
— FFRF Co-President  
	 Annie Laurie Gaylor
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Make your own nontheistic cyber billboard (Inspired by Ron Reagn’s ad for FFRF,) 
at FFRF.org/out, and you might win an “Unabashed Atheist” tee, like Patricia 

Here is this month’s supply of correspondence to 
FFRF from those who don’t quite understand logic, 
punctuation, grammar or reality. Printed as received.

Read this: You are supposed to follow God. Ever 
hear of the first commandment of the 10 command-
ments? Read the book “Jesus Is No Excuse by Greg-
ory St. James”. It will explain all, remember the only 
time Jesus talked about Heaven is when he told the 
rich man, you must obey the 10 commandments 
and give to the needy. Jesus remember also told 
the rich man...Don’t call me good master for there is 
none good but God. True, he later said that he was 
the way and the light, and you could get into Heav-

en through him, but that was after he allowed him-
self to be tricked by SATAN when he went upon the 
mountain top with him. The book explains all of this 
and much more. Google It. — Greg Mundy 

Get educated: Knowledge is progressive. Trump 
is the best Christian the world should follow! Don’t 
be mistaken without morality we will all perish. Hell 
hasn’t got a drop of water for the Atheists! — Mark 
Anthony

Disgusting!: YOU WORRY ABOUT MISUSE  OF 
MONEY TO SUPPORT CHRISTIANS, . BUT IT IS A 
WILLING CONTRIBUTION, UNPLANNED PARENT-
HOOD USES MY TAXES TO COMMIT MURDER.  I AM    

FORCED TO FUND IT. OR TO MAKE EWE YOU FEEL 
BETTER WE WILL CALL IT FETUS SUICIDE.

EWE YOU DISGUST ME. EWE KNOW, EWE SHOULD 
REALLY SHOULD PULL YOUR HEAD OUT AND LOOK 
AROUND SOMETIMES. EWE ARE EXACTLY WHAT IS 
WRONG WITH THE WORLD. — Marvin Wirth

Go away: You can stay out of Mississippi busi-
ness! See you in court! Apparently you’ve never read 
the declaration of independence! See you in court! 
— John Spurgeon

DIE: You come around my neighborhood, You 
will most likely be carried out in Hearse. YOU COCK-
SUCKERS NEED TO DIE, SOONER THE BETTER. — 
Robert Clemons

You are worthless: YOU IDIOTS CAN GO TO 
HELL, WE HATE ATHIEST IDIOTS LIKE YOU YOUR A 
WORTHLESS WASTE OF AIR — Dottie Benedict 

FFRF: Cannot wait for all of you to go to hell. 
We’ll be watching with a smile. Liberal trash who 
are disgusting and deserve the worst in life. — Fred 
Turstine 

Devil worshipers!: NO! Not until today did I 
know an organization like this existed. You are part 
of the problem we are facing in the world today. 
When they took GOD out of everything, all respect 
for anything was lost. There is no reason to have 
separation of church and state. Those who do not 
believe in GOD and Jesus are just plain ignorant. 
When the end does come and God sends Christ, I 
bet all you unbelievers will wish you never denied 
the love of God and would rather spend eternity 

in heaven. You will reap what you sow, you devil 
worshipers. You are one bunch of scary people. — 
Joette Tilbury 

Leave us alone: You can be of assistance, if you 
stop with this bullshit. If an individual wishes to dis-
play a cross, thenit is their right to do so. Who the 
fuck are you to force them to conform to your be-
liefs? Why do you ass bags feel it is anyway appropri-
ate, to destroy the ability for individuals to believe 
as they see fit? Basically you fucksticks should play 
a rousing game of hide and go fuck yourselves. — 
Bryant Hunt 

You’re wrong: I am a current student at Ham-
ilton Community Schools, you are barking up the 
wrong tree you fucked up on this one we do not care 
about your fucking lawsuits it is a christian commu-
nity me as well as other people enjoy talking to the 
youth leader we have never once saw him preaching 
to anyone that he does not know personally, and 
regarding Colorado Challenge it is a group of peo-
ple that go voluntarily with them to talk about the 
teachings of the bible, when you try to sue a school 
with literally 3 satanists out of 800 people you will 
lose, more students are organizing against you the 
more this news gets out. — Spencer Braeckeveldt 

What about Muslims: How about picking on 
Muslims for a while. Did you know that Muslims 
don’t believe in atheists either? So, when you finish 
wiping out the Christians in America, either you will 
have to become a Muslim, or they will wipe you out. 
Take your choice. — Don Vanderhoof

CRANKMAIL	

Missouri city moves cross off public land
A Missouri town has followed through on relocat-

ing a cross that FFRF had convinced it to transfer 
from public land.

“In response to a complaint from a national group 
called the Freedom From Religion Foundation, em-
ployees of the city of Ozark relocated a large metal 
cross-shaped structure from city property to a piece 
of land in Finley River Park owned by the Christian 
County Agricultural and Mechanical Society,” the lo-
cal paper reports. 

FFRF had persuaded Ozark officialdom to do the 
constitutionally right thing this year after many twists 
and turns.

“Ozark officials said April 19 they will move a cross 
that is part of a holiday display in a city park,” the 
Springfield News-Leader reported then. “The issue 
was raised when the city received a letter in late No-
vember from a separation-of-church-and-state group 
demanding the cross be removed.” 

That “separation-of-church-and-state group” was 
FFRF.

As FFRF mentioned in its initial letter on Nov. 30 
last year, an illuminated cross is not a permissible city 
holiday decoration. 

Soon after, it seemed that that Ozark had listened 
to FFRF’s advice. Early on Dec. 11, the city issued 

a remarkable statement indicating that a cross dis-
played in its Finley River Park indeed violated the 

Constitution. But later the very same day, much to 
FFRF’s dismay, the city reversed course under im-
mense pressure from the community, stating that 
“the cross in the Finley River Park will remain in 
place until a further due diligence can be completed 
regarding this matter.”

In its subsequent letter taking city officials to task 
for their reversal, FFRF emphasized its original legal 
point.

“In ACLU v. St. Charles (1986), the 7th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals prohibited the city of St. Charles 
from displaying an illuminated Latin cross on the 
top of the city’s fire department as a part of its an-
nual Christmas display,” FFRF Legal Director Rebec-
ca Markert reminded City Administrator Stephen 
Childers. “The court stated matter of factly that ‘the 
cross is not in fact a common Christmas symbol.’” 

After FFRF’s second round of persuasion, the city 
heeded FFRF’s counsel — and finally performed its 
constitutional duty.

“We’re so pleased that Ozark officials ultimately 
did the right thing,” says FFRF Co-President Annie 
Laurie Gaylor. “We are not a Christian nation, 
Ozark is not a Christian town, and moving the cross 
to private property demonstrates that the town is 
welcoming to all its citizens.”

This illuminated cross has been moved from public 
property in Ozark, Mo., to privately owned land after 
FFRF intervened.

FFRF’s ‘Night of Prayer’ case
to get hearing in Kentucky

FFRF’s litigation to protect govern-
ment transparency and the separation 
of church and state in Kentucky will 
carry on a little longer.

FFRF, which sued the Laurel Coun-
ty Correctional Center in 2018 for 
intentional evasion of the Kentucky 
Open Records Act after inquiring 
into its “Night of Prayer,” had asked 
for attorney fees, costs and statutory 
penalties.

In April, Laurel County Circuit 
Judge Kent Hendrickson signed an or-
der asking instead for an evidentiary 
hearing. He indicated that there was 
not enough evidence in the record 
to prove that the jail acted “wilfully” 
when it withheld public records from 
FFRF — at least not yet.

The legal challenge was prompted 
by a “Night of Prayer” at the jail in Au-
gust 2017, during which Laurel Coun-
ty Jailer Jamie Mosley invited Christian 
clergy to lead community members in 

prayer to supposedly rid the county of 
drugs and crime. During the event, in-
mates were taken from their cells and 
were prayed upon by the crowd. At-
tendees also formed a “prayer chain” 
throughout every floor of the facility, 
praying over inmates in their cells.

FFRF sent Mosley an open records 
request in October 2017 seeking re-
cords related to the planning and 
promotion of the “Night of Prayer.” 
After Mosley denied the lion’s share 
of the records request, FFRF reached 
out to Kentucky Attorney General 
Andy Beshear for an advisory opinion 
on lack of compliance with the Open 
Records Act. Beshear issued a formal 
opinion on Dec. 21, 2017, essentially 
stating that Mosley had violated the act 
numerous ways.

Under the Open Records Act, an at-
torney general’s opinion has the force 
and effect of law after 30 days. FFRF 
sued on Jan. 29, 2018, to enforce the 

opinion, seeking a declaratory judg-
ment stating that Mosley had violated 
the Open Records Act and asking that 
the court award reasonable costs and 
attorney’s fees.

“We’re confident that we will prevail 
in this protracted tug-of-war with the 
jail,” says Annie Laurie Gaylor, FFRF 
Co-President. “The ‘Night of Prayer’ 

at this jail, involving hands-on prose-
lytizing of a literally captive audience 
of prisoners, was inappropriate and 
should not have happened.”

FFRF is grateful for the tireless ad-
vocacy on its behalf by Michele Hen-
ry and Aaron Bentley of Craig Henry, 
PLC, who represent FFRF in this case.

This screenshot from a video by WKYT shows inmates and jail employees at the 
Laurel County Correctional Center. 
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FFRF VICTORIES
Religion taken off health curriculum in Arkansas

The Arkansas Department of Edu-
cation has followed a recommendation 
from FFRF in ensuring the removal of re-
ligious promotion from its online health 
curriculum.

FFRF wrote a letter of complaint to 
the district expressing the concerns of a 
parent of an Arkansas public high school 
student that their child’s curriculum, ad-
ministered through Virtual Arkansas, con-
tained explicit religious proselytization.

In one assignment titled “Healthy Hab-
its for Mental Wellness,” students were 
presented with “20 suggestions for healthy 
habits we can practice in five different 
dimensions, which integrate to enhance 
mental health.” One of these dimensions 
was “spiritual,” which was designed as 
“establishing a relationship with the Giv-
er and Sustainer of life and health.” The 

program suggested students should tend 
to said “spiritual dimension” through, 
among other things, “daily devotionals” 
and “praying for others.”

“Every religious system promotes a 
time of prayer and meditation, preferably 
at the beginning of the day,” the program 
read. “The devotional session is a time to 
render worship and express gratitude for 
life, which you acknowledge that you have 
no ability to sustain. The sense of connec-
tion with God, the Supreme Being, boosts 
your mental awareness that supernatural 
support is available throughout the day. 
You worry less and praise more.”

Under the “Praying for Others” head-
ing, the suggestions continued: “Praying 
for others provides an opportunity for 
you to forget your own troubles. It is an 
exercise which helps you become inter-

ested in someone else, whether to re-
quest compassion on their behalf, or to 
share their expectations. Praying for oth-
ers underscores your personal belief in a 
God who cares.”

FFRF’s Robert G. Ingersoll Legal Fellow 
Colin McNamara wrote to Department 
of Education Commissioner Johnny Key, 
informing him that including proselytiza-
tion as part of a public school curriculum 
was completely inappropriate and demon-
strated an unconstitutional endorsement 
of religion.

“It is well settled that public schools 
may not advance or promote religion,” 
McNamara wrote. “Assigning students 
reading materials that encourage them 
to pray and worship a monotheistic god 
violates this basic constitutional stricture.”

The Department of Education’s gen-

eral counsel responded to FFRF’s request 
with assurances that the troubling ele-
ments of the curriculum would be deleted.

“The Department of Education 
reached out to Virtual Arkansas and 
learned that the materials at issue will be 
removed on Monday, March 25, by Virtual 
Arkansas’ design and development team,” 
the letter reads.

FFRF commends the Arkansas Depart-
ment of Education for taking such swift 
action to correct this violation and bring 
its health curriculum in line with constitu-
tional standards.

“Public schools cannot be used as re-
cruiting grounds for religious indoctri-
nation,” comments FFRF Co-President 
Annie Laurie Gaylor. “We welcome the 
removal of this unconstitutional content 
from the state’s online health program.”

Mississippi school district removes religious displays
A Mississippi school district has re-

moved unconstitutional religious iconog-
raphy from its schools, following a rec-
ommendation from FFRF.

A Lee County Schools community 
member reported to FFRF multiple 
displays promoting religion in areas of 
Saltillo Elementary School frequented 
by students and community members 
on school business. One such exhibit 
featured a Christian cross hung above the 
door to an administrator’s office. Multiple 
school administrators were displaying 
similar crosses and other religious items, 
including a sign reading “why worry when 
you can pray,” at their desks. Additionally, 

a painting was exhibited at the school that 
includes a quote from the bible verse, 
Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I 
have for you . . .”

It is well-settled law that public schools 
may not endorse religion, FFRF remind-
ed the district in a letter of complaint.

“We write to ensure that district em-
ployees cease impermissibly endorsing 
their personal religious beliefs through 
religious displays on district property,” 
FFRF Associate Counsel Sam Grover 
wrote in his letter to the district’s attor-
ney. “Any Latin crosses or other displays 
promoting religion must be removed 
from areas of the school frequented by 

students or members of the public.”
Lee County Schools has since indi-

cated that the displays will be removed 
from school property. FFRF commends 
the district on taking swift action to re-
move these displays and for providing 
guidance to teachers on their constitu-
tional obligations to remain neutral on 
matters of religion.

The district’s pledge to take down the 
religious iconography has subsequently 
invited overblown criticism from some 
members of the community who interpret 
the district’s enforcement of the law as 
an attack on faith. Some have conflated 
FFRF’s citing of legal precedent barring 

these sorts of displays with the protected 
individual rights of teachers to wear a 
cross necklace.

“Teachers are allowed to wear personal 
religious necklaces. Neither FFRF’s letter 
nor the district’s communication to its 
employees said otherwise,” Grover points 
out. “It appears that the district, like 
FFRF, is concerned about government 
employees using their official positions 
to promote religion to students and 
members of the community. Religious 
displays like the ones complained of 
in FFRF’s letter violate the religious 
freedom of each and every Lee County 
Schools community member.”

Daniel C. Dennett, an honorary FFRF director, “meets” Charles Darwin, 
FFRF’s life-size, life-like silicone mannequin, created by artist Csam Wheatley, 
which resides in the Joel B. Landon & Wanda Y. Beers Freethought Library at 
Freethought Hall in Madison, Wis. Dennett, the eminent atheist, author and 
Austin B. Fletcher Professor of Philosophy at Tufts University, was in town on 
April 4 to tape a future episode of FFRF’s “Freethought Matters” talk show. 
Then he headed to Lawrence University in Appleton, Wis., to enjoy a live 
orchestral performance of “Alarm Will Sound,” a unique “atheist oratorio” 
composed by FFRF Member Scott Johnson, ingeniously putting to music 
Dennett’s recorded words and ideas about evolution and religion.

Not to be confused. . . Georgia on our mind
At Peach County Schools in Georgia, 

administrators have pledged to educate 
coaches on expectations regarding First 
Amendment requirements, thanks to a 
letter from FFRF. 

A local resident reported that the 
Peach County High School football 
coach had been praying with his team. 
FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the 
district to object to this unconstitutional 
school-sponsored prayer and ask that the 
district interfere to stop this practice.

The district’s counsel responded to 
FFRF’s complaint with assurances that the 
superintendent of the district “intends to 
meet with high school personnel, includ-
ing all coaches, to discuss issues related 
to the First Amendment, including the 
Establishment and Free Exercise Clause.” 
The district also noted that it is “confident 
that all of its schools make good faith ef-
forts to fully comply with the require-
ments of the Constitution and protect the 
rights of all parties.”

Scheduled prayer ends
Scheduled prayer has ceased at Lown-

des County (Ga.) School Board meetings 
after persistent pressure from FFRF.

A concerned Lowndes County Schools 
parents first reported more than a year 
ago that the Lowndes County Board of 
Education begins all of its meetings with 
a scheduled prayer. FFRF stepped in to 
remind the district that it is beyond the 
scope of a school board to schedule or 
conduct prayer as part of its meetings. 

“Calling upon board members, par-
ents, students and members of the pub-
lic to pray is unconstitutional,” wrote 
Line. “It is coercive, embarrassing and 
intimidating for nonreligious citizens 

to be required to make a public show-
ing of their nonbelief (by not rising or 
praying) or else to display deference to-
ward a religious sentiment in which they 
do not believe, but which their school 
board members clearly do.”

After diligent follow-up with the dis-
trict, the complainant has informed 
FFRF that the agenda no longer shows 
scheduled prayer for the school board 
meetings.

Baccalaureate removed
A concerned Henry County (Ga.) 

Schools employee reported that Union 
Grove High School organizes, endorses 
and advertises a baccalaureate for its 
seniors each year. Faculty members 
reportedly often speak at the event and 
met with students during the school day 
to organize it. The event was advertised 
on both the school’s website and on a 
calendar of senior events.

Line wrote to the district, expressing 
FFRF’s constitutional concerns about the 
public school-sponsored baccalaureate 
programs. 

“The district’s role in advertising and 
promoting these baccalaureate pro-
grams, along with official teacher and 
administrator participation in organiz-
ing these events, would cause any rea-
sonable graduating senior or parent to 
conclude that the district endorses the 
religious messages espoused at these 
services,” Line wrote in his letter to Su-
perintendent of Henry County Schools 
Mary Elizabeth Davis. 

The district’s legal representation dis-
cussed the issues with school officials and 
the event has been removed from the list 
of senior events for graduation.
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American Infi del:
Robert G. Ingersoll

dents, after receiving a letter from 
FFRF.

A concerned citizen contacted 
FFRF to report that Jackson Senior 
High School wrestling coaches reg-
ularly pray with their team. Photos 
shared on the “Jackson Wrestling” 
Facebook page showed coaches kneel-
ing and bowing their heads along with 
students praying in a circle. 

FFRF Legal Fellow Colin Mc-
Namara wrote to the district, ask-
ing that it investigate the complaint 
and take action to stop any and all 
school-sponsored prayers occurring 
within district athletic programs. 

The district’s attorney responded 
to FFRF’s complaint with assurances 
that “the coaches at issue were re-
minded of the district’s board policy 
regarding staff members praying in 
school, and were also instructed not 
to lead students in prayer, initiate a 
prayer with students or cause a stu-
dent to initiate prayer.” 

New Mexico
Following a complaint by FFRF, a 

Latin cross has been removed from a 
county building in Carlsbad, N.M.  

A local resident reported that a 
cross was displayed prominently in 
the Eddy County Clerk Office, a loca-
tion that was used for early voting in 
October of 2018. FFRF Legal Director 
Rebecca Markert swiftly intervened.

“The inherent religious signifi-
cance of the Latin cross is undeniable 
and is not disguisable,” Markert wrote 
in her letter to County Clerk Robin 
Van Natta. “No secular purpose, no 
matter how sincere, will detract from 
the overall message that the cross 
stands for Christianity and the overall 
display promotes Christianity.”

This violation of the civil liberties 
of non-Christian residents by the pres-
ence of this cross is further exacerbat-
ed by the fact that the location is used 
as a polling place, Markert added.

The county confirmed in a letter to 
FFRF that the cross was removed fol-
lowing the complaint.

Ohio
Dalton Local Schools has been in-

structed by its attorneys to hold future 
events at secular locations, thanks to 
FFRF.

A local resident reported that the 
Dalton High School Choralation 
group performed at Cornerstone 
Community Church and previous-
ly performed at the Dalton United 
Methodist Church during its worship 
service.

FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote 
to Superintendent Jim Saxer urg-
ing the district to respect the rights 
of conscience of all families and no 
longer hold events at churches and 
instead select public facilities for all 
future events. 

The district’s attorney assures that 
the superintendent has “instructed 
the employee that school related per-
formances should take place in secu-
lar venues.”

Pennsylvania
A Pennsylvania school district has 

removed a godly broadcast tagged on 
to the Pledge of Allegiance after hear-
ing from FFRF.

A concerned Springfield School 
District parent informed FFRF that 
Sabold Elementary School had been 
proclaiming “God Bless America” 
over the loudspeaker following the 
Pledge of Allegiance each morning.

FFRF asked that the school’s prac-
tice of decreeing “God Bless America” 
each day immediately stop.

“The repeated recitation of a reli-
gious message in the school setting 
violates the Establishment Clause of 
the First Amendment, which prohib-
its public schools from advancing, 
supporting or promoting religion,” 
FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote 
to Superintendent Anthony Barber. 
“‘God Bless America’ is a prayer. The 
song that the phrase originates from 
begins, ‘As we raise our voices in a 
solemn prayer.’ A prayer hosted by a 
publicly supported school does not 
pass constitutional muster.” 

FFRF’s message met with receptive 
ears from Springfield School District 
officials.

“After the school district’s receipt of 
your letter, Sabold Elementary School 
has ceased its practice of announcing 
the slogan ‘God Bless America’ over 
the loudspeaker immediately follow-
ing the recitation of the Pledge of 
Allegiance,” the school district’s legal 
counsel recently wrote back. “None of 
the schools in the school district cur-
rently engages in this practice.” 

Member Arelis van Breda of Tennessee sent us a photo of this marquee from 
this church in Dayton, Tenn. Van Breda writes: “You can’t make this stuff up.”

Translation: Please send teachers
By Bailey Nachreiner-Mackesey

Alabama
FFRF resolved multiple constitutional 

violations in Jefferson County Schools 
after a district community member 
alerted FFRF to ongoing violations in 
the district.

The complainant reported that Clay-
Chalkville High School promoted a “See 
You at the Pole” event to its students. 
The school reportedly included a teach-
er-led advertisement for First Priority, a 
religious club operating at the school, in 
one of its daily announcement videos for 
students. The event was also promoted 
in the school’s newsletter. 

FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line point-
ed out the unconstitutional nature of 
allowing a teacher to promote a reli-
gious club at the school, as well as the 
school’s endorsement of the “See You at 
the Pole” event. 

The district has addressed both is-
sues. “Clay-Chalkville High School will 
not promote the See You at the Pole 
event in the future,” the district con-
firmed in a response letter. Additionally, 
the district will make sure that, moving 
forward, the First Priority Club will be 
entirely student-initiated and neither 
the school nor its employees will lead, 
participate in or promote any meetings 
or club events.

Colorado
Christian music will no longer be 

played in a public recreation center in 
Denver after objection from FFRF. 

A concerned Athmar Recreation 
Center patron reported that the 
recreation center frequently played 
Christian music over the facility’s PA 
system. The complainant reported that 
multiple patrons have requested that the 
center choose more appropriate music, 
but that these requests were ignored. 

The station reportedly being played 
was KLove 91.1 FM, which describes its 
mission as: “To create compelling media 
that inspires and encourages you to have 
a meaningful relationship with Christ.”

FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gay-
lor wrote to the center’s management 
with a reminder that its job is to serve all 
citizens of varying faiths or none at all. 
It is therefore inappropriate to endorse 
religion through Christian music, FFRF 
contends. 

The Denver Parks and Recreation De-
partment thanked FFRF for bringing this 
matter to its attention and took swift ac-
tion to correct the violation. The depart-
ment has established a new policy regard-
ing the music played over the PA system 
and will only allow one neutral station to 
be played over the course of the day.

Kentucky
The Webster County School District 

in Dixon, Ky., has instructed school 
administrators to contact the school 
board and discuss any requests regard-

ing religious materials following a visit 
by the Gideons to the district.

A Clay Elementary School parent re-
ported that on Nov. 28, the school al-
lowed the Gideons to enter classrooms 
at the school and distribute bibles to 
students. 

FFRF Legal Fellow Colin McNamara 
wrote to the district regarding this un-
constitutional distribution of religious 
materials, acknowledging that the dis-
trict may not have even known about 
the distribution, as the Gideons oper-
ate by deliberately avoiding superinten-
dents and school boards.

The district informed FFRF in a re-
sponse letter that school administrators 
have been instructed to contact the 
school board before approving any re-
quest regarding dissemination of reli-
gious material. Additionally, the school 
board has pledged to discuss any such 
request with its legal counsel.

Missouri
Wrestling coaches in Jackson Coun-

ty R-II School District have been in-
structed to cease praying with stu-
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This is an edited version of the speech 
given by Debra Deanne Olson and Dr. 
Craig Wilkinson on Nov. 2, 2018, at 
FFRF’s national convention in San Fran-
cisco. They were introduced by FFRF Board 
Member Stef Moritz:

Our next speakers have co-au-
thored a book about the Honorable 
Culbert Levy Olson, who served as the 
29th governor of California. 

Debra Deanne Olson is uniquely 
qualified to write this biography, since 
she is Gov. Olson’s granddaughter. She 
inherited her love of politics from her 
grandfather and has worked on Hil-
lary Clinton’s presidential campaigns. 
She is the founder of Peace Solutions, 
an organization dedicated to building 
a just, sustainable and peaceful global 
society in the 21st century. 

Dr. Craig Wilkinson, an ex-
Mormon, has been a vascular surgeon 
for 30 years. He combines his interest 
in science with humanitarian ideals. 
He is involved with Citizens Climate 
Lobby, working on the pressing 
problem of climate change. After 
Mormonism’s recent aggressive stance 
against the LGBT community, he sent 
in his letter of resignation. 

The title of the biography written 
by Olson and Dr. Wilkinson is The 
Honorable Culbert Levy Olson: Governor 
of California 1939 to 1943, Humanitar-
ia, Ex-Mormon, Atheist. 

We have an award that we are present-
ing to these two that reads: “Courage to 
Tell the Truth Award from the Freedom 
From Religion Foundation 2018.”  

Debra Deanne Olson: Craig and I 
would like to thank the Freedom From 
Religion Foundation for presenting us 
with this amazing award. 

We’d like to start by asking the 
question: Does truth really matter 
anymore? In fact, wisdom can only be 
found in the truth. Here is a man who 
told the truth — my darling grandfa-
ther. He never compromised. He al-
ways, despite all his adversaries, was 
never afraid to stand up for what he 
believed was best for all Americans. He 
was a great humanitarian, an atheist 
and a visionary 80 years ago. He told 
the truth about politics and religion 
every time he spoke. His life story is 
a good example of how we can all be 
good without having God in our lives. 

Craig Wilkinson: Because I’m an 
ex-Mormon, Debra and I thought I 
should present the Mormon side of 
his heritage.

Culbert was born to Mormon par-
ents in the frontier town of Fillmore, 
Utah, in 1876. The Mormons had 
come to Utah to practice their reli-
gion in private. All the children in 
Fillmore were taught the Mormon 
origination story, which has to do with 
seeing visions. 

Culbert listened to this story, like 
all the kids did, and here’s what he 
said later in life: “I didn’t share in the 
emotionalism of the other children 
when they heard these amazing stories 
of visions and angels. I must have been 
born a skeptic because at a young age 
I had doubts.”

Not seeing angels
Here’s a story that caught my inter-

est about Culbert. He attended a little 
one-room schoolhouse in Fillmore. All 
eight grades were in this school, so you 
had 6-year-olds to 14-year-olds. One 
day, a Miss Crane recounted the Mor-
mon story of Joseph Smith’s vision of 
the angel Moroni and the gold plates. 
She did it in such an intense and emo-
tional way that several of the school 
children reported seeing angels. The 
teacher noticed that Culbert seemed 
disinterested. He was 10 years old, so 
he was in fourth grade. She asked him: 
“Culbert, did you see any angels?” Cul-
bert knew he was at the gallows now, 
because if he said “yes,” he was off 
scot-free. If he said “no,” it might be 
a real problem. But he didn’t want to 
lie. He calmly said he didn’t see any 
angels and didn’t think the other chil-
dren did, either. We can only imagine 
the long silent pause that must have 
befallen that schoolroom. 

Well, anyone who knows about Mor-
mons knows that all the young men 
are obligated to go on a mission for 

the church. There are some who don’t 
go on missions, but back then, when 
you turned 19, you went. Despite this 
obligation, Culbert refused to go on a 
mission and he soon became a social 
outlier in the community. 

So, he left town, went to college 
and graduated with a degree in jour-
nalism. And then he moved to Ogden, 
Utah. He got a job as a reporter for 
the local newspaper, the Ogden Stan-
dard Examiner, and quickly advanced 
to associate editor.

In 1895, Ogden was a major junc-
tion town for the Transcontinental 
Railroad, so it attracted a diversity of 
people from all over America, thus 
becoming the 
least Mormon city 
in Utah. Then, 
in 1890, the Mor-
mons in Utah gave 
up, or were forced 
to stop, polyga-
my. This allowed 
Utah to apply for 
statehood, and it 
was admitted to 
the union in 1896. 
William King was 
elected as Utah’s 
first representative 
in the U.S. Con-
gress in 1897. Cul-
bert’s mother, De-
lilah King Olson, 
was William King’s 
aunt. So, William 
King and Culbert 
Olson were both 
from Fillmore, 
Utah.  King asked 
his cousin Culbert 
to be his personal 
secretary in Wash-

ington, D.C.
Culbert had heard that the “The 

Great Agnostic” Robert Ingersoll 
would speak in D.C. Ingersoll gave 
over a thousand speeches in the late 
1800s on topics like the myth of Mo-
ses, the devil and an agnostic’s view of 
Christmas. Anyway, he was considered 
by many to be an evil man. And I think 
it took some courage for Culbert, es-
pecially with his Uncle William, who 
stayed active in the church, to just tell 
his uncle, “Hey, I’m going to see this 
guy speak.” 

After that speech, Culbert said, “As 
I listened to the bold fearless public 
declaration of this great agnostic’s 
honest convictions, so clearly based 
upon reason and so clearly support-
ed by historical and scientific facts, 
the last cloud of doubt was removed 
from my mind. I became a confirmed 
freethinker.”

Culbert attended and graduated 
from Columbia Law School and then 
moved to Salt Lake City. He met and 
married Mary-Kate Jeremy and they 
had three children. Mary-Kate hap-
pened to be a bit of a freethinker. They 
were kind of like two agnostic birds in 
a flock of devout Mormons. Culbert 
was then elected and served as a Utah 
state senator from 1916 to 1920. He 
was a very progressive Democrat and 
he actually wrote and passed the first 
child labor laws in Utah. But then he 
lost an election to Milton Welling, a 
devout Mormon.

Debra Deanne Olson: When we de-
cided to write this book, Craig found 
me because I had spoken at the Cal-
ifornia state Capitol. I was invited 
there by the historians and librarians 
because they knew nothing about my 
grandfather. Afterwards, Craig called 
me and said, “Oh my god, your grand-
father is my hero. I’ve been studying 
him and I’m an atheist and, hey, would 
you like to write a book together?” 

So, we spent two years doing re-
search and making sure that all the 
facts were correct. It’s a really cool 
book, and it’s about 400 pages with 80 
photos. When you don’t know about 
your family and you have all these 
pictures in your garage, every picture 
tells a thousand words.

Courage to Tell the Truth Award 

Culbert Olson — A freethinking governor

Photo by Chris Line
Debra Deanne Olson speaks about her grandfather, Gov. Culbert Olson, during 
FFRF’s national convention in San Francisco on Nov. 2, 2018.

Photo by Ingrid Laas
Dr. Craig Wilkinson talks about Culbert Olson’s youth as Debra 
Deanne Olson laughs at his side. The two paired to write 
Culbert Olson’s biography. 
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Progressive politics
Now, let me tell you about his politi-

cal life. Culbert didn’t really participate 
in California politics until the catastro-
phe of the 1929 stock market crash. The 
unfairness of the Great Depression was 
so disturbing to him that he re-entered 
politics with a vengeance. The previous 
40 years, California politics had been 
controlled by the Republicans. In 1934, 
there were three Republicans to every 
Democrat in California. Progressive pol-
itics began with socialist-turned-Demo-
crat Upton Sinclair and his End Poverty 
in California campaign. My grandfather 
was a strong supporter of Upton Sin-
clair and helped run his campaign for 
governor in 1934 as chairman of the 
California Democratic Party.

In 1938, Culbert entered the race for 
governor of California. He was featured 
on the front cover of Life magazine. 
The article reported, “Culbert Levy Ol-
son advances the progressive agenda in 
California and is known as the ‘people’s 
candidate.’ Mr. Olson is well dressed, 
urbane, an elderly idol of Western poli-
tics, and he looks like a movie star’s pro-
jection of a governor.”

He’s been called the godfather of 
progressive politics. He had a very 
strong opinion on income inequality, 
which he felt was the underlying cause 
of the Great Depression. He said in 
his inauguration speech: “Social prob-
lems are created by economic malad-
justments, continued concentration of 
the wealth, and control of the national 
economy in the hands of a small per-
centage of the population.” Does that 
sound familiar? Sen. Bernie Sanders 
speaks the same language.

Olson was the first political figure 
in California’s history to include Lati-
nos in his campaign. Dolores Huerta, 
who’s very involved in the women’s 
movement, ran into me on a bus. We 
were doing something for Sen. John 
Kerry and she saw me. She said, “Oh 
my god, you’re Gov. Olson’s grand-
daughter. Whenever I speak about 
Latino politics around universities, I 
always talk about him. He was totally 
there for us.” It’s great to hear that 
stuff. I’m proud of him. 

On Nov. 8, 1938, Democrat Culbert 
Olson defeated Republican Frank Miri-
am with 54 percent of the vote. Gov. Ol-
son was the first Democratic governor 
in California for over 40 years.

‘I affirm’
Now this takes courage: Gov. Olson 

was sworn in with his hand in his pock-
et [not on a bible] and said, “I affirm” 
instead of “so help me God.” Needless 
to say, for three or four days, every-
body went insane in Sacramento. When 
asked why he did this, he replied, “Be-
cause God can’t help me. And anyway, 
there is no such person.” It’s important 
to note that no other high government 
official in America before or since has 
had the courage to do the same thing 
during their inauguration.

During his inaugural speech, he 
showed us his sense of fair play and de-
fense for the average American citizen. 
He stated, “There must be measures 
calculated to eliminate every form of 
special privilege or class control in our 
economic system.” 

In the back of our book, we have the 
entire inaugural speech and his speech 
as the first president of secularist Amer-
icans. They’re long, but they’re bril-
liant. He was just so smart. I think you’d 
enjoy reading them.

Olson’s grand vision for California 
became known as “Olson’s New Deal 
for California.” President Roosevelt 
and Gov. Olson shared the same polit-
ical ideals. They were personal friends 
and did a lot of correspondence. When 
I wanted to find out how deep his re-
lationship was with FDR, I talked with 
the Hyde Museum in New York. They 
sent me 180 documents of conversa-
tions and policies they discussed over 
the years.

In 1940, President Roosevelt had 
Gov. Olson on his short list to become 
vice president, but then he went with 
somebody else because they needed the 
rural farmers’ votes. 

Gov. Olson fought for public owner-
ship of public utilities. He was the first 

governor west of the Mississippi to ap-
point an African-American, a woman 
and a Latino to the California judicia-
ry. It’s amazing. This also took tremen-
dous courage and foresight in 1940 be-
cause all three appointments shook up 
the racist and sexist sentiments of the 
times, naturally. 

Tom Mooney was a major political 
activist and labor leader. The nation 
was deeply divided over Mooney’s guilt 
or innocence concerning the bombing 
at the July 22, 1916, Preparedness Day 
Parade in San Francisco. 

Gov. Olson knew that Mooney was 
not guilty and this guy spent 22 years 
in San Quentin. Gov. Olson reviewed 
all the records and one of his campaign 
promises was that he would pardon 
him, which he did. And there were 
25,000 people standing in San Francis-
co to honor him when he came out of 
prison. It was a big deal.

Against racism
During “Race Relations Day” at the 

1939 Golden Gate International Expo-
sition, Gov. Olson spoke loud and clear 
about racism. “Anyone who generates 
racial hatred and social misunder-
standing is a demagogue of the most 
subversive type. He becomes an enemy 
of society, just as truly as a tax evader, 
an embezzler or even a murderer. In 
fact, he does infinitely more harm.”

He always 
stood up for 
the rights of the 
working people 
and the under-
served. They re-
turned the favor 
by labeling him 
the “people’s gov-
ernor.” He was re-
ally loved. 

Craig Wilkin-
son: After Ol-
son lost the 1942 
election to Earl 
Warren, he never 
sought public of-
fice again. He turned his attention and 
energy to one of his lifelong passions, 
which was bringing public awareness to 
secular humanism, the idea of living a 
meaningful life without depending on 
religious superstition. He wrote numer-
ous letters to the editor defending sep-
aration of church and state.

In 1945, the United Nations was 
formed. It was a big deal. Olson was a 
pacifist, an advocate of human rights, 
so he felt kind of a duty to be pres-
ent at the formation of such a great 

international peace idea. He demon-
strates a spirit of the United Nations 
with this statement, which he repeated 
a lot: “We should be concerned with 
the brotherhood of man, not the fa-
therhood of God.”

In 1952, the first secular society of 
America was formed in the United 
States. It was called the United Secular-
ists of America, and Culbert Olson was 
elected president in 1952. He contrib-
uted his time and a lot of money to the 
organization. The Progressive World 
Magazine was the principal publica-
tion of the United Secularists of Amer-
ica and Olson wrote many articles for 
it, consistently opposing religion. 

Referring to the recently ended 
World War II, he wrote: “People’s 
prayers to God for protection against 
the evils of this world have always been 
in vain.” Olson didn’t believe that 
God existed somewhere in space. He 
thought God was only in the human 
mind. “I believe all gods man has fanat-
ically worshipped in fear, for his own 
creation, born of his imagination.”

Later in life, he was once again 
asked about his religion. He couldn’t 
put it in any more candid language. 
He said: “The emancipation of the 
mind from religious superstition is as 
essential to the progress of civilization 
as is the emancipation of the body 
from physical slavery.” 

One year be-
fore his death, 
when he was 84, 
he was inter-
viewed on televi-
sion, which was 
a new thing at 
that time. He was 
asked again about 
his religion, and 
he said, “I’m an 
atheist.” The next 
obvious question 
was: “Are you 
afraid of death?” 
Culbert replied 
calmly, “I’m not.” 

Culbert Olson died on April 13, 1962. 
Debra Deanne Olson: California 

Supreme Court Justice Stanley Mosk 
was my grandfather’s personal secre-
tary before Olson appointed him to 
the California Supreme Court. Mosk 
told me that he thought my grandfa-
ther was the most honest person he 
had ever known. And that’s actually 
also in his oral dissertation.

In conclusion, I think we should 
quote Mahatma Gandhi, who said: 
“There is no higher god than truth.”

Culbert Olson was featured on the cover 
of Life magazine on Nov. 7, 1938.

Photo by Ingrid Laas
Debra Deanne Olson and Dr. Craig Wilkinson show off the plaques they received 
from FFRF at the national convention. Standing with them is FFRF Board Member 
Stef Moritz, who handled their introduction to the crowd. The plaque pictures Gov. 
Olson refusing to put his hand on a bible as he took the oath. 

Photo by Ingrid Laas
Debra Deanne Olson and Dr. Craig Wilkinson sign copies of their book, The 
Honorable Culbert Levy Olson: California Governor 1939 to 1943, Humanitarian, Ex-
Mormon, and Atheist.

“As I listened to the bold 
fearless public declaration of 
[Robert Ingersoll’s] honest 
convictions, so clearly based 
upon reason and so clearly 
supported by historical and 
scientific facts, the last 
cloud of doubt was removed 
from my mind. I became a 
confirmed freethinker.
— Culbert Olson
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Convention speech

‘Oh God, You Devil’: Poetry for secularists
Here is an edited version of Victor Harris’ 

“Poetry for Seculars” speech, given Nov. 3, 
2018, at FFRF’s 41st annual convention in 
San Francisco. He was introduced by FFRF Di-
rector of Operations Lisa Strand:

Victor Harris has been a staple on the 
Bay Area poetry scene since 1999 and was 
on the Poetry Slam Finals stage for Team 
Oakland in 2003. He is the recipient of the 
2001 Frederic C. Fallon Award for poetry 
from Chabot College, and a 2006 gradu-
ate of Cal State University Hayward. Victor 
has been writing and performing atheist/
skeptical/rational/science themed poetry 
since 2007 and has performed at confer-
ences around the country. When he’s not 
writing, or performing or DJing, he is the 
talent behind Reuschelle’s Cheesecakes 
and won a Best of the Bay award from the 
East Bay Express in 2009. 

By Victor Harris

Good morning, skeptics.
Everything I’m about to perform can be 

found on my album, “In Reason I Trust.” This 
one is called, “Oh God You Devil, Pt. 1.”

‘Oh God You Devil, Pt. 1’
Dear God, I’d like to thank you for this 

body you’ve given me, but I do have one 
or two issues with its layout and capabili-
ties. If we are, as your adherents would 
have me believe, your favorite species, cre-
ated in your image, then your imagination 
must have been exhausted after creating 
sunrises, sunsets, the ocean, its floor and 
the majestic mountains.

Those are beautiful works of art, af-
ter all, but your imagination must have 
been expended after creating creatures 
that swim in the deep, birds to decorate 
the skies and animals to populate the 
Earth. They’re awe-inspiring in every it-
eration, so I can only assume that your 
imagination was taxed when it came to 
creating my kind. 

Or perhaps the parts bin was empty be-
cause these eyes you’ve endowed in me are 
nice. I mean, don’t get me wrong, they’re 
serviceable, but they are nowhere near 
your best work. Sharks have clear covers to 
keep their eyes safe when attacking prey, 
the eyes of the octopus don’t have the 
same blind spot as those of mammals and 
the images aren’t flipped. Hawks can see 
greater distances with more clarity, and in-
sects have compound eyes that allow them 
to see in six directions at once, while we, 
your favorite species, will stub toes in poor-
ly lit rooms. Our rods, struggling in low-
light situations, can only see in black and 
white and our peripheral cones can only 
perceive a limited number of colors in the 
spectrum, and unnecessary nerves and 
veins occupy the ocular surface leaving 
them vulnerable to irritation and damage 
by the tiniest of your insects.

God, this body you’ve given me suffers 
from one or two minor deficiencies. For 
instance, we communicate, eat, drink 
and breathe using the same faculties, 
which almost makes it a certainty that 
we will one day choke in our attempt 
to acquire sustenance. Did you love the 
dolphin and whale more than man? Are 
fishes and amphibians more favored by 
their creator than the humble mammals 
from which we descended? 

The circulatory and respiratory sys-
tems of insects are so simple as to almost 
be inspired. Did you design them early 
on in the process? I mean, there are more 
body plans to the insects than there are 
people on this Earth. Did you pin them 
fresh off your first cup of coffee, or what-

ever your drug of choice may be? I think, 
after seeing some of your creatures, it is 
safe to assume that you were on some sort 
of hallucinogen. And speaking of circu-
lation and respiration, why don’t we use 
all of the oxygen we take in? And why are 
we land-based animals on a planet that is 
two-thirds water?

This spine you’ve hung my mass on 
contains a curve so complex that at some 
point I will have back problems. Whereas, 
if we were in the ocean, that might not 
be. The same can be said for hips, ankles 
and knees. And, dear God, why can’t I re-
generate limbs? I’m not asking for an arm 
or a leg such as the salamander is able to 
do, but if the common lizard can regrow 
a tail, I don’t think the pinky toe is too 
demanding. 

And, dear Lord, why is my life span so 
short, only doubling in the last century, 
thanks to science-based medicine, but still 
falling far short to the alligator, the croco-
dile, the tortoise and the parrot? Do these 
creatures, not purported to be your favor-
ites, have more purpose than man?

And what is the purpose of cancer? 
Why do our cells suddenly go crazy in an 
attempt to kill off the body that contains 
them? And our appendix, which was once 
necessary to break down such fibrous 
materials as grass and hearty green veg-
etables, is now a repository for necessary 
bacteria, a ticking time bomb, just hang-
ing around waiting to kill us. I’m running 
out of time, dear God, but not complaints.

My party center. Centrally located, it’s 
in too close proximity at times, sharing the 
same facilities as my sewage center. Were 
there no city planners in heaven for you 
to consult? Were we given whatever body 
plan was left lying around? Would that 
explain the junk DNA that still occupies 
ourselves? I mean, is your quality control 
worse than McDonald’s?

Never mind. Don’t answer that last 
question. There’s no need. I only need to 
look around at all the different religious 
denominations that claim to speak your 
truth to know the real truth. I humbly 
await your answer, dear God, if you can be 
bothered, But can you do me one favor? 

Keep your believers from attempting to 
speak for you, because they are all offering 
a different answer, each incompatible with 
the others and attempting to disprove six 
billion ideas of you.

It’s really beginning to piss me off.
----------------------------

This poem is for my nieces, my brother’s 
daughters. He is in a blended marriage where 
he is a nonbeliever and she is a believer. They 
are raising my nieces in a way where they can 
choose their own directions. This is a poem for 
my nieces to encourage them to find their own 
way without stepping on anyone’s toes. 

‘Graduation Gift’
To my two nieces, Bryce Elizabeth and 

Riley Noel, on the occasion of your sepa-
rate graduations from high school, some 
words of advice as you prepare to leave us 
to make your way in this world.

This society will attempt to compart-
mentalize you, to place you in boxes so 
they no longer have to consider you, be 
it the female box, the office worker box 
or the artist box. Refuse to be boxed 
because normalcy is a pursuit of the un-
imaginative. Be the little kid you always 
imagined you would be. Learn to love 
life like you used to.

Refuse to reminisce about the joys 
of childhood and instead work to haul 
them into your everyday. Get lost in day-
dreams made reality. Playdates played 
out is your daily routine. Make friends 

with someone because they sat next to 
you. Be the kid you missed. Craft your 
childhood you never had a chance to ex-
perience. Set precedents.

Do something new that you have 
never included in your list of attributes. 
Like I never heard of a brother baking 
cheesecakes, DJing, racing cars and writ-
ing poetry. Never met a man that man-
aged to raise three kids, one bicoastal, 
on a poet salary. Never heard of a radio 
personality who persistently exceeded 
expectations in pursuit of his dreams. 

Be inspirational. Shun those who 
would attempt to claim pride in your 
work without doing work of their own. 
Don’t apologize. 

Be intentional in words and deeds, 
you will never have to offer another 
phrase of remorse for the ill-conceived 
perceptions of others. If they don’t un-
derstand you, keep talking. There are 
those who will. It is for them that you 
were sharing your voice. Never let “show 
some respect” be synonymous with 
“shut up.” Have enough respect for the 
strength and courage of others to tell 
them the uncomfortable truth, especial-
ly when they’re asking for it. Especially 
when they are asking for it.

Life is too short to live with regret. 
Tomorrow may always be a day away. But 
death is always lurking and society will at-
tempt to convince you that your bucket 
list can be put on hold, when in reality, 
your bucket is always with you, waiting to 
be kicked. It is the uncomfortable truth of 
our fragile existence, one that we must all 
come to grips with, old and young alike.

This is the only life you are guaranteed. 
Live like it. You are the consequence of 
chances of unimaginable proportions. 
Take some. Every person you meet is liv-
ing an equally improbable life and should 
be treasured with each encounter. Act like 
it. Awake with the realization that today 
has the possibility to be the best day of 
your life and love like it.

End each day by saying there was noth-
ing you would do differently, even when 
you can’t recall exactly what you’ve done. 
And sleep like it. 

Remember, that she who has the most 
toys still dies. Live life without clutter. 
Live life without fear. Live life without 
surplus, so that when death does final-
ly find you, it will not find you wanting. 
Find eternity in memory. Turn legend-
ary possibility into manifested reality 
and never doubt that my love for you 
comes without condition.

Thank you.

Photo by Ingrid Laas
San Francisco-area poet Victor Harris performs a few of his poems for the FFRF 
audience on Nov. 3, 2018, at FFRF’s national convention.

Photo by Chris Line
Victor Harris (right) chats with his mother, Gwendolyn Olson (center), and actress 
Julia Sweeney during a break in the convention. 

To purchase a copy of Victor’s 
album, “In Reason I Trust,” contact 
him at reuschelle@gmail.com. 
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THEY SAID WHAT?
When God is ready for us not to have 

fossil fuels, he’ll find a way.
Herman Cain, who was at one point ex-
pected to be President Trump’s nominee 
for the Federal Reserve Board of Gover-
nors, at a University of Kansas lecture.
Kansas City Star, 4-11-19

You literally double the risk of com-
mitting suicide if you don’t have reli-
gious belief.
Maryland Rep. Andy Harris, who also 
blamed gun violence on “an overall de-
crease in religiosity” and claimed that 
the U.S. was “founded on religious 
principles.” 
Salisbury Daily Times, 3-18-19

We want to reshape Europe and 
re-Christianize it. 
Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Moraw-
iecki, in a 2017 interview with a Catho-
lic TV station, cited in an article about 
Poland’s anti-immigration stance mak-
ing an exception for Christian immi-
grants.
The New York Times, 3-27-19

In my lifetime I have never seen a 
more biblical pres-
ident than I see in 
Donald Trump. . . . 
He is highly biblical 
and . . . we will in all 
likelihood never see 
a more godly, bibli-
cal president again in 
our lifetimes.
Former Minnesota 
state Rep. Michele 

Bachmann, on the radio show “Under-
standing the Times.”
Right Wing Watch, 4-15-19

The biggest threat to biblical princi-
ples today is the failure to apply a biblical 
standard of maleness and femaleness.
Mike Huckabee, former governor of Ar-
kansas, in an interview.
The Christian Post, 4-5-19

The solution to climate change is not 
this unserious resolution, but the serious 
business of human flourishing — the 
solution to so many of our problems, at 

all times and in all places: fall in love, get 
married and have some kids.
U.S. Sen. Mike Lee, in response to the 
Green New Deal bill.
Twitter, 3-26-19

Good to see movie theaters across the 
country showing @UnplannedMovie — a 
deeply inspiring new pro-life film based 
on the best-selling book by @Abby John-
son. More & more Americans are embrac-
ing the sanctity of life because of powerful 
stories like this one.
Vice President Mike Pence.
Twitter, 4-1-19

It was remarkable — so we were down 
in the tunnels where we could see 3,000 
years ago, and 2,000 years ago, if I have the 
history just right — to see the remarkable 
history of the faith in this place, and the 
work that our administration’s done, to 
make sure that this democracy in the Mid-
dle East, that this Jewish state, remains. I 
am confident that the Lord is at work here.
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, an evan-
gelical Christian, after touring the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher and the tunnels be-
neath the Western Wall in Jerusalem.
The New York Times, 3-30-19

An out-of-state activist atheist orga-
nization is trying to force Mississippi 
to change our license plates because it 
includes our country’s motto: “In God 
We Trust.” Guess what: In Mississippi we 
do trust God. And I trust God will help 

them realize just how foolish it is for 
this atheist group to try to force their 
political correctness nonsense on our 
great state.
Mississippi Lt. Governor Tate Reeves, 
responding to an American Humanist 
Association’s letter stating: “The Su-
preme Court has made clear that the 
state cannot force motorists to display 
an ideological message they deem unac-
ceptable on their license plates.”
The Friendly Atheist, 4-5-19

Why did pedophilia reach such pro-
portions? Ultimately, 
the reason is the ab-
sence of God.
Former Pope Ben-
edict, in a letter the 
Washington Post 
says was “devoted 
to clerical sex abuse 
in which he attri-
butes the crisis to a 

breakdown of church and societal moral 
teaching.”
Washington Post, 4-11-19

I think it’s interesting in a profession 
where we all take an oath, that they would 
look at people who have strong faith as 
somehow not good people, when, if you’re 
an atheist, what does an oath mean?
Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, 
speaking at a banquet for the Pepperdine 
University School of Law.
Fox News, 4-11-19
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Freedom depends upon freethinkers

Michele 
Bachmann

Pope Benedict

Why is state government endorsing Christianity?
This editorial ran in the Sioux Falls Argus-

Leader on April 5 and is republished with 
permission.

For those paying attention, it appears 
that Christianity is being thrust upon 
South Dakotans in a more state-sanc-
tioned manner these days. The reasons 
behind that are worth examining.

Gov. Kristi Noem signed into law in 
March a bill that requires public schools 
to prominently display the national motto, 
“In God We Trust,” starting in 2019-20. A 
prominent location is defined as a school 
entryway, cafeteria or other common area 
where students are likely to see it.

It’s reasonable to view this as an attempt 
to formalize Christianity as the state’s offi-
cial religion in the eyes of those students, 
which violates the “establishment clause” 
of the First Amendment.

That clause forbids government enti-
ties from establishing an official religion 
or elevating one religion, which means 
state leaders have put their school dis-
tricts on shaky constitutional ground.

Maybe that’s why the Legislature add-
ed language declaring that if displaying 
“In God We Trust” leads to a lawsuit, the 
attorney general will provide legal repre-
sentation at no cost to the local district or 
school board.

If it sounds like South Dakota is buck-
ing for a fight, perhaps mindful of a more 
conservative-leaning U.S. Supreme Court, 
they’re certainly not alone. Six states 
passed “In God We Trust” bills into law 
last year, and South Dakota was among 10 
that either introduced or passed such leg-
islation in 2019.

This is part of a national effort called 
“Project Blitz,” spurred by conservative 
Christian political groups that are push-
ing model legislation and other evangeli-
cal-based directives on receptive state cap-
itals, with an eye toward greater national 
influence.

One such group, Capitol Commission, 
even handed out bibles stamped with the 

South Dakota state seal at a legislative cof-
fee in Pierre in February.

The justification for “In God We Trust” 
legislation is that the Supreme Court has 
ruled in favor of us-
ing the phrase on 
U.S. currency and 
as a national motto 
due to “ceremoni-
al deism” in those 
contexts, meaning 
they have become 
customary enough 
to be deemed 
nonreligious.

But bringing the phrase into pub-
lic schools is more complicated, as evi-
denced by Supreme Court rulings that 
have struck down organized prayer at 
school assemblies and football games as 
unconstitutional.

“Anything that might send a message 
to our children that you have to be a 
Christian to be a full American is ex-

tremely problematic,” said Amanda Ty-
ler, executive director of the Baptist Joint 
Committee for Religious Liberty, which 
is fighting against the recent spate of 

legislation.
More disturbing 

is that conservative 
Christian groups 
pushing these bills 
view “In God We 
Trust” as a prelim-
inary step. Some 
states have moved 
to the next stage by 

seeking to pass “bible literacy” bills, which 
allow students in public high schools to 
study the Old and New Testaments. Pres-
ident Trump weighed in on these bills in 
January, calling them “great.”

Notably, the faith-based fervor of this 
movement comes at a time when orga-
nized religion has become less prevalent 
in American society.

The share of Americans who say they 

are “absolutely certain” God exists de-
creased from 71 percent in 2007 to 63 
percent in a recent Pew Research Center 
study. The percentages who say they pray 
every day, attend religious services regu-
larly and consider religion to be very im-
portant in their lives have also declined.

While South Dakota still has an over-
whelmingly Christian population, times 
are changing. The Sioux Falls School Dis-
trict has become increasingly diverse, with 
90 different languages spoken among its 
student body. Policies or symbols that 
exclude other faiths or alienate nonbe-
lievers violate a fundamental mandate of 
publicly funded institutions.

This is not to say that Christianity is not 
part of the fabric of our society. The prev-
alence of faith-based groups and their ef-
forts to promote spiritual and community 
growth is hard to ignore.

But religion at its core is a personal 
pursuit, meant to be shared with fami-
ly and like-minded congregations. The 
trouble occurs when it is thrust upon 
those with different beliefs or no religious 
inclination at all. The day we make those 
people feel less a part of society is the day 
we lose track of the values that our coun-
try was built upon.

“I contemplate with sovereign rever-
ence that act of the whole American peo-
ple which declared that their legislature 
should ‘make no law respecting an estab-
lishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof,’ thus building a wall 
of separation between church and state,” 
wrote Thomas Jefferson in 1802.

There’s no telling what he might 
have thought of Noem’s decision to de-
clare a Statewide Day of Prayer on April 
7 as a means of “praying for the well-be-
ing” of those affected by recent flooding 
throughout the region.

It’s quite possible that Jefferson would 
have pointed out that Sunday is already a 
day of prayer and suggested a day of ro-
bust volunteerism instead.

Policies or symbols that 
exclude other faiths or 
alienate nonbelievers violate 
a fundamental mandate of 
publicly funded institutions.
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Secular invocations on the rise since 2014
FFRF Lifetime Member Linda Stephens 

gave the following talk in Rochester, N.Y., 
at an event sponsored by the Rochester Chap-
ter of Americans United for Separation of 
Church and State. 

Something unprecedented hap-
pened in March at the Berea City 
Council meeting in Kentucky: An 

atheist delivered an invocation. In Jan-
uary, something similar happened at 
the Lubbock City Council meeting in 
Texas. And, a few months earlier, at the 
San Antonio City Council meeting, the 
same thing happened: An atheist deliv-
ered the invocation. 

These are not isolated instances. Lo-
cal and state governments all across the 
country, which begin their public meet-
ings with prayers, are now besieged with 
requests to deliver invocations by non-
religious people. Such invocations have 
been delivered at city or town council 
meetings or at state legislature meet-
ings in Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Cal-
ifornia, Florida, Iowa, Maine, Missou-
ri, Oklahoma, Washington, Colorado, 
Ohio, Tennessee, Illinois and in New 
York state, most notably in the town of 
Greece, N.Y. And all of this unusual ac-
tivity has come about since 2014. Why 
is that? 

It all has to do with a U.S. Supreme 
Court decision that came down that 
year. The case was called Town of Greece 
vs. Galloway & Stephens. In that case, Su-
san Galloway, who is Jewish, and I, an 
atheist, tried to get the town of Greece 
to stop beginning its town board meet-
ings with prayers. At the time, it was the 
practice of the town supervisor to invite 
only local Christian clergy to deliver 
these prayers. 

The Supreme Court ruled against 
Susan and me in a split decision, with 
the five conservative justices all sid-
ing with the town. In its decision, the 
court said that it was not a violation of 
the First Amendment to start off gov-
ernment meetings with prayers, even 
explicitly Christian ones. It was, after 
all, a tradition in this country. Never 
mind that lots of other traditions in this 
country have been given the heave-ho 
long ago. Remember slavery? 

Be that as it may, the court did re-
deem itself in one way. In its decision, 
the court said that the government 
must “maintain . . . a policy of nondis-
crimination” when it comes to choos-
ing people to deliver these invocations.

This court case generated a huge 
amount of publicity. There were arti-
cles about it in The New York Times, 
the Wall Street Journal, USA Today, the 
Los Angeles Times and a host of oth-
er newspapers. A friend of mine even 
sent me a clipping about the case from 
her hometown newspaper in Ormond 
Beach, Fla. And there was other media 
coverage. Susan and I were interviewed 
on CBS, NBC and numerous other TV 
stations, local and national. I was even 
interviewed by a reporter calling from 
Bogota, Columbia. Susan was inter-
viewed by the BBC. 

So, I suspect that is one reason that 
so many nonreligious people started 
thinking that maybe it was time for 
them to start giving invocations. All of 
this publicity made them aware of what 
was going on in their local and state 
governments with regard to this issue. 

The other thing that happened right 
after the 2014 Supreme Court decision 
came down was that a number of secu-
lar organizations started prodding their 
members to get involved in this issue. 
The Freedom from Religion Founda-
tion initiated an annual contest encour-

aging members to deliver secular invo-
cations before their local government 
meetings and awarded prizes for the 
best ones. [See accompanying page.]

At the same time, Americans Unit-
ed for Separation of Church and State 
started a campaign called “Operation 
Inclusion,” which encouraged people 
who, up to this point, had not partic-
ipated in delivering such invocations 
to do just that. Americans United 
provided instruction about how to go 
about delivering a secular invocation. 
The American Humanist Association 
launched a program to train and en-
courage people to deliver secular in-
vocations. All of these initiatives have 
contributed to a groundswell of enthu-
siasm among nonreligious folk to go 
knocking on the doors of their local 
governments. 

Now, let me toot my own horn. The 
day the Town of Greece case was argued 
at the Supreme Court, Susan and I and 
our lawyers stood outside the court-
house as reporters swarmed around us. 
When it was my turn to speak, I said 
that I thought it was time that atheists 
and other secularists should follow the 
lead of the gay community and start 
coming out of the closet. I like to think 
that some nonreligious people who saw 
me that day on TV took my message to 
heart and decided to act.

So, how has all of this activity on the 
part of nonreligious people been work-
ing out? Well, for many, it’s worked 
out just great. It’s been “springtime for 
atheists,” as one writer described it. 

Many government officials around 
the country have looked at that 
Supreme Court decision and decided 
that they were obligated by law to allow 
nonreligious people and other non-
Christians to deliver invocations at 

their meetings. 
Other government officials, howev-

er, have decided they don’t want nonre-
ligious people or non-Christians giving 
invocations at their government meet-
ings, so they’ve eliminated the practice 
altogether. Some have opted for a mo-
ment of silence instead. 

Other government officials have 
eliminated the prayers before their 
meetings simply because they decided 
it was the right thing to do. One exam-
ple where that happened is at the Wa-
verly, Iowa, City Council. 

After atheist activist Hemant Mehta 
on March 12 delivered an atheist in-
vocation at the DuPage County Board 
in Illinois [see accompanying page], 
board members decided to reevaluate 
their prayer practice. [The board sub-
sequently voted 11-6 in favor of con-
tinuing the invocations.]

Finally, there are the government of-
ficials who have put their foot down and 
decided no way were they ever going to 
let a nonreligious person deliver an in-
vocation at their government meetings. 
A number of these cases have ended up 
in court. Dan Barker, the co-president 
of the Freedom from Religion Foun-
dation, for example, is currently suing 
the U.S. House of Representatives and 
the Catholic chaplain who oversees the 
prayer program, because they won’t let 
him deliver an invocation. That case is 
tied up in the courts. [See Page 1.] Sim-
ilarly, there is a case in Brevard Coun-
ty where the county commission won’t 
let nonreligious people deliver invoca-
tions. That case is also being litigated. 
And just recently, the county commis-
sioners in Rowan County, N.C., lost a 
lawsuit about this issue and they now 
have to pay the ACLU $285,000. 

There’s also been a lot of litigation 
going on about government prayers in 
Alaska. Recently, government officials 
in the Kenai Peninsula Borough As-
sembly decided they’d spent enough 
money on this issue. They now have a 
come-one, come-all policy. So, this year, 
as I understand, an atheist is going to 
deliver an invocation, as well as a Ba-
ha’i, a Wiccan and a Pastafarian (which 
is a member of the Church of the Flying 
Spaghetti Monster). 

So, should governments even have 
prayers before their meetings? No, of 
course not. Why? Because we’re a di-
verse country whose people have many 
different beliefs, and our government 
is supposed to be representing all of us, 

not just the Christian segment. Contrary 
to what some people in this country be-
lieve, we are not a Christian nation. 

The Town of Greece Supreme Court 
decision was wrongly decided by five 
conservative justices. Justice Elena 
Kagan was one who dissented in that 
case. She had this to say in her dissent: 
“A Christian, a Jew, a Muslim (and so 
forth) — each stands in the same rela-
tionship with her country, with her state 
and local communities, and with every 
level and body of government. So that 
when each person performs the duties 
or seeks the benefits of citizenship, she 
does so not as an adherent to one or an-
other religion, but simply as an Ameri-
can.” The town of Greece’s prayer prac-
tices, she added, “violate that norm of 
religious equality.”

One more thing I’d like to add: 
There has been a great deal written 
about this subject since the 2014 Town 
of Greece decision. To keep track of 
some of this information, I started a 
Facebook page titled “After Town of 
Greece.” So, if you want to learn more 
about this subject, you should check 
out that Facebook page (and “Like” 
it). In addition to the written articles, 
you’ll find many videos of invocations 
given across the country by nonreli-
gious folk. And lastly, I will mention 
that two atheists will be delivering in-
vocations at Greece Town Board meet-
ings this year: I will be representing the 
Atheist Community of Rochester; and 
Carol Hope will be representing the 
Rochester Chapter of the American 
Humanists. 

Progress can be slow, but when it 
happens, it’s nice!

Linda Stephens is shown talking to the media following the Town of Greece vs. Galloway decision in 2014 in this screen capture 
from C-SPAN.

Linda Stephens



May 2019  |  Madison, Wisconsin  |  FFRF  |  FREETHOUGHT TODAY Page 17

Andre Ryland 
Pensacola City 
Council
Feb. 14, 2019

Oh, great compelling mindful force 
that is the wisdom of experiential human 
life, be with these council members this 
evening as they try their very best to do the 

people’s business. 
I call upon you, 

oh, great wisdom, 
to allow me to in-
voke these council 
members to an un-
derstanding of my 
words that explain 
our humanist aspi-
rations to lead lives 
of a natural progres-
sive lifestance, that 

affirms our ability and responsibility to 
lead meaningful, ethical lives capable of 
adding to the greater good of humanity. 

And, to understand that we desire to be 
informed by science, inspired by art, and 
motivated by compassion. Affirming the 
dignity of each human being, we support 
the maximization of individual liberty and 
opportunity consonant with social and 
planetary responsibility. 

We advocate the extension of participa-
tory democracy and the expansion of the 
open society, standing for human rights 
and social justice, from the outcast leper 
to the homeless. And we assert that hu-
manity must take responsibility for its own 
destiny. Therefore, we, as humanists, put 
our belief and faith and trust and hope in 
each other.

Oh, great quest of wisdom, be with us 
gathered here to recognize each other in 
equality, as equal members of the human 
race, and to not assume one or the other 
is not equal in the desire for our American 
Declaration of Independence’s clarion 
call of the pursuit of happiness and liberty 
and justice for all.

Oh, great caring force of wisdom, allow 
us all to hear the calls for this human need 
of common understanding to be one to-
gether and not separate and segregated in 
our learning. 

Listen to the requests of humanity 
throughout the ages, for example, with 
the timeless call of the golden rule or 
understanding of the law of reciprocity, 
which is the principle of treating others as 
one would wish to be treated. It is a maxim 
of altruism seen in many human religions 
and human cultures. The concept occurs 
in some form in nearly every religion and 
ethical tradition. 

This golden rule of reciprocity can also 
be explained from the perspectives of psy-

chology, philosophy, sociology, human 
evolution and economics, which are the 
cornerstones of life.

Oh, great hope of wisdom, let us con-
tinue to garner the truth inherent in the 
golden rule with these tenets of ancient 
wisdom: Forgive one who wrongs you, 
join one who cuts you off, do good to one 
who does bad to you, and speak the truth 
though it weigh against yourself.  

Let us now be unbowed and unfet-
tered by arcane doctrines borne of fear-
ful minds in darkened times. Let us rea-
son our solutions with agnosticism in all 
things, holding fast only to that which is 
demonstrably true. 

Therefore, I finish this invocation for 
wisdom to you, the council of the city of 
Pensacola, with this:

We come here to do the business of 
local government, the deliberative body 
that is closest to “we the people,” and to 
democracy for which we stand.

As we gather, we are reminded that in 
our differences there is great strength. We 
do not all think the same way or believe 
the same things. Yet, we are linked by our 
common humanity and our shared origin 
of life, through hope and love.

When we work together to move our 
community forward in a spirit of mutual 
respect and common decency for all, we 
showcase what is best about our commu-
nity, our state, and this,  one nation, indi-

visible, as its goal.
To be sure, we do not agree about ev-

erything. And we often feel fiercely protec-
tive of what we do believe. There is great 
passion in our beliefs, and great passion in 
our reasons, and rightly so.

But there is one thing on which we all 
can agree: We share the goal of making 
our community the best place it can be. 
Let us come together here tonight around 
that noble aim and common purpose, to 
be one human family — e pluribus unum, 
out of many, one.

As it is, and is to be, human.
FFRF Member Andre Ryland is a notary 

public and a celebrant of the Humanists of West 
Florida, a chartered chapter of the American 
Humanist Association.

Hemant Mehta
DuPage County 
(Ill.) Board 
March 12, 2019

These invocations often ask you to clasp 
your hands in prayer 
or to close your eyes. 
Instead, I encourage 
you to open them up 
and look around. 

With your eyes 
open, you will find 
each other, all of 
whom were elected 
by the people in this 
community; all of 
whom have the capability of addressing 
the issues we face in an intelligent, ratio-
nal, evidence-based way; all of whom have 
the ability to change your minds even after 
you think they’re made up.

You are the higher powers you’ve been 
looking for. 

You have made sacrifices to be here 
and to serve your constituents. You have 
a willing and capable staff, as well as an 
entire community full of experts to turn 
to when you need help. We ask you to use 
your time to deliberate and debate, not 
pray and prostrate.

I urge you instead to remember the 
original motto of this nation, “e pluribus 

unum” — “out of many, one.” There’s a lot 
of important work to be done on behalf of 
us all, so I encourage you to spend no time 
on that which we know divides us when 
there are so many other important issues 
on which you can find common ground. 

Let’s celebrate, instead, our shared hu-
manity and our basic decency and do what’s 
best for the wonderfully diverse county that 
we are so fortunate to call our home.

FFRF Member Hemant Mehta is the editor of 
FriendlyAtheist.com, appears on the Atheist Voice 
channel on YouTube, and co-hosts the Friendly 
Atheist Podcast. He is a former National Board 
Certified high school math teacher in the suburbs 
of Chicago, where he taught for seven years. His 
books include I Sold My Soul on eBay, The 
Young Atheist’s Survival Guide, and Queer 
Disbelief (which he edited).

Deana Weaver
Pennsylvania 
Senate
March 20, 2019 

I am honored to be your guest chaplain 
for the state Senate, once again. 

This morning, I strive to invoke your 
higher aspirations for the good of all 
of the people you have been elected to 
serve.

Invocations to open governmental 
sessions, such as this, are an American 
tradition designed specifically with the 
intent to provide this very moment . . . 
to breathe, to center yourself and to ac-
knowledge that your role, your legislation, 
is not about the power of governance. 

We the people have no Caesar. You 
are here as civil servants for a democracy 
that historically works to achieve equal-
ity and we the people recognize that 
government’s definition of equality has 
progressed and broadened throughout 
history to include and protect more and 
more of us, and so we pray.  

One principle that this great experi-
ment of American democracy has taught 
us is that we are so much better when we 
work together in a spirit of inclusion. And 
so we pray. 

We pray for this democracy of the 
people, by the people and for the people. 
We pray for government to serve all 
people equally. 

So, let us pray.
May you choose the health, safety and 

welfare of your constituents over the se-
duction of personal and political gain.

May you find the courage to make wise 
decisions, having accepted this heavy re-
sponsibility, putting aside your personal 
and political differences, to serve all of 
your constituents equally.

May a guiding authority of your choice 
provide to you the willingness to work to-
gether for the good of we the people you 
serve in our still-less-than-perfect union.

This is our prayer.
Deana Weaver writes: At 59, I am the 

finished product of a lifetime of social prog-
ress through political pressure. In the ’60s I 
was raised with the images of the Vietnam 
War, peace protests and the assassination 
of a most eloquent president. In the ’70s, I 
wanted to burn my bra before I needed one. 
In the ’80s, I was grateful to have unchal-
lenged control over my powers of reproduc-
tion. In the late ’90s, I bore three children, 
and, from the top of the new millennium, we 
raised them with a specific awareness that 
love and faith come in many flavors. And 
now, I’m mad as hell after watching all of 
the progress toward equality and women’s 
rights made over my lifetime evaporate in a 
misogynistic moment. 

Our goal is to see secular citizens flood government meetings with 
secular invocations that demonstrate why government prayers are 
unnecessary, ineff ective, embarrassing, exclusionary, divisive or 
just plain silly.

The person who gives the best secular invocation will be invited to 
open FFRF’s annual convention in 2019, receiving an expenses-paid 
trip to Madison, Wis. Oct. 18-20, 2019, along with a plaque and an 
honorarium of $500.

MORE INFO AT: 
ffrf.org/nothing-fails-like-prayer

CONTEST
NOTHING FAILS LIKE PRAYER

SECULAR INVOCATIONS

Deana Weaver poses with the parking sign outside the Pennsylvania Capitol building 
where she gave a secular invocation as guest chaplain on March 20.

Hemant Mehta

Andre Ryland
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LETTERBOX
This is why the religious 
have antipathy for gays 

I just wanted to say that, as a life-long 
atheist, I’ve been thinking about many 
religions’ hostility toward gay people. It 
occurred to me that it all may have start-
ed from the fact that, in general, and cer-
tainly in biblical times, gay people didn’t 
reproduce, and the fact that gays weren’t 
adding possible new religious adherents 
to either the Jewish, Christian or Islam-
ic faiths may have led those religions to 
declare that gays were an “abomination” 
and eligible to be stoned to death. 
Mark Kernes  
California

Barker’s book on free will  
quite an interesting read

I just finished Dan Barker’s book, Free 
Will Explained, and was impressed with 
his erudite description of free will and 
hard determinism. The book took a lot 
of time and difficult study on Dan’s part, 
I’m sure. Thanks for the interesting read.

Keep up your magnificent work at 
FFRF! 
George J. Saunders 
New York

We should get more young 
people to read the bible

I am proud and pleased to support 
FFRF, now more than ever, and partic-
ularly your good work to encourage our 
youth in their move away from magic 
thought. We can all promote a wider 
study of the bible as part of this effort. 
While that mishmash of myth and au-
thoritarianism may not be an easy read, 
it is its own best critic. We might suggest 
to the young people to read Genesis, 
Exodus and Leviticus, and then jump to 
Revelation in sort of a “dirty parts first” 
approach. I believe they would immedi-
ately find the contents to range from the 
ridiculous to the criminal. 

Our future depends on rational re-
sponses to real challenges with a focus 
on the here and now, and I know that 
FFRF is a part of that.
Peter Norris 
Georgia

Predicting God’s role 
for people can backfire 

As reported in the March “They 
Said What,” Sarah Huckabee Sanders 
said, “I think God calls all of us to fill 
different roles at different times and 
I think he wanted Donald Trump to 
become president, and that’s why he’s 
there.” I wonder if she thinks that 5- 
and 6-year-old kids should get cancer 
and that’s the role God has for them. 
John Oman  
Florida

Swearing in on bible was 
just part of the game 

The act of refusing to swear in on 
a bible in court never occurred to me 
during my working years. I had to play 
the game and impress a jury with my 
opinion. As a forensic psychologist, 
I had to be able to communicate suc-
cessfully with the jury. Had I ever, even 
one time, refused to swear on a bible, 
it would have ended my career in court 
because it would have been brought up 
every time and no one would have ever 
engaged me again on any case. 
Tom Hannie  
Louisiana

Unfortunately, AARP is a 
mouthpiece for religion

More God. Sigh.
Once again, the AARP has shown it-

self to be a mouthpiece for religion. I 
stopped attending my local AARP meet-
ings because they not only prayed before 
meetings, but after them. One member 
introduced her guest as “my soul sister 
in Christ,” to thunderous applause from 
the crowd. Now, in the recent AARP mag-
azine, there are three references to reli-
gion. Kathy Lee Gifford loves Nashville 
because everyone there believes in God, 
Dr. Pol’s parents taught him the Golden 
Rule (so did my parents, who were athe-
ists), and, of course, let’s not forget its 
article about religion in movies. I guess 
that the AARP thinks that once you get 
old, you get (or need) religion. 
Michelle Mead 
Virginia

I still believe humanity 
will let go of religion 

I have a confession to make: I am one 
of those foolish optimists who still har-
bor the belief that humanity will some-
day divorce itself from religion and its 
convenient “logic.” And what lately bol-
sters my confidence are the reports I’ve 
been reading that, as a result of the cler-
ical crimes against children that are still 

festering within the Catholic Church, 
many thousands of Catholics (particu-
larly the young) are leaving their church 
— and not joining others. 

I also believe that even if none of 
those crimes had happened, it’s only 
a matter of time before an increasing 
number of Catholics begin to distance 
themselves from the Church and de-
clare themselves to be nonreligious.

After all, instead of believing only what 
they are told, more and more young peo-
ple now view the supernatural with skep-
ticism, as do many old-timers like myself 
who were indoctrinated in religion at a 
tender age, but no longer allow magical 
thinking to be a part of our lives.
David Quintero 
California

Women lumberjacks mock 
my Paul Bunyan religion

I just bought some Brawny paper towels 
with women as lumberjacks on the packag-
ing. This is very threatening to us old white 
males. If you give women equal rights, 
pretty soon everyone will want them.

I am sure my lord and savior, Paul 
Bunyan, will overlook this sacrilege 
of the Woodman religion [women as 
lumberjacks?!] and will forgive, but it 
is scary when my religious beliefs are 
questioned. I do have my revered Paint 
Chip from Babe the Blue Ox in Bemidji, 
Minn., and I worship my Axe, so life will 
go on for us who wear lumberjack shirts. 

On another topic, I remember ask-
ing my dad — a white, World War II 
fighter ace and the first commanding 
officer of a jet squadron — what he 
thought of not standing for the Pledge 
of Allegiance. He told me he took an 
oath to serve, protect and defend the 
Constitution and did not fight for any 
banner, flag, or children’s prayer writ-

ten by a Baptist minister.
When he was in his last days of can-

cer, I asked how he wanted his funeral. 
He said, “The same as your mom’s, and 
with a flag I earned on my casket. Ask 
the VFW not to send their honor guard 
and no marker on the tombstone saying 
‘military.’” He believed all Americans 
were equal. I did as he wished, saluting 
him and not the flag.
Gary King 
Colorado

Are there logical answers 
to these questions?

I’m a new member and a former Ro-
man Catholic, and I’m so glad I found 
you. There are questions I’d like to ask 
you because no religious person has ever 
been able to give me a logical answer.

1. If Adam and Eve were our begin-
ning parents, then “God” must believe 
in and support incest, right? Otherwise, 
who was around to make whoopie with 
other than their own family members?

2. If “God” is so all-knowing and 
all-powerful, as the Catholic Church 
pounded into my head as a child, why 
does he send tornadoes to the most reli-
gious states in the union? And why does 
he kill so many religious people? And 
why are so many churches destroyed?

3. If the Catholic Church is so ob-
sessed with letting every fetus turn 
into a child (including Hitler, Mussoli-
ni, etc.), then why are so many of its 
members molesting children and de-
priving them of a normal childhood?

Any logical answers?
R. Dean Tomich 
California

Catholic scandals impact 
more than those involved 

I recently attended an organ recital 
given by members of the local chapter 
of the organ guild. For the first time, the 
organ-playing priest, who is a member 
of this guild, appeared in civvies. We or-
ganists struggled to recognize him.  

At the reception after, I asked him, 
in all politeness, how he was doing 
with the current barrage of negative 
publicity. Of his no collar, he said, 
“Sometimes you just need a break,” em-
phasis on “break.” He added, “I just get 
through each day one day at a time,” in 
a colorless voice. 

This was the first time I have seen him 
with no enthusiasm. Usually, he likes to 
brag about his music program, narrating 

View daily quotes at ffrf.org/day

Mother, Mother,
Tell me please,
Did God who gave us flowers and trees,
Also provide the allergies?         

A Nose Is A Nose Is A Nose

Yip Harburg, 
from his book: Rhymes for the Irreverent

Buy it from FFRF online - ffrf.org/shop
Illustrated by Seymore Chwast, published by FFRF
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By Ruth Hurmence Green
A Missouri grandmother 
debunks the bible as 
no one has debunked it 
since Thomas Paine.

The Born Again 
Skeptic’s Guide 
to the Bible

—Published by FFRF. 440 pages / PB

By Dan Barker

How Dan “threw out 
the bathwater and 
discovered there is 
no baby there.”

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

Losing Faith 
in Faith: From 
Preacher to Atheist

—Published by FFRF. 392 pages / HB

special services like a sports commenta-
tor. I expected to hear about the length 
and slowness of the procession of the 
Great Litany, which opens the first Sun-
day in Lent. Instead I heard him remi-
nisce about when he was a Cub Scout.

So, when I say consequences, I don’t 
only mean when karma wreaks ven-
geance on a predator, a somewhat rare 
event. We can all relish the big drama. 
Instead, I think of each person who is 
impacted and whose life is diminished 
by the fallout. I think these little di-
minishments are important, too. The 
broad bringing down of others is a 
consequence we should take note of.
Mary Ann Fraser 
New Jersey

I’m happy to tell people 
that I’m a devout STEMist

My Roman Catholic background as 
a member of the church choir, Cath-
olic school and an altar boy did not 
blind me to the ridiculous notion of 
God. When I experienced the ineffec-
tiveness of prayer and gave the notion 
a bit of critical thought, I realized that 
my parents used religion mostly to 
keep me in line.

The final nail in the coffin in my belief 
in God occurred the day that I visited an 
Army morgue in Saigon. During that vis-
it, I saw the reality of religious beliefs. Be-
fore me lay about 900 American soldiers, 
sailors, Marines and airmen. Many body 
parts were separated from their trunks. 
Some had severe burns, and other tragic, 
disgusting damage. I could not prevent 
myself from asking, “What kind of God 
would allow such an awful thing like this 
to happen”? There was then, and is now, 
only one response: There is no God; 
there never was.

I write this article 48 years after the 
event, in response to Bill Fritch, who 
wrote the article titled “Missed conven-
tion to become Life Member” in the 
March issue. Bill, you do not need to be 
labeled an atheist. You can, as I do, con-
firm yourself as a STEMist. 

Yes, I firmly believe in science, tech-
nology, engineering and math. I have 
found that using the STEMist label 
negates the usual disgust communi-
cated by religion believers when the 
label atheist is presented. I saw a wom-
an wearing a shirt that read, “I Run 
on Faith,” to which I related, “I run 
on STEM. It is much more reliable.” 
She laughed. I doubt that she had any 
idea what I meant, but I felt happy 
that I had a rejoinder to her unwanted 
advertisement. 
Richard Blanchette 
Florida

Non-representative court 
is controlled by Catholics

Given the current composition of the 
Supreme Court, I humorously imagine, 
but somewhat fear, that this is how sepa-
ration of church and state cases are be-
ing decided:

The six Roman Catholic justices 
walk into a bar. Over a beer or two, they 
first decide how much of the Catholic 
Church’s dogma should be forced on 
Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Jews and 
atheists. 

After a few more beers, they de-
cide that taxes paid by non-Christians 
should be made available to support 
Christian-related activities. They have 
a laugh awould be also viewed as sec-
ular symbols. They then toast to cele-
brate that, although Roman Catholics 
comprise only 20 percent of the U.S. 
population, they control the Supreme 
Court. 
Michael Ware 
Maryland

Photo of ‘recycled’ church 
brought back memories

I’m a new member of the Free-
dom from Religion Foundation and 
just received the March issue of Free-
thought Today. It’s a very impressive 
publication.

I’m writing to share my enthusiast 
reaction after seeing the photos fea-
turing “Former churches with better 
missions.” In the upper right corner 
is the church photo sent in by FFRF 
member David Nolley. I immediately 
recognized that church, as I was forced 
to attend Sunday school there as a lit-
tle boy. It is in Lapeer, Mich., and the 
farm I grew up on is just a few miles 
away. I’m 75, and the memories I have 
of the church are fuzzy, at best. I have 
always loved the architecture of the 
little church and have wondered what 

became of it. It’s nice to hear that it 
has been “recycled” and is being loved 
in a useful way.

Keep up the good work. I’m glad I 
saw the Ron Reagan ad and became 
familiar with your foundation and the 
important work you are doing in re-
minding citizens that the U.S. Consti-
tution makes it very clear that state and 
church must remain separate. 
Dar Davis 
Michigan

An egg-celent way to 
spend an afternoon

On March 20, some friends and I 
decided to reclaim the ancient art of 
making “Ukrainian” dyed eggs, but 
without any of the elaborate Christian 
symbology that was imposed on this 
pagan springtime art form. Fittingly, 
we chose the vernal equinox as the ap-
propriate date for an afternoon of fun 
and creativity. (Note the two “deviled 
eggs” in the center.)
Abbie McMillen 
Maine

Gaylor’s ‘rapists’ column: 
informative, unapologetic 

I have been an out-of-the closet 
atheist since birth, and a member of 
FFRF since forever.

I look forward to every issue of 
Freethought Today and read it almost 
“religiously,” with the Crankmail section 
among my favorites.

However, among all the excellent 
articles published through the years, 
Annie Laurie Gaylor’s “Priest rapists are 
tools of the Church, not of ‘Satan’” in 
the April issue, takes the prize! So well 
written, so informative, so right to the 
point — and so unapologetic for her 
opinion, shared fully by so many of us, 
but rarely expressed so clearly. 

If I may add a thought of my own, 
it would be that in addition to the 
horrible physical rapes perpetrated by 
hundreds, if not thousands, of clergy 
through the ages, I believe that religion 
in itself is rape of the mind! It forces 
superstition on the young and innocent, 
contaminates their mind and prevents 
unimpaired development of their 
naturally given potential.

What a shame, and what a disaster 
that, in this country, despite our 
world leadership in so many fields, 
we are lagging badly behind the more 
progressive nations in the world, 
especially the Scandinavian countries, 
where religion has practically no 
impact anymore, except as a historic 
peculiarity. I have to emphasize one 
thing, though, from my upbringing 
in Norway: We had an hour of bible 
history every day in school, six days a 
week, from first year of elementary 
school through high school. The result 
was that those who weren’t already 
atheists were turned into atheists. We 
all learned far more about religion 
than many, if not most, church-goers in 
this country. 
Jorg Aadahl 
California

FFRF deserves upgrade 
to Lifetime membership 

I believe that FFRF is the most im-
portant organization protecting our 
rights and freedoms.

So, please upgrade my membership 
to Lifetime status. (At the individual an-
nual rate of $40 a year, I will break even 
in 25 years at the age of 99. Thanks for 
that incentive!)

Keep up the great work, especially 
the legal challenges.
James R. Baxter 
Ohio

Crankmail writers sure 
fit definition of ‘cranks’

I just finished digesting another of 
Freethought Today’s Crankmail sec-
tion, and I had to ask myself: Who are 
all of these gaseous, angry crank writ-
ers anyway?

I went to my close friend — Web-
ster’s Collegiate Dictionary — for a 
little help: “Crank: adjective: bent, dis-
torted, out of kilter, loose.” That sure 
sounded applicable. 

Question: Do these cranks actually 
subscribe to Freethought Today in or-
der to get so cranked up?
Gary Grubb, 
New Jersey

Editor’s note: No, almost all of the 
Crankmail we receive is because people 
contact us after they read or hear about 
something that FFRF does in their 
community.

Weekly suffering: 10 a.m. Sundays

Sue Schuetz send us this church marquee from Arena, Wis. The sign reads, 
“The fellowship of his suffering. Everyone welcome.” Seems about right.
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BLACK COLLAR CRIME
Compiled by Bill Dunn

Arrested / Charged
Gerold Langsch, 75, Austin, TX: Misde-

meanor assault by contact. Langsch, pastor at 
St. Paul Catholic Church, is accused of sexually 
touching a woman in home hospice care while 
administering the last rites Oct. 5. In the arrest 
affidavit, the woman, who has severe complica-
tions from diabetes, alleged Langsch anointed 
her chest with holy water, massaged her breast 
and pinched her nipple while asking, “Does that 
feel good?”

She told police he also tried to slip his hand 
inside her diaper but was unable to and that she 
was left feeling like a “nasty, dirty piece of meat.” 
Source: AP, 3-20-19

Norman E. Washington Sr., 53, Bay Minette, 
AL: Enticing a child and 3 counts of 2nd-degree 
sexual abuse. Washington, pastor at Faith Com-
munity Full Gospel Church, was indicted by a 
grand jury. Source: WKRG, 3-16-19

Jean C. Jean-Philippe, 64, Homestead, FL: 
Sexual battery of an incapacitated victim. Jean-
Philippe, pastor at Sacred Heart Catholic Church, 
is accused of drugging and assaulting a parish-
ioner who brought him food. She alleged she lost 
consciousness after he gave her a drink and later 
woke up naked in bed next to him. Source: Miami 
Herald, 3-16-19

Epati “Pat” Lang, 38, Burien, WA: Rape of a 
child and incest. Lang, youth pastor at Divine Cov-
enant International Church, is accused of repeated 
assaults on a family member, starting when she 
was 15. He also allegedly sent sexually explicit 
text messages to her and “threatened to kill any 
boyfriend she might have.” Source: KIRO, 3-14-19

John G. Allen, 75, York, PA: 4 counts of 
indecent assault and 2 counts of corruption of 
minors. Allen is accused of molesting 2 boys 
between 1997-2002 while they were 13- and 
14-year-old altar boys at St. Margaret Mary Al-
acoque Church in Harrisburg, where he was 
pastor. Allen was removed from ministry in 2002 
and defrocked in 2006. The extended statute of 
limitations for sexual crimes committed against 
minors allows charges to still be filed. Source: 
pennlive.com, 3-14-19

Sabine Griego, 81, Las Vegas, NM: Sexual 
penetration of a minor and coercion resulting in 
great bodily harm and mental anguish. He’s ac-
cused of raping a 9-year-old altar server when he 
was pastor at Queen of Heaven Catholic Church 
in Albuquerque in 1990 and continuing the as-
saults until he was transferred 2 years later when 
the girl was in 4th grade. It’s alleged the Arch-
diocese of Santa Fe knew of complaints about 
Griego as far back as the early 1990s and has 
settled with over 30 victims but never reported 
allegations to authorities. Not until 2005 was he 
removed from the priesthood.

Griego first assaulted “Jane Doe A” in the rec-
tory, according to the arrest warrant, and made 
her clean up the vomit his attack caused. Anoth-
er time, the warrant said, he became angry and 
slammed her face into a table, breaking her nose. 
She told her mother it happened in P.E. class. 
The warrant states he told he would kill her, cut 
out her tongue or hurt her mother if she told any-
one. Source: New Mexican, 3-13-19

John Murray, 77, Newcastle, N. Ireland: 
2 counts of indecent assault. Murray, a retired 
Catholic priest, is accused of assaults on 2 fe-
males on unspecified dates between 1976-82 
when he was pastor at an east Belfast parish. 
Source: Belfast Telegraph, 3-11-19

David N. Powell, 67, Terre Haute, IN: Voy-
eurism with a camera. Powell, pastor at Grace 
Temple Church, is accused of taking a cellphone 
video of a Planet Fitness employee over the top 
of a closed bathroom stall. Powell, a fitness club 
member, allegedly had more images of nude 
men on his phone. The employee told police he’d 
seen Powell earlier standing naked in front of a 
mirror for longer than it would take a person to 
change clothes. Source: Tribune Star, 3-8-19

Pāvels Zeiļa, 73, a Latvian Catholic priest in 
the Diocese of Rēzekne-Aglona, and 2 uniden-
tified men are accused of human trafficking and 
sexual abuse of a defenseless person involving 
a developmentally disabled adult male. A police 
unit combating trafficking and pimping received a 
tip last August from a nongovernmental organiza-
tion that led to the investigation. Source: Latvian 
Public Broadcasting, 3-8-19

Gregory S. Reese, 45, Birch Tree, MO: Child 
molestation and 3 counts of statutory sodomy. 
Reese, pastor at Mountain View Assembly of God 
Church, is charged with having mouth-to-gen-
ital contact with a 14-year-old girl at his home. 
Source: News-Leader, 3-8-19

Armand D. Garcia, 49, Philadelphia: Rape, 
corruption of a minor and sexual abuse of a mi-
nor through the use of photographs, videotapes, 
depictions on computer or films. Garcia is alleged 
to have committed the crimes on Aug. 1, 2014, 
when he was pastor at Immaculate Heart of Mary 
Catholic Parish, where he was assigned in 2011 
after having taken a voluntary personal leave in 

2010. He was transferred in 2014 to St. Martin of 
Tours Parish.

The alleged victim is a 16-year-old altar girl 
who was reportedly offered alcohol and marijua-
na during several encounters besides the one in 
August 2014, some of them recorded on video, a 
source said. Source: philly.com, 3-5-19

Manuel Guevara Fonseca, Heredia, Costa 
Rica: Sexual abuse against an underage per-
son. Guevara, pastor at Santo Domingo Catholic 
Parish, was arrested a day after the Archdiocese 
of San José removed him for a complaint of “im-
proper behavior toward a minor,” the prosecutor’s 
office said. A complaint was lodged with church 
officials in 2015 about the alleged incident 11 
years ago when the complainant was a 12-year-
old altar boy. Source: ameliarueda.com, 2-28-19

Peter McBride, 78, a Canadian deacon min-
istering at St. Helen’s Catholic Church in Vero 
Beach, FL, was charged with soliciting prosti-
tution during a human trafficking investigation 
in which 173 people were arrested. “The Dea-
con’s permission to perform any public ministry 
in the Diocese of Palm Beach was immediate-
ly rescinded and his home Diocese in Canada 
was notified,” a church statement said. Source: 
tcpalm.com, 2-27-19

An unidentified Catholic priest from Ca-
diz City, Philippines, is charged with molesting 
a 4-year-old girl. Police 
and Gerardo Alminaza, 
Diocese of San Carlos 
bishop, declined to name 
the priest or the parish. 

The alleged victim 
attends the church day 
care where the priest 
is assigned and where 
her mother works as a 
secretary, said Robert 
Mansueto, acting Cadiz 
police chief. He said the priest allegedly kissed the 
girl and touched her genitals on several occasions, 
the last on Feb. 8. Source: inquirer.net, 2-27-19

Jesus A. Castañeda Serna, 51, Fresno, CA: 
Multiple counts of sexual battery by represen-
tation of professional purpose. He’s accused of 
performing sex acts on 2 males while serving as 
pastor at Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, an An-
glican church where he served from 2007-17. Po-
lice believe there are many other victims, some of 
whom are undocumented and afraid to report the 
alleged abuse.

Police Chief Jerry Dyer said Castañeda Ser-
na allegedly told followers they had sinned or 
were cursed and needed to be rubbed with “sa-
cred oil” and that he had to examine their semen 
before they could be healed. Source: Fresno 
Bee, 2-26-19

Michael Wustrow, 56, Rockville Centre, NY: 
Receipt and possession of child pornography.  
Until an FBI raid in September 2017, Wustrow 
directed 8 choirs at St. Agnes Catholic Cathedral, 
including a 50-voice choir for boys and girls in 
grades 1-2. He has a master’s degree in organ 
performance from Yale University and was set to 
start a new job as music director for the Diocese 
of Orlando in November 2017 but withdrew after 
the raid. Source: NY Daily News, 2-26-19

Pleaded / Convicted
Richard J. Shaka, 73, Blaine, MN: Pleaded 

guilty to criminal vehicular homicide involving 
grossly negligent driving in the death of Jenna 
Bixby, 30, who died when Shaka crossed the 
center line into her lane in February 2018. He’s 
the founding pastor of All Nations Christian As-
sembly and taught bible and theology courses at 
North Central University. Shaka’s blood alcohol 
was more than twice the legal limit. A plea deal 
calls for a relatively light sentence of 32 months 

in prison and 16 months’ supervised release.
Bixby, a 911 dispatcher at the Minneapolis 

Emergency Communications Center, was driving 
to work about 8 p.m. Her husband was listening 
to the dispatch audio and could hear an officer re-
port the victim was “not breathing, unresponsive.” 
Two hours later, state troopers knocked on his 
door with the grim news. Source: KROC, 3-5-19

Donald L. Reynolds, 59, Edmore, ND: 
Pleaded guilty to felony theft for stealing $34,668 
since 2004 as pastor of High Plains Ministry, a 
congregation of 6 merged Lutheran parishes. He 
resigned in June after being confronted. A plea 
deal calls for him to either serve a month in jail or 
complete 300 hours of community service, along 
with restitution and 3 years’ probation. Source: 
Grand Forks Herald, 3-4-19

Luckner Stimphil, 55, Brandon, FL, and 
Elwolfine Dufort, 31, Riverview, FL: Plead-
ed guilty to conspiracy to defraud the United 
States. Stimphil, pastor at First Calvary Family 
Life Ministry in Tampa, and Dufort, his daughter, 
agreed to pay over $11 million in restitution to 
the U.S. Treasury.

Stimphil operated a tax preparation business 
called Top Popular Tax from 2011 through at 
least mid-2015. Court records show the business 
submitted false information on clients’ Schedule 
C and 8863 forms, the latter associated with a 

claim for the American 
Opportunity Credit, and 
on other forms such as 
claims for the tax credit 
on fuels. Source: Busi-
ness Journal, 2-28-19

Scott A. Patschke, 
53, Wausau, WI: Plead-
ed guilty to child entice-
ment for sending sexu-
ally explicit messages 
to a person he thought 

was a 15-year-old boy. Patschke, associate pas-
tor at Trinity Lutheran Church, sent nude photos 
and tried to arrange a meeting in the bathroom of 
a Walmart in Rib Mountain. He was actually ex-
changing messages with members of a citizen-led 
sting group called Impact. Group members met 
him and recorded the interaction, then shared it 
with police. Source: Daily Herald, 2-26-19

Jordan D. Baird, 27, Warrenton, VA: Pleaded 
guilty to 2 counts of indecent liberties with a mi-
nor by a person in a position of trust for attempt-
ing to have sex with a 16-year-old girl from The 
Life Church in 2014 when he was a church youth 
leader and music teacher.

Baird served 8 months in jail in 2015 for tak-
ing indecent liberties with a minor and for send-
ing suggestive messages to another teen girl. 
Source: Fauquier Times, 2-25-19

Sentenced
Francis McDermott, 75, Biddeford, England: 

9 years and 11 months in prison after a jury found 
him guilty of 18 counts of gross indecency and in-
decent assault on 6 male and female victims un-
der age 16 or 14, including a brother and sister, 
while he worked as a Catholic priest in 1971-79.

A female victim from Norwich told the court 
how he took advantage of her after her father 
died. “You put your hands down my knickers and 
snogged me. My first experience should not have 
been with a Roman Catholic priest who was 17 
years older.”

Another woman told the judge she “naively felt 
I was complicit” and that “McDermott groomed 
me, my parents and my siblings,” calling him a 
“disgusting, despicable, lying monster.” Source: 
UK Mirror, 3-15-19

Michael A. Endicott, 75, Brisbane, Australia: 
1 year in jail with all but 6 months suspended for 
convictions of indecent dealing with a child for 

taking nude photos of a boy when he was 9 and 
13 and Endicott was a Catholic priest and teach-
er at Villanova College in the 1970s and 1980s. 
He told the court the photos were artistic rather 
than sexual. He pleaded guilty in 2010 to simi-
lar offenses involving another boy and received 
a suspended 1-year term. Source: ABC, 3-8-19

William E. “Tim” Smith Jr., 48, Palmer, TN: 
9½ years in prison after a jury found him guilty of 
attempted rape of a child. Smith, pastor at Palmer 
Church of God, was found having sex in his truck in 
June 2018 with a 12-year old girl in a remote wood-
ed area where deputies were looking for a stolen 
vehicle, said Grundy County Sheriff Clint Shrum. 
He was also found in possession of Schedule II 
prescription drugs. Source: WVTC, 3-8-19

Ryan C. Mutchler, 31, Beaverton, OR: 60 
days in jail, 5 years’ probation and sex offender 
registration after pleading guilty to online sexual 
corruption of a child. Mutchler, a youth pastor at 
Mountain Park Church and band teacher at Alo-
ha High School, befriended a 14-year-old girl in 
June 2018 at a church camp, started “sexting” 
her and suggested meeting for sexual activities. 
He later sent explicit messages to a detective 
posing as the girl and using her phone. Source: 
KOIN, 3-7-19

Taylor T. Martin, 23, Lincoln, NE: 1 year in jail 
after pleading no contest to debauching a minor 
in 2017 for kissing a 12-year-old boy in a church 
bathroom and asking if he could perform a sex act 
on him. The boy allegedly told Martin no and left. 
Martin was a youth leader at First Plymouth Con-
gregational Church. Source: Journal Star, 3-7-19

Philippe Barbarin, 68, Lyon, France: 6 
months in prison suspended and a fine of 
€45,000 ($50,600) after a court found him guilty 
of failing to report sexual abuse of Boy Scouts by 
Bernard Preynat, a priest in the Catholic Archdio-
cese of Lyon. Barbarin, a cardinal and archbish-
op, “made the choice in conscience, to preserve 
the institution to which he belongs, not to transmit 
them to justice,” said Brigitte Verney, president of 
the Lyon Criminal Court.

Preynat was first accused in 1991 and retired 
in 2015. He’s under indictment and awaits trial. 
Barbarin became archbishop in 2002. Source: 
NPR, 3-7-19

An unidentified priest, age 50, 
Canet-en-Roussillon, France, was sentenced to 
15 years in prison for the rape and sexual as-
sault of 3 male adolescents between 2006-09 
when he was pastor of St. Joseph Catholic Par-
ish. It was alleged in court that the bishop of the 
Diocese of Perpignan failed to investigate alle-
gations about the Swiss-born priest. Source: La 
Croix International, 3-4-19

James Jackson, 50, W. Palm Beach, FL: 100 
years in prison after a jury found him guilty of 11 
counts of sexual activity with a child and lewd 
or lascivious molestation. He was arrested in 
2016 after 3 underage girls told investigators he 
used his status as a pastor of a storefront church 
called Life in the Garden Ministries to groom 
them for sex during counseling sessions. He and 
his wife also ran a group called Positive Habitat 
for Aspiring Teens.

Valerie Jackson, 49, pleaded guilty to child 
abuse and child neglect charges in May 2018 
and awaits sentencing. One girl testified she was 
a preteen when “sessions” with Jackson involved 
watching pornography on his laptop that led to 
sex. Source: Palm Beach Post, 3-1-19

Terry Millender, 54, Alexandria, VA: 8 years 
in prison after a jury found him guilty of multiple 
fraud counts while he was senior pastor at Victori-
ous Life Church. His wife, Brenda Millender, was 
convicted on some counts and acquitted on oth-
ers before a judge vacated all counts against her.

Court records said the pastor recruited inves-
tors in a $2-million scheme by saying he would 
use Nigerian oil deals to finance micro-loans to 
African entrepreneurs that would provide a high 
rate of return. In reality, he used the money to 
conduct high-risk day trades and buy a $1.75-mil-
lion home. Source: Fox DC, 2-26-19

Ellis W. Simmons, 40: 11 years in prison 
after pleading guilty to criminal sexual conduct, 
admitting to 2 instances of sexual penetration of 
an 11-year-old girl in 1999-2000 and a 2005 in-
stance with a 14-year-old girl. He was a youth 
pastor at St. Mark African Methodist Episcopal 
Church and at Calvary Baptist Church in Duluth, 
MN. He served time from 2013-17 in Illinois for 
molesting 3 girls ranging in age from 7 to 10.

Statements from both Minnesota victims were 
read at sentencing. “The choices this monster 
made left me broken physically, mentally and 
spiritually before I was even a teenager,” one 
wrote. “Saying out loud what he did was an un-
bearable task. He took away my ability to speak.” 
Source: News Tribune, 2-26-19

Civil Lawsuits Filed
Catholic priest Rigoberto Rivera and the 

Archdiocese of Santiago, Chile, are being sued 
for $530,000 by Daniel Rojas Alvarez, 43, an indi-
gent man who alleges Rivera drugged and raped 
him in 2015. Rojas Alvarez alleges it happened at 
the cathedral, where he’d gone to get help to buy 
medicine for his daughter, and that when he later 

Castañeda Serna allegedly 
told parishioners he had to 
examine their semen before 
they could be healed.
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told Cardinal Ricardo Ezzati what happened, Ez-
zati told him to pray for Rivera, gave him $45 and 
asked him not to tell anybody else. 

Pope Francis accepted Ezzati’s resignation 
as archbishop of Santiago in March, 2 years after 
he offered it. Source: AP, 3-22-19

The Diocese of Camden, NJ, St. Francis of 
Assisi Catholic Parish and deceased former 
Bishop Celestine Damiano conspired to cover 
up a 1962 assault by Richard Gerbino, pastor 
at St. Francis in Vineland, alleges a suit filed by a 
73-year-old who says he reported the assault to 
another priest right away and was driven to see 
Damiano.

“Never speak of this again,” was Damiano’s 
response, the suit alleges. Ironically, the priest 
who drove him, John P. O’Connor, admitted 
molesting a boy in 1984 and was removed from 
ministry in 2002.

Plaintiff “A.S.” says his friend slept in O’Con-
nor’s bed in the parish house on the night in 
question during a visit while O’Connor slept on 
the couch and he slept with Gerbino in his bed. 
Gerbino, now deceased, was O’Connor’s su-
perior. The plaintiff was friends with O’Connor 
when he was in high school and O’Connor was 
a seminarian.

During the night, he alleges, Gerbino grabbed 
A.S.’s penis and tried to make the 16-year old 
touch his but he wouldn’t and fled the room. The 
diocese confirmed that it paid a settlement last 
year to the daughter of another of Gerbino’s al-
leged victims, Michael Kissell, who killed himself 
in front of her in 1970 when she was 7. Gerbino 
resigned from St. Francis in 1980 due to a drink-
ing problem, it was reported at the time. Source: 
nj.com, 3-13-19

St. Bartholomew of the Apostle Parish in 
Scotch Plains, NJ, the Catholic Archdiocese of 
Newark and then-Archbishop John H. Myers 
are being sued for negligence by “Richard Roe,” 
who alleges he was molested by convicted 
priest Kevin Gugliotta when he was 11 in 2004, 
a year after church officials were told about al-
legations he assaulted Boy Scouts before be-
coming a priest.

Despite the allegations, Gugliotta was ap-
pointed head of youth ministry at St. Bartholomew 
and later transferred to a Mahwah parish. Roe, 
now 26, alleges he forced him to participate in 
oral sex, fondling and masturbation on trips and 
on church property. He pleaded guilty in 2016 in 
Pennsylvania with 20 unrelated counts of child 
pornography and was recently released from 
prison. Source: nj.com, 3-10-19

Close Israeli relatives of Eliezer Berland, 81, 
leader of the Shuvu Bonim Hasidic sect who was 
convicted of sex crimes in 2016, are being sued 
for alleged personal use of charitable donations 
totaling $13.76 million. Berland’s wife, son, 
grandson and 11 others are accused by Isachar 
Bar Hillel, who was appointed by the Justice Min-
istry to liquidate the assets of Shuvu Bonim. Bar 
Hillel determined much of the money went to buy 
real estate overseas, including in the Ukrainian 
city of Uman, a pilgrimage destination in Bratslav 
Hasidism. Source: Times of Israel, 3-4-19

The Diocese of Oakland, CA, and Bishop 
Michael Barber are being sued by “John Doe,” 
26, a former seminarian who alleges he was 
blindfolded and raped by Catholic priest Van 
Dinh in the St. Michael’s Catholic Church rectory 
in Livermore in 2017. A warranted search turned 
up a glass meth pipe, thong underwear, a blind-
fold and sex toys.

Livermore police recommended charging 
Dinh with sodomy by force, violence or fear 
and oral copulation by force or fear, but the Ala-
meda County District Attorney’s Office declined 
to prosecute without specifying why. Source: 
KNTV, 2-26-19

Civil Lawsuits Settled
The Diocese of Norwich, CT, agreed to pay 

former altar boy Jonathan Roy $900,000 to set-
tle a claim he was molested “hundreds of times” 
by now-deceased Catholic priest Paul Hebert 
at Most Holy Trinity Parish between 1990-96, 
starting when he was 11. Hebert died in 2010. 
It’s alleged Hebert bought him expensive gifts, 
gave him money and plied him with alcohol to 
keep him under his control and that former Bish-
op Daniel Reilly knew or should have known that 
Hebert had engaged in deviant conduct with boys 
at St. Michael’s in Pawcatuck as far back as the 
1970s. Source: Hartford Courant, 3-12-19 

Mitchell R. Olson and Grace Ministry 
Center, Kimball, MI, settled for an undisclosed 
amount a suit filed by Justine L. Morden, now 21, 
who alleges sexual abuse by Olson when he was 
pastor of the church in 2016. Criminal charges 
were never filed. Olson resigned in October 2017 
and now works as a realtor.

Morden’s family belonged to the church. After 
she approached him to learn how to get closer 
to God, she alleges, Olson arranged to come to 
her apartment to perform an anointing ceremony 
to cleanse her of her sins. According to the po-
lice report cited in the suit, Olson made “skin to 
skin contact” with her shoulders, breasts, stom-
ach, buttocks and pubic region while applying oil. 
Source: Times Herald, 3-8-19

The Diocese of Rochester, NY, has offered 
a 5-figure settlement to a woman who accuses 
Janice Nadeau, 85, a retired Catholic nun, of 

physical and sexual assault when Nadeau was 
principal at St. Margaret Mary School in Ironde-
quoit in 1977. The School Sisters of Notre Dame 
nun now lives in a long-term care facility and suf-
fers from advanced dementia.

Her accuser, Christina Grana, 54, told a re-
porter that Nadeau “was the monster in my clos-
et. She was the monster under my bed.” She and 
others described her as a harsh and aggressive 
disciplinarian who like to “pick on” students. 

Grana said what set Nadeau off on that day 
in 1977 was a letter from her mother telling the 
nun that the kilt Grana wore as part of her school 
uniform as a 12-year-old was not too short; she 
had measured it and it was within the rules.

She alleges Nadeau slapped her and 
knocked her to the floor after reading the letter, 
then straddled her. “She kept yelling at me, say-
ing, ‘You’re a slut’ and ‘You’re inviting rape and 
you’re going to get raped.’ ” Then she reached 
under Grana’s kilt and penetrated her, some-
thing Grana didn’t tell anyone for 41 years.

“I remember looking in the mirror and seeing 
handprints on my face,” Grana told a reporter. 
She remembers seeing blood in her urine. The 
diocese also interviewed her mother, eventually 
agreeing the claims were credible. Source: Dem-
ocrat & Chronicle, 3-1-19

Legal Developments
Eric D. Readon, Miami Gardens, FL, was 

ordered to pay $3,000 plus 6.33% interest in a 
small-claims judgment for failing to deliver a car 
he was selling. LaTasha Blue sued Readon, pas-
tor of New Beginning Missionary Baptist Church, 
in 2017 after she sent him $3,000 as a down 
payment. After 2½ years 
he hadn’t delivered the 
car and kept the money. 
A court document said 
the church was set to 
be auctioned off online 
in late April. Source: 
WPLG, 3-12-19 

Jerred C. Peacock, 
34, Estero, FL, had his 
bail revoked after he 
was found in his car Feb. 11 with the same under-
age girl he was accused of having sexual contact 
with in October. Peacock, a youth pastor at Living 
Waters Church, was arrested then for allegedly 
touching the 17-year-old’s genitals and having 
her touch his at his home while his wife was at 
work between March and August 2018. He was 
subject to a “no contact” court order after being 
charged with unlawful sexual activity.

Peacock was interviewed in February 2016 
when he was youth pastor at The Church at Bra-
denton about his church holding a “Silver Ring 
Thing” event to promote teen abstinence. “It’s not 
talked about enough because it’s a little taboo,” 
Peacock said. “We want to create an open dia-
logue with teens.” Source: Naples Daily News, 
3-13-19

Yona Metzger, 66, the former Israeli chief 
Ashkenazi rabbi who started serving 3½ years in 
prison in May 2017 for bribery, fraud and tax eva-
sion, was freed after a parole board granted his 
request for a reduced sentence. The Supreme 
Court had already reduced his original 4½-year 
sentence by a year. Source: Arutz Sheva, 3-6-19

Albert Weathers, 46, Sterling Heights, MI: 
Open murder and use of a firearm in commission 
of a felony. Weathers, pastor at Logos Church in 
Detroit, is accused in the December death of Kel-
ly Stough, a 36-year-old transgendered woman.

At Weathers’ preliminary hearing, Kyra Butts, 
another transgendered woman, testified that 
Weathers “was one of the guys that I hooked 
up with. He would drive around a lot before he 
would pick someone up.” Weathers also worked 
at Great Lakes Water Authority. Source: Detroit 
News, 2-25-19

Brian D. Batke, 72, Surrey, BC, a former 

Cloverdale Christian Fellowship Church elder 
charged with sexual assault and 2 counts of sex-
ual exploitation, has chosen to be tried in Feb-
ruary 2020 by a Supreme Court judge without a 
jury. Charges stem from incidents in 2005 when 
the alleged victim was a minor.

Samuel Emerson, 35, Cloverdale Christian 
pastor, and his wife Madelaine Emerson, 38, 
were charged in 2018 with 28 counts of sexual 
assault, sexual touching of a minor and threats to 
cause death or bodily harm. Their trials are pend-
ing. Source: Surrey Now-Leader, 2-22-19

Allegations
Catholic priest John Paddack is accused by 

5 New York men of sexual abuse when they at-
tended schools and churches in the Bronx, Man-
hattan and Staten Island from 1988-2002. Msgr. 
Paddack, a former teacher and guidance coun-
selor and now the administrator of the Church of 
Notre Dame, denies it and says the men see “a 
chance to make money.” 

Four of the men spoke through a lawyer, 
choosing to remain anonymous, but Rafael Men-
doza, who was a freshman at Cardinal Hayes 
High School in 1996, alleged Paddack would 
“unbuckle my pants and grab my genitals. His 
face would get bloodshot red.”

Another accuser who attended Cardinal 
Hayes and was an altar boy, described similar 
encounters. The New York Archdiocese’s Lay 
Review Board deemed a claim by one of the men 
as unsubstantiated in 2012. Source: NY Daily 
News, 3-18-19

The Diocese of Sioux City, IA, released a 
list of 28 Catholic priests credibly accused of 

sexual abuse of minors. 
One man on the list, 
George McFadden, has 
39 allegations between 
1960-85. The diocese 
paid victim Daniel Nash 
$150,000 in 2007 to set-
tle his suit.

Now living on per-
manent disability in 
Ithaca, NY, Nash says 

McFadden raped him 2 or 3 times a week when 
he was an altar boy from 1969-72: “I became his 
concubine.” He hid his bloody underwear under 
a floorboard in his house. He told his father, who 
went to see McFadden, but Nash still had to keep 
serving Mass.

According to a September 2018 story, McFad-
den is 94 and living in Fort Wayne, IN. “I swear 
on my mother’s grave I never touched him,” Mc-
Fadden told a reporter in February. Source: Daily 
Sentinel/Jefferson Herald, 2-27-19

Removed / Resigned
Geoffrey Brooke, Jefferson City, MO, was 

placed on leave as associate pastor at Immac-
ulate Conception Catholic Church while alleged 
boundary violations with minors are investigated. 
He was ordained in 2015. Source: News Tribune, 
3-16-19

David L. Poulson, 65, Erie, PA, sentenced in 
January to at least 30 months in prison for child 
sexual abuse as a Catholic priest, was defrocked 
by the Vatican. Source: CNN, 3-15-19

Mark Hession was placed on leave from 
duties in the Diocesan Tribunal of the Catholic 
Diocese of Fall River, MA, “because of conduct 
inconsistent with standards of ministerial behav-
ior and in direct violation of the Code of Conduct 
for priests,” a statement said. Hession was pastor 
at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Parish in Seekonk 
until August 2018 when the diocese determined 
he had used church money on personal expens-
es. Parishioners also objected to “inappropriate 
communications” they said Hession sent them. 
Source: WCVB, 3-11-19

Thomas Dunavan, Falls City, NE, was placed 
on leave as pastor of Sts. Peter and Paul Cath-

olic Church during investigation of allegations of 
sexual misconduct dating back about 20 years. 
Source: KSNB, 3-10-19

Daniel O’Hare was put on leave as pastor of 
Catholic parishes in Montgomery and Maybrook, 
NY, due to an allegation he molested a minor in 
the 1990s. O’Hare was ordained in 1965 by the 
late Cardinal Francis Spellman. Source: Times 
Herald-Record, 3-5-19

Miguel Flores, Bakersfield, CA, was placed 
on leave as pastor of St. Joseph Catholic Church 
during reinvestigation of sexual abuse claims in-
volving a girl who was then 16. “The current al-
legation relates to a previous allegation of sexual 
abuse of a minor that was litigated in 2002, at 
which time Fr. Flores was acquitted,” Diocese of 
Fresno spokeswoman Teresa Dominguez said. 
“The current disclosure is considered credible 
which gave cause to reopen a diocesan investi-
gation into the matter.”

A jury in 2002 found Flores not guilty of 3 
counts each of forcible rape and sex with a minor 
and single counts of making threats and intimi-
dating a witness. It was alleged he raped a San 
Joaquin girl who worked as his office assistant 
at churches in Tranquillity and Hanford. Source: 
bakersfield.com, 3-4-19

Carsten Martensen, Ithaca, NY, had his 
chaplain privileges revoked by Cornell University 
during investigation by the Jesuits USA North-
east Province of an allegation of sexual abuse of 
a minor in the 1970s. Martensen has worked in 
campus ministries for Cornell and Ithaca College 
since 2007 and has an “affiliated” chaplaincy with 
the Cornell Catholic Community. Source: Daily 
Sun, 3-3-19

Joseph E. Bradley, Owensboro, KY, was 
suspended by the Diocese of Owensboro after 
an allegation of sexual abuse of a minor while 
he was principal at Owensboro Catholic High 
School in the 1980s. He was ordained in 1975 
and retired in 2011 and also was team chaplain 
for the University of Kentucky and University 
of Louisville men’s basketball teams. Source: 
WFIE, 3-1-19

Patrick Sullivan, ordained in 1982, was 
placed on leave as pastor of Catholic Churches 
in Hawley and Dilworth, MN, after an incident 
the Diocese of Crookston called “a boundary 
issue” with a minor that was not sexual or crim-
inal. The diocese defines a boundary issue as 
language or actions “that would serve to benefit 
the needs of the giver rather than to serve the 
needs of the receiver.”

Sullivan was placed on leave in 2016 after a 
civil suit alleged he abused a 15-year-old boy 
while working at St. Mary’s Mission Church in Red 
Lake in 2008 and was reinstated after a diocesan 
review board deemed the allegation “not credible.” 
Source: Grand Forks Herald, 3-1-19

The Vatican permanently expelled Mauricio 
Víquez, 54, from the clergy, announced the Arch-
diocese of San José, Costa Rica. Víquez has 
been accused of molesting at least 9 minors and 
is a fugitive from justice believed to be in Mexico. 
Source: Tico Times, 2-26-19

An unidentified employee at Community 
Bible Church in San Antonio was fired after con-
fessing to inappropriate text messaging with at 
least 8 boys in the youth ministry program, said 
lead pastor Ed Newton. Police are investigating. 
Source: KSAT, 2-24-19

Robert Gaudio, Chili, NY, was put on leave 
as pastor of St. Christopher’s Catholic Church 
during investigation of a recently received 
allegation of sexual misconduct with a minor in 
1979. Gaudio, who was ordained in 1974, denies 
the allegation.

 A statement from the alleged victim said he 
was a 14-year-old altar boy at St. Andrew’s Par-
ish at the time: “Eventually, he started touching 
me like a friend would, putting his arm around 
me, that sort of thing. Then it progressed. He 
eventually started doing things to me that made 
me feel embarrassed, ashamed and hurt. I didn’t 
know what to do. I felt it was wrong. I finally re-
sisted him, which was hard to do. How can you 
resist God’s representative on Earth? When I did, 
he immediately lost interest in me as an altar boy 
and as a friend. He terminated me as an altar 
boy.” Source: WHAM, 2-24-19

Other
The names of former Milwaukee archbish-

ops William Cousins and Rembert Weakland 
are being removed from buildings as part of the 
Catholic Church’s response wto clergy sexual 
abuse. The archdiocese admits that both men 
reassigned priests after claims of sexual abuse 
of minors were substantiated.

The Archbishop Cousins Catholic Center 
in downtown Milwaukee houses parish offices. 
Weakland’s name will be removed from the Ca-
thedral of St. John the Evangelist pastoral center. 
Source: AP, 3-19-19

Wojciech Polak, the Catholic primate of Po-
land, announced a total of 382 priests abused 
minors from 1990 to mid-2018. The figure in-
cludes 198 priests who molested minors under 
age 15 and 184 who abused victims between 
the ages of 15 and 18. Polak expressed “pain, 
shame and the sense of guilt that such situations 
happened.” Source: USA Today, 3-14-19

Email: blackcollar@ffrf.org

“ I became his concubine.
— alleged victim of Catholic 

priest George McFadden
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FFRF 
ON THE ROAD

FFRF Co-President Dan Barker, center, participated in a debate about God’s 
existence with Ratio Christi pastor Bryan Hurlbutt, second from left, at Utah State 
University in Logan on April 9. The event was co-sponsored by the Utah State 
University Secular Student Alliance and USUSA InterVarsity. On the left is Brock 
Redman with Utah State’s SSA.

FFRF Co-President Dan Barker spoke with the Secular Humanists of Roanoke, Va., which is a chapter of the 
Washington Area Secular Humanists, on March 24. Bill Flynn (blue shirt with arms crossed in middle row) is 
the SHOR president and main organizer of the event.

Dan Barker spoke about “Losing Faith in Faith” (his preacher-to-atheist story) 
at the University of Minnesota on April 18. The event was sponsored by Campus 
Atheists, Skeptics, and Humanists (CASH, which is the longest continuously 
operating secular campus club in the country). 

Dan Barker spoke on the topic of “Love Thy First Amendment” at Vanderbilt 
University on Feb. 14. The event was organized by the Vanderbilt University 
Secular Student Alliance.  

FFRF Associate Counsel Sam Grover 
spoke to a group of about 70 at the 
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of 
La Crosse, Wis., on April 7 on the topic 
of “Civil Rights in the Age of Religious 
Refusal.” “I thought it might be a 
challenge to convince a room of people 
who self-identify as religious that an 
expansion of ‘religious freedom’ rights 
would be a bad thing,” Grover said. 
“But they were quite receptive to the 
idea that as people who care about 
social justice and civil rights, they must 
reject the Religious Right’s attempts to 
drastically expand ‘religious freedom’ to 
protect actions in addition to beliefs.” 

Photo by Chris Line
FFRF Staff Attorney Liz Cavell spoke at 
the Freethought Festival in Madison, 
Wis., on March 29 on the topic of “The 
Masterpiece Cakeshop decision and the 
future of anti-discrimination laws.” The 
annual event was hosted by Atheists, 
Humanists, & Agnostics (AHA) at 
UW-Madison.

Dan Barker was at the University of Iowa on April 
16, where he talked on the topic of “How to be good 
without God.” The event was sponsored by the Uni-
versity of Iowa Secular Student Alliance.

Freedom from Religion Foundation
P.O. Box 750 • Madison, WI 53701 • (608) 256-8900 • FFRF.org

What is the Freedom From Religion Foundation?
Founded in 1978 as a national organization of freethinkers (atheists and 
agnostics), the Freedom From Religion Foundation, Inc., works to keep state 
and church separate and to educate the public about the views of nontheists. 
FFRF has more than 31,000 members. FFRF is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit and 
donations are tax deductible for income tax purposes. 
FFRF’s email address is info@ffrf.org. Please include your name and physical 
mailing address with all email correspondence. 
FFRF members wishing to receive online news releases, “action alerts” and 
“Freethought of the Day” should contact info@ffrf.org.

Your weekly antidote to the Religious Right

  PODCASTS AND BROADCASTS 
  FIND OUT MORE: � rf.org/radio

FREETHOUGHT RADIO

— Hosted by Dan Barker and Annie Laurie Gaylor —
Slightly irreverent views, news, music & interviews
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CARTOONS

from Brigham Young University. 
“I was on track to eternal Mor-

mon stardom, reserved especially 
for faithful men in a church run by 
men,” he has written.

However, he and his then-wife, 
Mary Ann, left the Mormon Church 
in a highly publicized break in 1993.

“The last letter I got from my 
grandfather urged me to go easy 
on the Mormon Church in my 
cartoons,” Benson said. “I decided 
not to follow that advice, given that 
it had persistent historical problems 
with equal rights for women, racial 
equality, intellectual honesty, 
academic freedom, gay rights and 
individual freedom of speech. Plus, 
I didn’t like wearing its funny secret 
Masonic underwear, defending 
Mormon polygamy or believing 
that the Book of Mormon was an 
account of where Native Americans 
actually came from or that a white 
Mormon Jesus visited America after 
he was crucified.” 

His cartoons are nationally syndi-
cated, and at one time appeared in 

more than 120 newspapers. 
Following a cartoon barb at 

then-Phoenix mayor Paul Johnson, 
the city leader wrote to Benson: 
“Your editorial cartoon was rude, 

crude, outrageous, inaccurate and 
poorly drawn. Could I have it for 
my office?”

Benson has also talked political 
cartooning and portrait-painting with 

former President George W. Bush. 
“I like the cartooning, W. likes 

the portraits,” Benson said. “We 
both agreed that the key to doing 
each is capturing the eyes. Other 
than that, we pretty much disagreed 
on everything else.” 

Benson, who says his motto is “I 
don’t aim to please, I just aim,” has 
appeared at several of FFRF’s annual 
conventions, where he received a 
“Freethought in the Media: Tell 
It Like It Is Award” (1999), an 
Emperor Has No Clothes Award 
(2002) and the Friend of Freedom 
Award (2003).

Beginning in 2001, he also 
teamed up with Dan Barker, 
now FFRF co-president, for the 
inimitable “Tunes ’N ’Toons” 
production, a look at freethought 
and religion in the news, combining 
cartoons, music and satire. Some 
of their jointly-written parodies, 
“Godless America” among them, 
are recorded on FFRF’s “Beware of 
Dogma” CD.

Benson
Continued from page 1

These Steve Benson cartoons relate to unconstitutional state actions or bills that FFRF is fighting.
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NATIONAL CONVENTION

REGISTRATION FEES

Member ___$60 $_____

Spouse or Companion (Non-member accompanying member) ___$65 $_____

Child (Under 18 Accompanying Registrant) ___Free $_____

Student with ID (Over 18)  ___$10 $_____
 ☐ I am interested in hotel, meal or travel scholarship
Non-member  ___$115 $_____
 Or join for $40 and save $15 ___$100 $_____

OPTIONAL MEALS / EVENTS
Friday, October 18
Freethought Hall Open House 9:30–11 AM / Must register to attend  ___Free 

Friday Welcome Party (Dinner Buffet) 5–6:30 PM  ___$35 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 3  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Saturday, October 19
Non-Prayer Breakfast ___$20 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 3  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

“Grab and Go” Box Lunch ___$25 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 3  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Saturday Dinner ___$50 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Registrant 3  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free 

 ⊲ Total $_________

☐ I am adding a donation to sponsor student convention scholarships $___________

Please tell us about any ADA accommodations you need in order to fully participate in this convention:

(Make checks payable to FFRF) Return with payment to:  
FFRF, Attn: Convention  |  P.O. Box 750  |  Madison, WI 53701

Name of Registrant 1

Name of Registrant 2

Name of Registrant 3

Address

City   State / ZIP

Phone*  Email*

Credit Card Number  Expiration Date / Security Code

Billing Name / Signature *Contact information for in-house use only

Number Registering Cost

2019 CONVENTION REGISTRATION FORM
Or register online: ffrf.org/convention2019 

FREEDOM FROM RELIGION FOUNDATION

MADISON | OCTOBER 18–20, 2019

Number Registering Cost

Don’t delay! Sign up now!

As always, FFRF’s convention will be great
If you’ve never attended one of FFRF’s 

national conventions, you’ve really been 
missing out. Just ask anyone who has been 
to one (or more). But we offer you anoth-
er chance this year when the 42nd annual 
gathering starts Friday, Oct. 18, and runs 
through, Sunday, Oct. 20, at the Monona 
Terrace Community and Convention Cen-
ter, 1 John Nolen Drive, in Madison, Wis.

FFRF will be hosting an open house at 
Freethought Hall, FFRF’s national office, 
to kick off the convention on the morn-
ing of Oct. 18. The official starting time of 
the convention, at the convention center, 
is 1 p.m. on Oct. 18, continuing through 
Saturday night. FFRF’s membership and 
state representative meetings take place 
Sunday morning, ending by noon.

 Overall, you can expect a weekend of 
great speakers, awesome people, good 
food, irreverent music and wonderful 
conversation. For full convention infor-
mation, go to ffrf.org/convention2019.

Confirmed speakers for this year 
include: 
Jeremiah Camara

During the 2-hour lunch break on Sat-
urday, FFRF will be 
airing Jeremiah Ca-
mara’s movie, “Holy 
Hierarchy: The 
Religious Roots of 
Racism in America.” 
FFRF is offering grab-
and-go box lunches 
for purchase (ahead 
of time) that can be 
picked up right out-

side the main ballroom where the movie 
will be shown. “Holy Hierarchy” explains 
how the belief in a supreme being in co-
lonial Virginia led to notions of supreme 
human beings and how these notions 
morphed their way into the legal system.
Sarah Vowell

She is the New York Times best-sell-
ing author of seven 
nonfictions books on 
American history and 
culture. Her more re-
cent books include 
Lafayette in the Some-
what United States, 
Unfamiliar Fishes, The 
Wordy Shipmates and 
Assassination Vacation. 

An atheist, she has been a columnist for 
Salon.com, Time, San Francisco Weekly, 
and is a contributing op-ed writer for the 
New York Times. 
Wendy Davis

Davis, who catapulted into national 
prominence in 2013 
when she held a 13-
hour filibuster to 
protect women’s re-
productive freedoms 
in Texas, will receive 
FFRF’s 2019 Forward 
Award. Elected to the 
Texas state Senate 
in 2008, she champi-

oned public schools, government trans-
parency and women’s rights. 
Rachel Laser

She will be accepting the $10,000 Hen-
ry Zumach Freedom 
From Religious Fun-
damentalism Award 
on behalf of Ameri-
cans United for the 
Separation of Church 
& State (AU). Laser is 
president and CEO at 
AU. She is a lawyer, 
advocate and strat-

egist who has dedicated her career to 

making our country more inclusive. 
Hemant Mehta 

Mehta, editor of FriendlyAtheist.com blog 
website, will be speak-
ing on the topic of, 
“Is atheism still a ta-
boo in politics?” He 
also appears on the 
Atheist Voice chan-
nel on YouTube, and 
co-hosts the Friendly 
Atheist Podcast. He 
will also be receiving 

one of FFRF’s “Nothing Fails Like Prayer” 
awards and delivering his winning invoca-
tion prior to his talk.
Trae Crowder

He has recently earned national atten-
tion for his “Liberal 
Redneck” series of 
viral videos. Crowder 
has been performing 
his particular brand 
of Southern-fried in-
tellectual comedy in 
the Southeast and be-
yond for the past six 
years. 

Frederick Clarkson 
Clarkson is a senior research analyst at 

Political Research As-
sociates, a progressive 
think tank in Somer-
ville, Mass. He is the 
author, co-author 
or editor of several 
books, including Eter-
nal Hostility: The Strug-
gle Between Theocracy 
and Democracy and 

Dispatches from the Religious Left: The Future 
of Faith and Politics in America. 
Anthony B. Pinn

Pinn, who will be receiving FFRF’s Em-
peror Has No Clothes 
Award, is the Agnes 
Cullen Arnold Pro-
fessor of Humanities 
and professor of reli-
gion at Rice Univer-
sity. He is the found-
ing director of the 
Center for Engaged 
Research and Collab-

orative Learning also at Rice University. 
Andrew L. Seidel 

Seidel, an attorney and author, is the 
director of strategic 
response at FFRF, 
where he uses his law 
degree to challenge 
religious bullies. Se-
idel’s first book The 
Founding Myth: Why 
Christian Nationalism 
Is Un-American fea-
tures a foreword by 

author Susan Jacoby and a preface by 
FFRF Co-President Dan Barker. 
Mandisa Thomas

Thomas, who will be named FFRF’s 
2019 Freethought 
Heroine, is the found-
er and president of 
Black Nonbelievers. 
She has a number of 
media appearances to 
her credit, including 
“CBS Sunday Morn-
ing,” CNN, and Play-
boy, The Humanist 

and JET magazines. Thomas currently 
serves on the Boards for American Athe-
ists and the Reason Rally Coalition, and 
previously for Foundation Beyond Belief 
and the Secular Coalition for America. 

Finally, if you need a place to stay, 

please reserve your rooms now to avoid 
disappointment!

Hilton Madison Monona Terrace, 9 E. 
Wilson St., Madison, WI 53703, the prima-
ry hotel. Call 1-877-510-7465 or 414-935-
5941, or visit bit.ly/2SPTPlz and mention 
“Freedom From Religion Foundation.” 

Sheraton Madison Hotel, 706 John 
Nolen Drive, Madison, WI 53713. Call 
866-716-8134 or 608-251-2300 or visit: 
reservations.com/hotel/sheraton-madison-ho-

tel, mentioning “Freedom From Religion 
Foundation.” Shuttle available.

Park Hotel Madison, 22 S. Carroll 
St., Madison, WI 53703 (3 blocks from 
Monona Terrace). Call 800-279-8811 or 
608-285-8000 or visit parkhotelmadison.com, 
mentioning “Freedom From Religion 
Foundation.” 

To sign up for the convention, return 
the handy registration form below or go 
to ffrf.org/convention2019.
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