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Mark Dann has joined FFRF’s staff as 
its first full-time director of governmental 
affairs. 

The hiring of Dann will raise the na-
tional profile of FFRF in Washington, 
D.C., where he will be based. Dann will 
shape FFRF’s government relations pol-
icy to uphold the separation of church 
and state and the rights of nontheistic 
Americans. 

Dann previously worked as the director 
of governmental affairs for the Secular 
Coalition for America (SCA) and he will 
continue to support SCA’s work. (FFRF is 
a member organization of SCA.) He has 
also served as the federal affairs director 
at Compassion & Choices, an end-of-life 
advocacy group, and as a democracy de-
velopment consultant with the National 
Democratic Institute in Moldova and Iraq. 

The secular movement continues to 
increase its prominence on Capitol Hill. 
Ten years ago, the secular movement had 
only one lobbyist dedicated to making its 
voice heard in Washington. Today, there 
are also governmental affairs representa-
tives from SCA, the American Human-
ist Association, Center for Inquiry and 
American Atheists.

“Public officials, politicians and can-
didates have failed to catch up with the 
changing demographics of the United 
States, where the ‘Nones’ (nonreligious), 
at almost 24 percent, are the fastest-grow-
ing segment, outnumbering Roman 
Catholics,” says FFRF Co-President Annie 
Laurie Gaylor. “We believe it is vital for 
our voice to be heard in order for reason 
and our secular Constitution to prevail in 
social policy and in our laws.”

Established nationally in 1978, FFRF 
has a legal department that ends over 300 
state/church entanglements a year, and 
conducts over a dozen ongoing lawsuits. 

The Secular Coalition for America is 
the nation’s premier advocacy organi-
zation representing atheists, humanists, 
agnostics, and other nontheists. Located 
in Washington, D.C., the SCA lobbies the 
U.S. Congress, White House, and federal 
agencies on issues of concern to our con-
stituency. 

The SCA coordinates activities with 
and provides resources to local secular 
communities across the country. Its mis-
sion is to increase the visibility of and 
respect for nontheistic viewpoints in the 
United States and strengthen the secular 
character of our government as the best 
guarantee of freedom for all.

Photo by Chris Line
Mark Dann has recently been hired as 
FFRF’s  first director of governmental 
affairs.

FFRF refiles case 
against prayerful 
justice in Texas

The Freedom From Religion 
Foundation and a co-plaintiff 
refiled a case on May 29 against 
a Texas justice of the peace who 
regularly foists prayer upon his 
courtroom attendees.

Last September, a federal 
court judge dismissed a lawsuit 
by FFRF and three local plaintiffs 
filed in March 2017 challeng-
ing Montgomery County Judge 
Wayne Mack’s religious rituals 
at the begin-
ning of court 
sessions. U.S. 
District Court 
Judge Ew-
ing Werlein 
Jr., for the 
Southern Dis-
trict of Texas 
in Houston, 
dismissed the 
case because 
FFRF had named  as the main 
defendant Montgomery County, 
which claimed it had no control 
over Mack’s courtroom practices. 
The case was dismissed without 
prejudice, meaning FFRF was 
free to refile the case with new 
defendants.

With the support of compel-
ling evidence, FFRF is doing that.

Mack, a graduate of the 
Jackson College of Ministries, 
where he majored in theology, 
ran for justice of the peace in 

2014 on a platform of instituting 
religious values within the office. 
Now, as a judge, he has made 
the unprecedented decision to 
solicit chaplains to open each 
of his court sessions with prayer, 
a practice not replicated by any 
other court in the country.

Shortly after assuming his 
post on May 1, 2014, Mack insti-
tuted a Justice Court Chaplaincy 
Program that would eventually 
serve as the primary source of 
the chaplains who deliver court-
room prayers. In the beginning, 
Mack made clear that only 
Christian chaplains need apply. 
Mack’s original chaplain training 
manual described the program 
as a “ministry” and included an 
image of a badge, issued by Mack 
to each chaplain who completed 
a training session, that featured a 
large Christian cross in the mid-
dle. Chaplains would wear these 
badges while delivering prayers 
in Mack’s court. Unsurprisingly, 
the overwhelming majority of 
the chaplains in the program, 
and the prayers they deliver, 
have reflected Mack’s personal 
religious beliefs.

By spring 2015, after 
receiving scrutiny from FFRF 
and a formal complaint to the 
State Commission on Judicial 
Conduct, Mack began revising 

FFRF hires director of governmental affairs

Unstable future for Roe
Americans should not stand 
by as women’s health is 
compromised in the name of 
a god who has no place in our 
secular laws and institutions.

The U.S. Supreme 
Court on May 28 upheld a 
religiously motivated law 
signed by former Indiana 
Gov. Mike Pence requiring 
the burial or cremation 
of fetal remains following 
abortion. In the same deci-
sion, the Supreme Court notably evaded ruling 
on another strict component of the same law that 
banned abortions sought on the basis of the sex, 
race or abnormality of the fetus.

FFRF condemns these orchestrated attacks on 
safe and legal abortion. These restrictions, like 
the numerous other anti-choice laws that have 

arisen in states across the 
country (see pages 6-7), 
are intended to impose un-
necessary hurdles, both on 
patients and the doctors 
who provide abortion. The 
Supreme Court decision is 
part of a campaign to chip 

away at legal protection of abortion access until 
the procedure is effectively outlawed.

The unsigned decision indicating the court’s 
decision not to review the state ban on sex- and 
disability-selective abortion cases “expresses no 
view on the merits” of the issue. The decision 

Wayne Mack

See Mack on  page 4See Roe on  page 8
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Brain Bolton, Zoe Dean, Daniel C. Dennett, Linda Greenhouse, James A. 
Haught, David Kalyonides, Ingrid Laas, Chris Line, Erin Louis, Abdullah Al 

Masud, Bailey Nachreiner-Mackesey, Jake Swenson, Dan Watson 
The only freethought newspaper in the United States

Freethought Today caption contest!

We’re not sure where this image originated from, but it was too good to 
pass up. For this month’s caption contest, please write a witty or humorous 
caption for this photo. Email your response to caption@ffrf.org by July 10. 
The winner, chosen by FFRF staff, will receive an FFRF T-shirt! We’ll announce 
the winner and runners-up in the August issue.

Psychologist jumped into the computer age
Name: MaryAnn (DeNicola) 

Anderson.
Where I live: Chicago. I’m just a bit 

over a mile from the Art Institute of 
Chicago and the home of the Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra.

Where and when I was born: Gary, 
Ind., in 1928.

Family: Daughter Mélanie Wyn-
ne Anderson, son-in-law Tom Couch, 
granddaughter Carolina Gwinn, grand-
son Evan Couch. 

Education: Master’s degree in psychol-
ogy from Indiana University. 

Occupation: I was a gift shop owner 
until my daughter started kindergarten. 
I was a primary school teacher until I 
completed the work required for my 
master’s degree in school psychology. I 
then worked as a school psychologist un-
til retiring at 65.

In 1981, there was a personnel strike 
that closed the schools, and I found 
myself with little to do after reporting 
to work. But I had 
earlier attended a 
workshop for ad-
ministrative staff on personal comput-
ers, and began hanging out in the de-
partment that housed various desktops. 
So, I learned how to use them. 

I was really exasperated at the amount 
of time required to analyze data from the 
various tasks and tests I administered to 
the children. There was plenty of credi-
ble research, but none of it organized in 
any useful way. So that’s what I did with 

that gifted time — learned how to write 
computer programs. I bought an Apple 

II computer, 
and eventually 
sent letters to 
thousands of 
other school 
psychologists, 
and sold a two-
disk program 
to other child 
psychologists 
across the 
country, on use-
ful approaches 
and recommen-
dations for the 

teachers.
Person in history I admire and why: 

I admire Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
immensely. He struggled to overcome 
terrible physical handicaps, then dared 
to challenge the social beliefs of his 
caste to address the ills of the country 

with imaginative 
approaches never 
before dreamed of.

These are a few of my favorite 
things: Live music, bridge with friends, 
reading.

My doubts about religion started: 
I’m not sure. My mother, though she 
had never previously attended church, 
began to do so many years later when 
she moved next door to my sister, 
whose brother-in-law was a priest. My 
dad was an atheist, and I was a “daddy’s 

girl.” When I was about 11, my mother 
sent me to catechism classes and had 
me take a first communion. Unlike my 
siblings, I was rebellious, and my moth-
er often sent me off to confession with 
instructions to tell the priest about all 
the times I sassed her. Unfortunately 
for her, I didn’t feel like a sinner. May-
be that was the beginning of my athe-
ism. I’m not sure when I stopped be-

lieving in a God, and I’m not at all sure 
that I ever had a strong belief in the 
first place. My sibs, who each spent at 
least one year in Catholic schools, are 
all quite religious, and try to not be too 
aware of my atheism. Surprisingly, some 
of my nieces and nephews are atheists, 
which really gives me a nice warm fuzzy 
feeling, though I have played no part in 
their nonbelief.

MEET A MEMBER

MaryAnn (DeNicola) 
Anderson

This photo captures MaryAnn Anderson having a cigarette while her husband reads 
a magazine in 1955.

FFRF welcomes 22 new Lifers
FFRF welcomes and thanks our 22 

new Lifetime Members and two new 
Immortals.

The new $1,000 Lifetime Members 
are Jody Beighley, Rita E. Bell, Kate 
Carmichael, Brian Enright, Richard M. 
Fowler, Peter Frey, Conrad Gleich, Rob-
ert Grabeck, Betty Kelly, Jon Klages, Karl 
Kramer, Matt LaPlante, Bob Mendenhall, 
Lanny Peissig, Sharon Peissig, Mike Pow-
ers (a gift from Stephen Van Eck), Rich-
ard J. Pratt, Bryan H. Richardson, Marti 
Tarnowski, Mark Voorhees, Tracy Witmer 

and Thomas Zibinski.
States represented are Arizona, Cal-

ifornia, Florida, Illinois, Kansas, Mary-
land, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New 
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Texas 
and Wisconsin.

Our two new Immortals are Lee 
Salisbury and Carll Peterson. The Im-
mortals category is a donation desig-
nation for those members who have 
contacted FFRF to report they have 
made provisions for FFRF in their es-
tate planning.

Make your own nontheistic cyber billboard at FFRF.org/out, and you might win an 
“Unabashed Atheist” tee, like Keith (above) did.

Barker’s book makes top 100 list
FFRF Co-President Dan Barker’s 

most recent book, Free Will Explained, 
has been rated as one of the best 100 
philosophy books of all time by Book-
Authority.

BookAuthority identifies and rates 

the best books in the world, based on 
public mentions, recommendations, 
ratings and sentiment. 

Free Will Explained came in at No. 99 
and also at No. 10 under the category 
of “Best New Philosophy Books.”
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Author Betty Brogaard was Elvis acquaintance
Longtime FFRF Member Betty Jo 

Brogaard died on April 14 at age 82. 
She was born March 9, 1937, in 

Memphis, Tenn. In an FFRF “Meet a 
Member” profile in 2010, she wrote: 
“Yes, I knew Elvis 
before he was The 
King. He was two 
years older, and 
we went to differ-
ent public schools. 
The extent of our 
limited contact was 
at football games, 
where we would 
say ‘Hi Betty’ and 
‘Hi Elvis.’ (I was very shy.)”

Betty had been a member of FFRF 
since 2000 and left a very generous 
bequest to FFRF.

“We’re very sad about losing Betty, 
and so grateful that she prized FFRF 
to the extent of leaving this signifi-
cant bequest for our work,” says FFRF 
Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor.

She was married to her husband 

Fred for 43 years until he died of a rare 
stomach cancer in 2008.

Betty earned a B.A. from Ambassa-
dor College in Pasadena, Calif., major-
ing in theology and communications. 

“I took creative 
writing classes in 
the Seattle area 
after Fred and I 
forsook the World-
wide Church of 
God cult in the 
1970s,” she wrote.

She retired at 
age 70 after 52 
years of nearly 

continuous office work. She became a 
freelance author, with two published 
books: Dare to Think for Yourself: A Jour-
ney From Faith to Reason and The Home-
made Atheist: A former Evangelical Wom-
an’s Freethought Journey to Happiness. 
“Before opening my eyes to the ‘light’ 
of unbelief, I wrote Christian maga-
zine articles,” Betty wrote in 2010. “I’m 
amazed that I could have believed (or 

tried very hard to believe) the things I 
penned.”

She said it took her a while to finally 
come to terms with her atheism.

“I sporadically and quietly strug-
gled against my growing nonbelief out 
of fear that my marriage would fall 
apart and all my family and friends 
would forsake me. But publicly, I’ve 
been avidly ‘out of the closet’ since 
the mid-’90s.”

But it was a great decision to be free 
from the mental constraints of reli-
gion, she wrote.

“I have contentment and a large 
measure of happiness that I didn’t 
have as a believer because I strove so 
hard and failed to be ‘perfect,’ as the 
bible dictates. I now have the free-
dom to think for myself and apply or 
acknowledge what I learn or question 
without fearing the many things I don’t 
understand. I have learned that I can 
even change my mind without guilt or 
shame as I study, listen to others and 
re-evaluate my position.”

Betty Brogaard is shown with her 
cat in this undated photo that ran in 
Freethought Today in 2010.

“ I have learned that I can 
even change my mind without 
guilt or shame as I study, listen 
to others and reevaluate my 
position. 
— Betty Brogaard

IN MEMORIAM
Bob Tiernan fought several cases for FFRF

FFRF is saddened to report the death 
of attorney and longtime FFRF Member 
Robert Reitano “Bob” Tiernan, 85, on 
April 25 in Paducah, Ky. 

He was born on Nov. 1, 1933, in Nor-
wood, N.Y. to Albert and Grace Reitano 
Tiernan. He graduated from Black River 
High School in New York, LeMoyne Col-
lege in Syracuse, N.Y., and Boston College 
School of Law. The day after he graduated 
from law school, he was drafted into the 
Army and served two years at Fort Dix, N.J. 
Shortly after being discharged from the 
Army, he went to work as an advance man 
on John F. Kennedy’s campaign. He then 
spent 20 years practicing law at the firm of 
Keller & Heckman in Washington, D.C., 
and later specialized in constitutional law 
in Denver. His life was rocked by the death 
of his younger son, Timmy, in 1983, in an 
automobile accident. Following Timmy’s 
death, he spent three years successfully 
promoting the mandatory installation of 
airbags in all cars.

Bob was past president of the Denver 
chapter of FFRF and was FFRF’s Free-
thinker of the Year in 2001. He fought 
several important legal challenges for 
FFRF. He was able to end a 53-year viola-

tion involving a major taxpayer subsidy 
of an annual Easter service in the Den-
ver area and also defended pro bono 
a freethinker accused of “blasphemy” 
for removing a religious cross illegally 
placed in a public right-of-way.

“When people question my dedica-

tion to the principle of church-state sep-
aration, I tell them it must have been the 
most important liberty in the minds of 
the Founding Fathers because they chose 
to lead off the very First Amendment with 
the Establishment Clause,” Bob said in his 
award acceptance speech at FFRF’s 2001 
convention. “It’s a shame that the judicial 
system, and especially the current U.S. 
Supreme Court, has tinkered so much 
with these words because the admonition 
is simple — there shall be no establish-
ment of religion. The idea of ‘accommo-
dating’ religion, which is the current rage 
with the judiciary, absolutely contradicts 
this clear and simple language and de-
means our Constitution.”

Following Bob’s death, Bob’s daugh-
ter Amy Tiernan Ulness wrote “Random 
Thoughts About My Dad.” 

“The first 20 years of his legal career 
were as a partner at the Washington, 
D.C., firm of Keller & Heckman,” she 
writes. “His final years were spent argu-
ing separation of church and state cases 
for the Freedom From Religion Foun-
dation. Cases he worked on challenged 
the placement of religious monuments 
on public grounds, ‘In God we Trust’ on 

money, and religious roadside memo-
rials on public highways. FFRF named 
him 2001 Freethinker of the Year, which 
I thought was ironic considering how 
opinionated he was.” 

She continued: “A few years ago, my 
brother Robert and I visited and he was 
delighted. Dad was weak and frail, bare-
ly ate, and mostly slept. His last words 
and thoughts were of how he wished he 
had done more with us kids. Wished he 
had read more to me. Had come to my 
softball games. Had helped me with my 
homework. Had been a better and more 
encouraging father. Nothing to do with 
his time spent with JFK, or arguing im-
portant cases, or the material stuff he’d 
had. His thoughts and regrets were about 
family and loved ones. During that week, 
he taught me that jobs, money, houses, 
material stuff and fluff comes and goes, 
but the people of your heart are what 
matter in the end. They should matter 
more before the end.” 

Bob is survived by his life partner Ju-
lie Wells; his daughter Amy and her two 
children; his son Robert R. Tiernan Jr.; 
his brother and sister-in-law Kenneth 
and Margaret Tiernan.

Photo by Brent Nicastro
Bob Tiernan

Author, psychiatrist Janet Asimov dies
Janet Jeppson Asimov, 

author, psychiatrist, psy-
choanalyst and widow of 
Isaac Asimov, died on 
Feb. 25. 

She was 92. She was 
born Aug. 6, 1926. She 
earned a B.A. degree 
from Stanford Universi-
ty, an M.D. degree from 
New York University 
Medical School, com-
pleting a residency in 
psychiatry at Bellevue 
Hospital. 

In 1960, she graduat-
ed from the William Al-
anson White Institute of Psychoanaly-
sis, where she continued to work until 
1986. After her marriage to Isaac Asi-
mov on Nov. 30, 1973, she continued 

to practice psychiatry 
and psychoanalysis un-
der the name Janet O. 
Jeppson, and she pub-
lished medical papers 
under that name. She 
was also the former di-
rector of training at the 
William Alanson White 
Institute and a former 
science columnist for 
the Los Angeles Times 
Syndicate.

According to the En-
cyclopedia for Science 
Fiction, most of her 
science fiction was for 

children. Her books include The Sec-
ond Experiment, The Last Immortal, Mind 
Transfer and Murder at the Galactic Writ-
ers’ Society.

With her husband, she wrote the 
Norby Chronicles series, tales for 
young readers starring a robot. She 
also edited a selection of his letters 
called It’s Been a Good Life: Isaac Asimov.

“I met with Janet and photographed 
her for my book A Better Life, and she 
is the first person featured in the proj-
ect to die,” writes author Chris John-
son. “She was rather shy, and a very 
private person, but was also kind and 
generous. She gave me a copy of her 
late husband’s book Nine Tomorrows as 
a gift since she mentioned it was a fa-
vorite of hers, and one that she said 
didn’t get as much attention as some 
of his other, more well-known works. 
She wrote to me that, ‘Human life, 
like the universe itself, has a begin-
ning, a middle, and an end — much 
as a good story does.’”

Janet Asimov
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HEADS UP
A Poetry Column By Philip Appleman

Gravity
F=Gmm’/r2: directly proportional to the
product of the masses, inversely proportional to
the square of the distance…

One false step and you’re off the ladder,
plunging in free-fall		  through
a lifetime	      proportional 
to the product of its losses	         down
through decades to Mother Earth	        who breaks
your heart	    your spirit	      your bones
jarring your life into ceaseless	 pain.

And the pain that will not stop
is a poison vine, its roots deep in your chest,
is a snake reaming your veins, gouging our endless
yesterdays, the ceaseless pain
of history: night after night
you cannot sleep—in the dreary hours
you read about the Age of Faith,
when godly ones bowed to a holy 
ghost, told their beads to a blessed mother,
and ripped off the screaming fingernails
of unbelievers; when priests, inspired
by the Pope’s own personal blessing,
tore off nipples with red-hot tongs;
when monks thumbed out the eyeballs
of heretics and saints, and seared their flesh
to purify their souls.

With enough gravity and pain,
with enough pain long enough,
we will see their glowing eyes: the fervent ones
on the march again. But because our memories
are inversely proportional to
the distance between them, we don’t recall
that when the high wall between priest
and politics is wrecked by frenzied mobs
screaming Hallelujah,
then the godly ones will lead us again—
our ears sliced off,
our tongues cut through,
our foreheads branded—
they will lead us triumphantly back,
back through our hazy memories,
to burn again
in an Age of Faith.

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.

Other books of his, available at shop.ffrf.org, 
include Karma, Dharma, Pudding & Pie and 
Darwin’s Ark: Poems by Philip Appleman.
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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

his courtroom-prayer practice. Now, after 
attorneys have indicated their presence 
in the courtroom and after the docket 
has been called, but before Mack has 
entered, the bailiff or court clerk gives a 
brief introductory statement describing 
the prayer practice. That announcement 
is supposed to include a statement that 
those opposed to prayer may leave the 
courtroom without affecting the outcome 
of their cases, although this has been 
inconsistently incorporated. Mack enters 
the courtroom, and after his introduction, 
the chaplain leads a prayer. The doors 
are magnetically locked. To exit, a person 
must push a button and re-entry can only 
be granted by someone already inside. 

FFRF co-plaintiff John Roe has been 
present in Mack’s courtroom on many 
occasions in recent years, and, on each 
of these occasions, he was exposed to 
a courtroom prayer led by a Christian 
chaplain. In mid-June 2017, prior to 
the start of court, Roe was in the court-
house but not yet in the courtroom. The 
clerk of court entered the room and in-
structed Roe and the litigant that they 
“need[ed]” to enter the courtroom to 
participate in the prayer. This wasn’t 
framed as a request, but as a demand. 
Roe complied because he believes that 

publicly registering his objection to the 
courtroom-prayer practice would jeop-
ardize his client and case.

Roe said he regularly declines business 
in order to avoid appearing in Mack’s 
courtroom. On some matters, Roe elects 
to bring claims in the district court in-
stead of Mack’s court, despite the high-
er filing fees, higher service fees and the 
generally slower docket. These decisions 
are not choices that any attorney or pri-
vate litigant should have to make.

Mack’s courtroom prayer practice 
places the state’s imprimatur on reli-
gion, in general, and Christianity, in 
particular, in violation of the Establish-
ment Clause, FFRF contends. Due to his 
power as a justice of the peace, Mack 
has coerced Roe and others to partici-
pate in his religious practice. FFRF de-
sires a judgment declaring that Mack’s 
courtroom prayer practice violates the 
Establishment Clause and a judgment 
awarding plaintiffs their reasonable at-
torneys’ fees and costs.

FFRF and Roe are being represent-
ed by FFRF Associate Counsel Sam 
Grover, with FFRF Associate Counsel 
Elizabeth Cavell and Attorney Ayesha 
Khan of Washington, D.C., serving as 
co-counsel. 

Mack
Continued from page 1

OVERHEARD
In this country, citing religious or spir-

itual convictions is often a surefire way 
to get out of doing something you’re re-
quired by law to do. . . . It’s time to stop 
giving believers a pass just because their 
beliefs happen to run counter to the laws 
of the nation they live in.
Margaret Renkl, op-ed contributor, in 
her column, “We are taking religious 
freedom too far.”
The New York Times, 5-6-19

Bring it, Bible Bullies! You are bigots, 
sexists, and misogy-
nists and I see right 
through your fake 
morals and your bro-
ken values.
Pennsylvania state 
Rep. Brian Sims, in a 
tweet, after confront-
ing protesters outside 
Planned Parenthood. 
Twitter, 5-5-19

It’s a uniquely American problem. No 
other country has this kind of carnage. We 
are not going to give thoughts and prayers, 
which to me is just bullshit.
Sen. Cory Booker, to David Axelrod on 
“The Axe Files,” saying that gun reform 
needs to be taken seriously.
CNN, 5-12-19

I think God belongs in religious 
institutions: in temple, in church, in 
cathedral, in mosque — but not in 
Congress. What Republicans are doing 
is using God.
U.S. Rep. Steve Cohen, chair of the Ju-
diciary Committee’s Subcommittee on 
the Constitution, Civil Rights and Civil 
Liberties, after the House removed the 
phrase “So help me God” from oaths.
The New York Times, 5-11-19

Session after session, we end up enter-
taining legislation that sends a message 
to my LGBT staff members. . . .They feel 
they’re coming under attack for who 
they are. So, the question I have is: What 
do you say to them? Do you think Chick-
fil-A needs more protection from us than 
our constituents who have a history of be-

ing discriminated against?
Texas state Sen. José Menéndez, during dis-
cussion of a religious liberty bill that would 
outlaw government retaliation against 
someone based on his or her association 
with or support of a religious organization. 
Proponents labeled the proposal the “Save 
Chick-fil-A Bill,” in reference to a provision 
that would allow the Texas attorney gen-
eral to sue San Antonio for excluding the 
Christian-owned chicken franchise from its 
airport. The bill passed 19-12.
Texas Tribune, 5-15-19

The very fact that the Treasury De-
partment and religious organizations 
claimed in their amicus briefs that “the 
survival of many congregations hangs in 
the balance” of the validity of the parson-
age exemption is further proof that §107 
functions as an active subsidy of religion.
Professors Bridget J. Crawford and Emi-
ly Gold Waldman of the Pace University 
School of Law, in a paper for the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Journal of Constitu-
tional Law Online, on why the 7th Cir-
cuit’s unanimous judgment against FFRF 
was wrong.
The Friendly Atheist, 5-16-19

Clericalism, with its cult of secrecy, its 
theological misogyny, its sexual repres-
siveness, and its hierarchical power based 
on threats of a doom-laden afterlife, is at 
the root of Roman Catholic dysfunction. 
. . . Clericalism is both the underlying 
cause and the ongoing enabler of the 
present Catholic catastrophe.
James Carroll, a former Catholic priest, 
in his story “Abolish the Priesthood.”
The Atlantic, June issue

If we don’t want religious people on 
the right employing explicitly religious 
arguments for wielding power because of 
the separation of church and state, then 
why should we want someone on the left 
doing the same thing?
Justin DaMetz, graduate in theology and 
ethics from Garrett-Evangelical Theolog-
ical Seminary, in an op-ed on Pete Butt-
igieg’s faith and how it has taken center 
stage in his presidential run.
Washington Post, 5-20-19

Brian Sims
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   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

NEW!

IN THE NEWS
Abuse survivors left out 
of boys ranch’s history  

Men who were physically abused 
during the 1950s through 1980s at Cal 
Farley’s Boys Ranch are upset that their 
experiences are being airbrushed from 
the history of the ranch’s 80th anniver-
sary celebration. Over 100 have come 
forward with stories of abuse at the pri-
vately operated home for at-risk youths 
near Amarillo, Texas.

Farley’s “offers professional thera-
peutic services in a Christ-centered at-
mosphere,” its website says. Allan Votaw, 
66, who came to the ranch at age 5 with 
two brothers and spent 10 years there, 
remembers a “horror house” where 
staff whipped children until they were 
bruised and bloody and some were mo-
lested by older boys. “You lived in fear, 
you totally lived in fear,” said Votaw.

Beatings came for everything from 
forgetting a bible verse to getting a bad 
grade, it’s alleged.

Although the ranch is now offering 
to pay for counseling, the statute of 
limitations bars legal remedies. Ranch 
President Dan Adams said he believes 
the men but doesn’t want their stories 
included in the ranch’s account of its 
history or as part of a book and film be-
ing produced for the anniversary. Far-
ley is not accused of abuse but was in 
charge during the period in question. 
The city of Amarillo named a Civic 
Center building the Cal Farley Colise-
um after him in 1989. He was honored 
by the U.S. Postal Service with a “Great 
Americans” 32-cent stamp in 1996. 

Janet Heimlich, founder of an 
Austin-based nonprofit called the 
Child-Friendly Faith Project, is leading 
a group of men who are sharing their 
experiences. Heimlich, who is a long-
time FFRF member, is the author of the 
2011 book Breaking Their Will: Shedding 
Light on Religious Child Maltreatment.

Movie pushes Poland to 
confront abuse by priests

In Poland, the two-hour documen-
tary about abuse of children by priests, 
“Tell No One,” has been viewed online 
more than 21 million times since its re-
lease May 11.

Much of the abuse outlined in the mov-
ie took place in the 1980s. The revelations 
from the movie forced people to consider 
how Poland’s Pope John Paul II failed to 
take action to protect children. 

As public outrage has grown, the gov-
ernment has been forced to respond. Par-
liament moved toward imposing harsher 
punishments for those who abuse chil-
dren, and eliminating the statute of lim-
itations on prosecution of such crimes.

After protests, Brunei 
says it won’t execute gays 

Brunei announced on May 5 that 
it would not carry out executions by 
stoning for people convicted of adul-
tery and gay sex, after widespread in-
ternational protest over the brutality 
of such penalties.

Critics of the country’s newly en-
acted Islamic laws said several other 
harsh punishments remain on the 
books, including whipping and ampu-
tation, and they have called for con-
tinued opposition until the laws are 
completely revised.

The sultan of Brunei, Hassanal 
Bolkiah, said that his country had 
gone decades without carrying out the 
death penalty and that it would con-
tinue its de facto moratorium on exe-
cutions despite the new punishments 
codified in April under a harsh inter-
pretation of Islamic law.

Buffalo police ordered 
to not arrest priests

The Buffalo, N.Y., police depart-
ment were ordered not to arrest Cath-
olic priests, according to a story in 
the Buffalo News. Instead, the police 
alerted the bishop’s office to any ille-
gal activities.

The policy “only extended to Cath-
olic priests,” former vice squad Detec-
tive Martin Harrington told the News. 
“If we caught clergy from other reli-
gions, we arrested them.”

 “Something that serious, if it had 

been reported to our detectives, would 
have come to my attention,” former 
Buffalo Police Commissioner R. Gil 
Kerlikowske told the News. “I believe 
the church hierarchy would deal with 
these things themselves as opposed 
to going to police. It’s only in recent 
years that people are finding out that 
things were not being done properly.”

UCSF drops affiliation 
with Catholic hospitals

University of California-San Fran-
cisco announced May 28 that it has 
dropped plans for an expanded affil-
iation with Dignity Health, a Catholic 
hospital chain that puts discriminato-
ry restrictions on abortions, transgen-
der care and other services.

The decision reflects concerns that 
had been raised among UCSF med-
ical professionals and advocates for 
women’s health care and LGBTQ ad-
vocates about the proposed affiliation.

Fundamentalist groups 
pour millions into Europe

Christian right fundamentalists 
linked to the Trump administration 
and Steve Bannon are among a dozen 
American groups that have poured at 
least $50 million of “dark money” into 
Europe over the last decade, OpenDem-
ocracy reported in late March.

These groups have backed “armies” 
of ultra-conservative lawyers and politi-
cal activists. A number of them appear 

to have increasing links with Europe’s 
far right and are spending money on 
a scale “not previously imagined,” ac-
cording to lawmakers and human rights 
advocates, who have called the findings 
“shocking.”

None of these American groups dis-
closes who its donors are — though at 
least two have links to famous conser-
vative billionaires, such as the Koch 
brothers and the family of Betsy DeVos, 
Trump’s education secretary.

Michigan AG announces 
arrests for clergy abuse

Michigan law enforcement officials 
made their first arrests in a statewide in-
vestigation into Roman Catholic clergy 
sexual abuse, the state’s attorney gener-
al announced on May 24.

Five former Catholic priests have 
been charged with criminal sexual con-
duct, Attorney General Dana Nessel 
said at a news conference. But hun-
dreds, or even thousands, of alleged 
victims could still remain across the 
state, she said.

“This is just the tip of the iceberg,” 
she said. “We anticipate many more 
charges and arrests.”

The charges were the latest effort by 
law enforcement nationwide to hold 
Catholic officials accountable for sex-
ual abuse in the church. Four of the 
former priests were arrested in Arizo-
na, California, Florida and Michigan. 
The fifth faces possible extradition 
from India.

60% would consider voting 
for an atheist president

A 2019 Gallup poll showed that 60 
percent of U.S. voters would have no 
problem if a presidential candidate is 
an atheist, the highest percentage to 
date. However, it still ranks second to 
last, behind only a “socialist.”

When it comes to analyzing the 
atheist support base, 71 percent of 
Democrats were comfortable with an 
atheist candidate, compared to only 42 
percent of Republicans. Age matters 
too, with 72 percent of all voters below 
34 years willing to support any openly 
atheist candidate compared to  54 per-
cent of the 55 years and up voting pop-
ulation. Also, people with higher for-
mal education support atheism more 
than the less educated.

Irony alert: Ark park 
sues over rain damage

Ark Encounter, Ken Ham’s monu-
ment to biblical literalism in Kentucky, 
is suing insurance carriers over coverage 
for rain-related damages to the property.

It is seeking to recoup what it says 
were $1 million worth of repairs, as well 
as attorneys’ fees and costs, and an un-
specified amount of punitive damages.

After slightly higher than normal 
rains, a slope abutting an access road 
near the ark began to fail. Eventually, 
a “significant landslide” took out a bar-
rier along the road. The theme park 
reported the property damage to its in-
surance companies.

But the insurance companies denied 
claims for the improvements, saying 
that the policy had an exclusion for 
correcting design deficiencies or faulty 
workmanship.

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”

On May 2, about 20 atheists joined the Reason Station’s protest of the Warren, 
Mich., National Day of Prayer event. After a short time, the police approached 
the protesters and told them that hand-held signs were not allowed in the 
City Hall atrium. They were told that if they wanted to display their signs, they 
would have to move outside the building (where the signs could still be seen 
through the glass front wall). Later the protesters were told they would have 
to move across the street, which they refused to do. Member Douglas Marshall 
succesfully sued (along with FFRF, ACLU and AU) in the past to ensure his right 
to have the Reason Station to counter the Prayer Station in City Hall.

Day of Prayer protest

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

By Gaylor, Anne
A must-have for 
any freethinker, this 
gracefully readable 
book contains Gaylor’s 
classic writings. 

Lead Us Not Into 
Penn Station 
Provocative Pieces

—Published by FFRF. 80 pages / PB
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It’s been a busy spring for states that are taking 
action to restrict (or expand) access to abortion.

Several states, such as Ohio and Georgia, have 
passed bills that ban abortion once a “fetal heart-
beat” is detected. Others have been even more strict, 
including Alabama, which recently passed the strict-
est abortion law in the country, banning the proce-
dure with few exceptions.

Several other states are considering “trigger” laws 
that would go into effect to ban abortion should Roe 
v. Wade be overturned.

But some states, such as New York and Illinois, are 
trying to strengthen the abortion rights laws already 
on the books. 

A big part of the reason these new bills have come 
up recently is that the antiabortionists hope they 
can force the Supreme Court, now with a solid con-
servative majority, to take up (and overturn) Roe v. 
Wade, which established a woman’s right to abortion 
in 1973.

So far in 2019, dozens of states have put forth 
legislation related to abortion. Here’s a roundup of 
where those states stand on the topic:

Alabama
Gov. Kay Ivey in May signed into law the nation’s 

most restrictive abortion ban, which makes it a felo-
ny for Alabama doctors to perform or attempt to per-
form an abortion. The law has not taken effect, and 
the ACLU and Planned Parenthood announced a legal 
challenge.

Arkansas
Gov. Asa Hutchinson signed a bill in March that 

bans abortions after 18 weeks into pregnancy, with ex-
ceptions for rape, incest and medical emergencies. The 
state also passed a law in February that would automat-
ically make abortion illegal in Arkansas if Roe v. Wade 
were overturned. The law was expected to take effect in 
May, but the ACLU said it would sue.

Delaware 
Two anti-abortion bills were introduced in January — 

one would ban abortions after 20 weeks, while the other 
would require women to view an ultrasound before they 
get an abortion. Neither bill made it out of the House 
Health and Human Development Committee.

Florida 
A “fetal heartbeat” abortion ban died in a Senate 

committee in January. Another bill would require mi-
nors to get notarized, written consent from a parent or 

legal guardian to get an abortion. The bill passed the 
state House but died in a Senate committee.

Georgia 
Gov. Brian Kemp signed a “heartbeat” bill in May 

that would ban abortions by six weeks of pregnancy. 
The ACLU said it plans to challenge the law in court. 
The state currently bans abortions after the 20-week 
mark. The bill would take effect next year unless it’s 
blocked in court.

Idaho 
A bill was proposed in 

January that would seek 
to make abortion murder 
and end its exemption 
from the state’s current 
murder laws. The bill 
would repeal part of the 
existing state code that 
protects women getting 
abortions, as well as their 
doctors, from getting 
charged with murder.

Illinois 
In February, a bill was 

introduced that would 
create a fundamental 
right to abortion in 
the state. Under the 
proposed law, there 
would be no restrictions 
on getting an abortion, 
and a woman could get 
an abortion at any time 
during her pregnancy 
for any reason. The 
bill is still in a House 
committee.

Indiana 
The Supreme Court 

in May agreed to a com-
promise on a restrictive 
Indiana abortion law 
that keeps the issue off 
its docket, at least tem-

porarily. The court said a part of the law dealing with 
disposal of the “remains” of an abortion could go 
into effect. But it did not take up a part of the law 
stricken by lower courts that prohibited abortions 
because tests revealed an abnormality. The court in-
dicated it would wait for other courts to weigh in 
before taking up that issue.

In April, Gov. Eric Holcomb signed two other abor-
tion-related measures, both of which limit access to 
the procedure. One law prohibits dilation and evac-
uation abortions, a common method used in sec-
ond-trimester abortions. The law takes effect July 1, 
but the ACLU said it will sue.

The other would give more medical professionals 
the option to choose not to perform abortions or take 
part in abortion-inducing care.

Kentucky 
Gov. Matt Bevin signed legislation in March ban-

ning abortions after a “fetal heartbeat” is detected, 
usually at around six weeks of pregnancy. A federal 
judge stopped the law from going into effect while it’s 
being challenged in court by the ACLU.

Also, a 2018 abortion law was struck down by a fed-
eral judge earlier this month. It would have halted 
a common second-trimester procedure to end preg-
nancies. Bevin has vowed to appeal. 

Louisiana 
Gov. John Bel Edwards signed a “fetal heartbeat” 

bill  in May. The Louisiana House is also set to vote on 

States begin push to challenge Roe v. Wade

“ When God creates that life, that miracle 
of life inside the woman’s womb, it’s not our 
place as humans to extinguish that life.” 

— Republican Alabama state  
Sen. Clyde Chambliss

“One of the tenets of our democracy is 
that we have a separation of church and 
state, and under no circumstances are 
we supposed to be imposing our faith on 
other people.” 

— Democratic U.S. Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand

“Today, in states that have legislated fetal personhood, women 
are already arrested on suspicion of harming or endangering their 
fetuses, including by using drugs, attempting suicide or, in a case in 
Utah, delaying a cesarean section. There’s no reason to believe that, 
in states where abortion is considered homicide, prosecutors will be 
less punitive when investigating it.”	

— N.Y. Times Columnist Michelle Goldberg
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a measure that would ask voters statewide if they want 
to add a line to the state’s Constitution saying it does 
not provide for abortions or abortion funding.

Massachusetts 
A bill proposed in January is being considered to 

expand abortion access, allowing for abortions after 
24 weeks. It was referred to a state Senate committee.

Minnesota 
In March, a Minnesota Senate committee ad-

vanced a bill that would ban abortion after 20 weeks 
of pregnancy, except in the cases of risk or danger 
to the pregnant woman. The legislation has stalled 
there.

Mississippi
Gov. Phil Bryant in March signed a bill banning 

abortions in the state once a fetus has a detectable 
“heartbeat.” The law was challenged in court by the 
Center for Reproductive Rights. Judge Carlton Reeves 
said it “smacks of defiance” and blocked it from going 
into effect on July 1.

Missouri
Gov. Mike Parson in May signed a bill banning 

abortion in the state at the eight-week mark in a 
pregnancy. The law takes effect Aug. 28, but legal 
challenges are expected.

Montana
Gov. Steve Bullock vetoed a “born alive” bill that 

would require a fetus born alive after an abortion 
procedure to be treated as a legal person. Lawmakers 
also considered multiple laws restricting abortion 
in 2019, including a “heartbeat” bill and a ban on 
abortion after 20 weeks of pregnancy.

New Mexico
The state Senate upheld an existing law making 

an abortion a felony, a law that would apply if the 
Supreme Court struck down Roe v. Wade.

New York 
In January, Gov. Andrew Cuomo signed a bill that pro-

tects access to abortion even if Roe v. Wade is overturned. 
The law decriminalizes abortion and allows some late-
term abortions in cases where the fetus is not viable or 
when necessary to protect the woman’s life.

Ohio
Gov. Mike DeWine signed into law one of the coun-

try’s most stringent abortion laws in April, banning 
abortion once a “fetal heartbeat” is detected. The law 
will take effect in July unless it is blocked in court. The 
law is currently being challenged in court by the ACLU.

Utah 
Gov. Gary Herbert signed a bill in March 

banning abortions after 18 weeks. A federal judge 
blocked the state from enforcing the law while it’s 
being challenged in court by the ACLU and the 
Planned Parenthood Association of Utah. The law 
creates criminal penalties for doctors who perform 
abortions after 18 weeks of pregnancy.

North Dakota 
Gov. Doug Burgum 

in April signed into 
law a measure that out-
laws a second trimester 
abortion procedure 
known as dilation and 
evacuation. In addi-
tion, abortion rights 
advocates are consid-
ering filing a lawsuit 
over a law that would 
require a clinic to read 
a script about reversing 
medical abortions.

Pennsylvania
House lawmakers ap-

proved in May a measure 
that would bar abortions 
solely because of a possi-
ble Down syndrome di-
agnosis. Aborting a baby 
based on its sex is already 
outlawed in the state. 
The bill has an exception 
permitting women to get 
abortions in cases of rape, 
incest or endangerment 
to the woman. It was sent 
to the Senate.

Rhode Island
The state House passed a bill in March that 

would guarantee abortion rights in the state, but 
it was voted down by the state’s Senate Judiciary 
Committee. Senators have vowed to attach the bill 
to other legislation.

South Carolina
Gov. Henry McMaster has said he will sign a bill 

that would ban abortions at six weeks. The bill passed 
the state House but was not taken up by the Senate 
before the legislative session adjourned for the year.

Tennessee

Gov. Bill Lee in May signed a so-called “trigger” 
law that would make abortion illegal if Roe v. Wade is 
altered or overturned.

Texas
Gov. Greg Abbott is expected to sign an abortion 

bill that would punish any doctor who failed to treat 
a fetus that survived an abortion procedure. 

The Texas Senate also passed a bill eliminating 

exceptions for the state’s ban on abortion after 20 
weeks. The bill is currently under consideration in 
the state House.

Vermont
Gov. Phil Scott is expected not to veto a bill making 

abortion a “fundamental right.” The bill, approved 
by both the House and Senate, would “recognize as 
a fundamental right the freedom of reproductive 
choice” and “prohibit public entities from interfering 
with or restricting the right of an individual to termi-
nate the individual’s pregnancy.”

Wisconsin
Gov. Tony Evers said he will veto abortion 

restrictions the state Assembly passed in May. One 
of the bills was the so-called “born alive measure,” 
which requires abortion providers to give care to 
fetuses who survive abortion attempts. Doctors 
would reportedly face prison time if they did not 
provide necessary medical care.

“ And I think even when life begins in that horrible situation of  
rape, that it is something that God intended to happen.” 

— Republican Indiana Treasurer Richard Mourdock

“To the bill’s many supporters, this 
legislation stands as a powerful testament 
to Alabamians’ deeply held belief that 
every life is precious and that every life is 
a sacred gift from God.” 

— Republican Alabama Gov. Kay Ivey

“Every child, born and unborn, is a 
sacred gift from God.”

 — President Trump

“What angers me about the GOP’s attempts to turn the United States into a far-right Christian 
theocracy is how dishonest they are about it. At least be forthright about your desire to subvert 
and dismantle our democracy into a creepy theological order led by a mad king.”

— Democratic U.S. Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
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A theocratic official in the Texas attor-
ney general’s office is busy maligning the 
Freedom From Religion Foundation.

Texas First Assistant Attorney Gener-
al Jeff Mateer sent a letter on May 9 to 
San Jacinto County Commissioners, ap-
plauding their decision to maintain four 
large Christian crosses on the outside 
of the county courthouse building. His 
short letter misrepresents the law and 
attacks FFRF, which has asked the coun-
ty to remove the crosses on behalf of a 
local citizen.

Mateer holds extremist legal views. He’s 
so extreme that after President Trump 
nominated him for a federal judgeship, 
his name had to be withdrawn after a 
national outcry. This disgraced, failed 
judicial nominee had previously worked 
for First Liberty, a virulently anti-LGBTQ 
Christian law firm that works to promote 
Christian nationalism. Most notoriously, 
Mateer has called transgender children 
part of “Satan’s plan,” a comment that 
was only one of the many outlandish 

statements FFRF highlighted in opposing 
Mateer’s appointment.

Written as part of his old job at the Tex-
as attorney general’s office, Mateer’s let-

ter to San Jacinto 
County is a brazen 
attempt to defame 
FFRF and to en-
courage the coun-
ty to violate federal 
law to advance his 
personal religion, 
Christianity. His 
missive claims 
that the U.S. Su-
preme Court has 
called FFRF “an 
enterprising plain-

tiff” that the court has “found guilty” 
of “roam[ing] the country in search of 
governmental wrongdoing.” This is false 
(and inadvertently admits that Mateer is 
defending governmental wrongdoing). 
No court has ever found FFRF “guilty” of 
any crime, and the U.S. Supreme Court 

has never referred to FFRF as an “en-
terprising plaintiff.” Furthermore, FFRF 
only contacted San Jacinto County after 
a resident complained to it.

Mateer asserts, “While FFRF threatens 
more than it sues, it often loses when it 
does sue,” which is intentionally mislead-
ing on multiple fronts. FFRF has a solid 
litigation track record, winning 14 of 17 
court decisions since the beginning of 
2016. And FFRF didn’t “threaten” San 
Jacinto County, either. The state/church 
watchdog merely sent the county a com-
plaint letter asking it to comply with the 
law on behalf of a local complainant. 
FFRF dispatches more than a thousand 
similar letters every year, successfully end-
ing hundreds of state/church violations 
annually, and only sues as a last resort.

Mateer misleadingly tells the county 
that it “may display historical symbols, 
like crosses, without violating the Es-
tablishment Clause of the First Amend-
ment.” This is also false. As shown by the 
community’s reaction to FFRF’s chal-

lenge, where 600 people showed up at a 
county commissioner meeting to defend 
the courthouse crosses, there is no ques-
tion that these large crosses are intended 
to promote Christianity. Although Ma-
teer offers to “support” the county if it 
defends the crosses in court, he fails to 
mention that when the county loses, it 
will have to pay the other side’s attorney 
fees. (This is a common tactic for groups 
like Mateer’s old outfit, First Liberty Insti-
tute, and it has cost taxpayers millions.)

Instead of doing the important work 
of a state attorney general’s office, Mateer 
spends his time attacking nonprofits ded-
icated to defending the U.S. Constitution 
and urging Texas counties to violate the 
law so long as they do so in a way that ad-
vances Christianity. Mateer is treating the 
AG’s office like an arm of the Christian 
law firm he used to haunt. Texans should 
demand that Jeff Mateer be replaced by 
someone who will do the job rather than 
advancing a personal religious agenda.

The Lone Star State deserves better.

FFRF NEWS	

Photos by Chris Line 
Andrew L. Seidel, FFRF’s director of strategic response, speaks about his new 
book during a book-signing event on May 16 at Freethought Hall in Madison, 
Wis.  Andrew signs a copy of The Founding Myth: Why Christian Nationalism is 
Un-American for a member. Andrew spoke at seven book events in May.

Jeff Mateer

noted that the court would wait until further appel-
late courts rule on similar laws before considering 
whether to hear a case. In the meantime, the deci-
sion by the appeals court invalidating the selective 
abortion ban stands.

Only Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Sonia So-
tomayor said they would have denied review of both 
issues in the case.

Meanwhile, in Missouri, the state is refusing to re-
new the license of its last remaining clinic to provide 
abortion services. Missouri is now the first state with-
out an abortion clinic since Roe v. Wade was decided 
in 1973.

One in four women will have an abortion in her 
lifetime and more than 70 percent of women oppose 
the overturning of Roe v. Wade. The out-of-touch legis-
lative opposition to abortion access is peddled by the 
Religious Right. Outlawing and restricting abortion 
access doesn’t decrease the number of abortions, it 
decreases the number of safe abortions. Americans 
should not stand by as women’s health is compro-
mised in the name of a god who has no place in our 
secular laws and institutions.

Roe
Continued from page 1

Theocratic Texas assistant AG smears FFRF

FFRF rips Trump administration
for working faith into policy

Founding Myth book tour

President Trump’s acting chief of staff 
and director of the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget has admitted what we 
all know: Christian nationalism is infect-
ing government policy.

Speaking at the National Catholic 
Prayer Breakfast in April, Mick Mulvaney 
told his fellow Catholics: “The president 
has allowed us, Christians of all denomi-
nations, folks from all different faiths . . . 
to be very vocal about their faith, and to 
practice their faith, and to take their faith 
and work it into our policies.” 

This isn’t a surprise. FFRF Director of 
Strategic Response Andrew Seidel broke 
the story that the White House Bible 
Study group influenced the Trump ad-
ministration’s child separation policy. Re-
ligion has been corrupting public policy 
for some time, but it seems to be reach-
ing new heights under the Trump presi-
dency with the current wave of Christian 
nationalism. 

We know that the Muslim ban was mo-
tivated by religion. We know that moving 
the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem 

was motivated by religion. 
We know that pretty much every move 

Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos 
makes to degrade our public schools and 
erode public education is primarily to 
promote her religion.

We know that Trump’s executive order 
on “religious liberty” was motivated by 
religion. That’s why FFRF sued over the 
order — and prevailed.

The warped Orwellian Christian na-
tionalist definition of “religious free-
dom” has become a cause celebre in this 
presidency.

What’s most striking about Mulvaney’s 
comments is not the admission itself — 
which will certainly come up in a few 
court cases — but the brazen nature of 
the admission. Clearly, Mulvaney doesn’t 
think he’s doing anything wrong.

FFRF exists to stop theocrats like 
Mulvaney from using the machinery of 
the state to impose his religion on every 
American citizen and, through our for-
eign policy, numerous non-citizens as 
well.
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Freethought Matters

An antidote to religion on the airwaves 
and Sunday morning sermonizing

Watch our show on YouTube!

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

A weekly half-hour 
TV talk show produced by FFRF

“Freethought Matters” will return in 
the fall. Visit FFRF’s YouTube Channel to 
watch past shows.

Jonathan Stickland

Mike Hill

Israel is on the side of God, and we 
don’t underestimate that.
U.S. Ambassador to Israel David M. 
Friedman, speaking at a celebration 
sponsored by an American evangelical 
group to mark the anniversary of the 
move of the U.S. Embassy to Jerusalem 
from Tel Aviv.
The New York Times, 5-14-19

Of course, it should be hard. And 
the procedure should be painful! And 
you should allow God to take over! And 
you should deliver that baby!
Michigan state Sen. Kim LaSata, speak-
ing about a Republican push to outlaw 
the surgical procedure commonly used 
to end second-trimester pregnancies, 
which would make such abortions more 
painful and hazardous for the women 
who undergo them.
Detroit Free Press, 5-15-19

As plain as day, 
God spoke to me. 
He said, “That 
wasn’t my bill,” 
talking about the 
heartbeat detec-
tion bill that I 
filed. I knew im-
mediately what he 
was talking about. 
He said, “You re-
move those ex-
ceptions and you 
file it again.” And 

I said, “Yes Lord, I will. It’s coming 
back. It’s coming back.” We are going 
to file that bill without any exceptions 
just like what we saw passed in Alabama.
Florida state Rep. Mike Hill, signaling 
he will propose another anti-abortion 
bill without the rape and incest ex-
emptions that were part of his previ-
ous bill which he pulled before it ever 
got a hearing. 

Pensacola News Journal, 5-23-19

It concerns me as a parent that we 
are not standing for the Pledge of Al-
legiance. As a board member, I am tell-
ing my fellow board members I am fully 
planning to investigate that because it 
troubles me.
Dothan (Ala.) School Board Member 
Chris Maddox, during a board meet-
ing, after learning from his daughter 
than many students don’t stand for the 
pledge.
Dothan Eagle, 5-20-19

While I’m not proud of who I was in 
the past, I am proud that, with God’s 
grace and a strong support system, I’ve 
been able to achieve so much in the 
years since.
Cade Cothren, Tennessee House Speak-
er Glen Casada’s top aide, who has a 
history of sending sexually explicit text 
messages and making inappropriate ad-
vances toward former interns, lobbyists 
and campaign staffers. Cothren has re-
signed. 
The Tennessean, 5-6-19

Do our state a 
favor and mind 
your own business. 
Parental rights 
mean more to us 
than your self-en-
riching ‘science.’ 
. . . Make the case 
for your sorcery 
to consumers on 
your own dime. 
Quit using the 
heavy hand of gov-

ernment to make your business profit-
able through mandates and immunity.
Texas state Rep. Jonathan Stickland, 
in a pair of tweets denouncing vaccine 
advocate Dr. Peter Hotez, a Texas pe-
diatrician-scientist who develops ne-
glected disease vaccines for the world’s 
poorest people.
Houston Chronicle, 5-8-19 

Some of the loudest voices for toler-
ance today have little tolerance for tra-
ditional Christian beliefs. So, as you go 
about your daily life, just be ready. . . . 
Throughout most of American history, 
it’s been pretty easy to call yourself a 
Christian. It didn’t even occur to people 
that you might be shunned or ridiculed 
for defending the teachings of the bible.
Vice President Mike Pence, delivering 
the commencement address at Liberty 
University in Lynchburg, Va., a Christian 
university. Pence warned graduating se-
niors that they needed to prepare for 
persecution from critics he described as 
“the secular left.”
Washington Times, 5-11-19

The separation of church and state is 
one of the most enlightened aspects of 
our country. But the Founders were not 
seeking to suppress religion. They were 
seeking to liberate and protect it.
New Age author and activist Marianne 
Williamson, who is a Democratic candi-
date for president.
Religion News Service, 5-13-19

Don’t miss your next copy of
Freethought Today

FFRF cannot be responsible for 
replacing back issues if we have not 

been notified prior to your move.

The U.S. Post Office does not 
forward third-class mail. 

MOVING?

Notify us of your address 
change promptly!

email: info@ffrf.org

THEY SAID WHAT?	

Narendra Modi

India’s vote a blow to
secularism worldwide

The world’s largest secular democracy 
has moved further away from its founda-
tional secular ideals, part of a global phe-
nomenon that alarms FFRF.

India, like the United States, was estab-
lished as a secular, democratic republic. 
The ascension to power five years ago of 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a Hindu 
nationalist who was banned from the Unit-
ed States for almost a decade for allegedly 
presiding over an anti-minority pogrom in 
his home state, struck a severe blow at these 
principles. His recent re-election (with a 
bigger parliamentary majority this time 
around) cripples these values even further.

Modi and President Trump have both 
blatantly pandered to majoritarian reli-
gious sentiments: Hindu nationalism in 
the case of Modi and Christian national-
ism in the case of Trump. Indeed, religion 
forms a major part of their right-wing pop-
ulist platforms. Other religious national-
ists are crowding the planet, such as Brazil-
ian President Jair Bolsonaro and Turkish 
leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan. With Mo-
di’s re-election, right-
wing populists of var-
ious stripes are firmly 
in charge of many of 
the world’s largest de-
mocracies.

Modi joined the 
most prominent Hin-
du far right group, 
the RSS, as it is com-
monly known by its 
Hindi acronym, when 
he was 8 years old. A former member of 
the RSS, Nathuram Godse, assassinated 
Mahatma Gandhi on Jan. 30, 1948, for 
supposedly being too indulgent toward 
Muslims. It is this sectarian vision that 
Modi offers his country, and which pro-
vides the basis for his organization’s politi-
cal arm, the Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP.

That vision has manifested itself dis-
turbingly in two ways: Emboldened Hindu 
right fringe outfits have engaged in target-
ed assassinations of secular intellectuals. 
And there have been continual mob kill-
ings (including lynchings) of individuals 
suspected of trafficking in beef, a taboo 
for many Hindus.

Modi and his fellow party members 
controlling most of India’s states have 

made risible efforts to implement the 
Hindu nationalist ideology. Junk science 
that endeavors to trace modern scientific 
achievements to India’s ancient Hindu 
civilization (and extols the medicinal vir-
tues of the cow) has pervaded Indian ed-

ucational and sci-
entific institutions. 
The federal and 
state governments 
have attempted to 
impose vegetari-
anism on the pop-
ulace, in keeping 
with the beliefs of 
certain Hindus. 
There has even 
been a ridiculous 
campaign to re-

place Muslim-sounding place names with 
Hindu monikers. And the state govern-
ment of Uttar Pradesh (headed by a hard-
line Hindu monk) has left out the Taj Ma-
hal from a tourism brochure, reportedly 
because it considers India’s most famous 

monument too Mus-
lim, and hence not 
Indian enough.

The Modi govern-
ment’s obsession with 
religion has spilled 
over into the inter-
national realm. It has 
proven unwelcoming 
to the heavily perse-
cuted, mostly Muslim 
Rohingya refugees 

from Myanmar. And it has created an up-
roar by instituting a national registry of cit-
izens in the border state of Assam to osten-
sibly catch noncitizens from neighboring 
Muslim-majority Bangladesh, a step that 
may end up disenfranchising millions.

“Under Modi, minorities of every stripe 
— from liberals and lower castes to Mus-
lims and Christians — have come under 
assault,” states a recent Time magazine 
profile of the Indian prime minister. 

The repeat triumph of the Modi-
led ruling coalition will likely bring 
an escalation of that assault and an 
intensification of the global sectarian 
project — a troubling future for India and 
the world at large. It’s time universally for 
secular forces to push back.

“Under Modi, minorities 
of every stripe — from 
liberals and lower castes to 
Muslims and Christians — 
have come under assault. 

— Time magazine
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‘IN REASON WE TRUST’ Self inking stamp

$18 postpaid Item # ST01

Carefully crafted to stamp out ‘god’ 
on U.S. currency. Good for up to 
2000 impressions.

Buy it from FFRF online
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By Orvin Larson

Prof. Larson writes 
with a� ection and 
respect of this 
illustrious 19th 
century freethinker.

American Infi del:
Robert G. Ingersoll

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

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

By Bailey Nachreiner-Mackesey

Alabama
FFRF’s intervention formalized an 

end to a teacher’s imposition of religion 
on her elementary school students in 
Birmingham.

A concerned parent had informed 
FFRF that a first-grade teacher at 
Norwood Elementary School was leading 
her students in prayer every day before 
lunch. The teacher was reportedly 
making her young students imbibe bible 
verses and Christian songs, including a 
song about “the blood of Jesus.”

FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to 
Superintendent Lisa Herring about the 
constitutional problem. 

FFRF recently received communica-
tion from the district’s attorney that due 
to the organization’s intervention, the 
Birmingham school district has institut-
ed a formal policy on the matter. (The 
teacher had been verbally warned after 
an initial parent complaint.)

Arkansas
A religious sign was removed from a 

courthouse window at the Benton District 
courthouse following FFRF’s complaint. 

A Benton community member report-
ed that a sign hung in the window that 
read: “WE ALL FAIL. WE ALL FALL. 
BUT JESUS PICKS US UP EACH TIME 
AND REMINDS US WHO WE ARE.” 
FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to 
the district court asking that it remove 
the exclusionary display. 

The court swiftly responded, confirm-
ing the sign was removed immediately 
upon receipt of FFRF’s letter.

California
A concerned Clovis Unified School 

District parent reported that the district 
was opening its board meetings with 
prayer. According to the parent, board 
meeting agendas included an “invoca-
tion” which is “invariably a Christian 
prayer,” led by a board member. 

FFRF Associate Counsel Liz Cavell 
wrote to the district, alerting it to the 
unconstitutionality of public school reli-
gious endorsement. 

District Superintendent Eimear O’Far-
rell responded to FFRF: “The district is 
undertaking actions to comply with ap-
plicable laws with respect to the concern 
that was raised in your letter” and did not 
pray at a meeting in May.

California
A large bible verse painting has 

been removed from Muroc Joint Uni-
fied School District property after FFRF 
intervened.

A concerned parent reported that 
Desert Junior/Senior High School had 
a bible verse painted on a retaining wall 
near the main office. The verse cited was 
Hebrews 13:20-21. 

Legal Fellow Chris Line urged the dis-
trict to remove the display immediately, 
since it constituted an impermissible gov-
ernment endorsement of religion..

Superintendent Kevin D. Cordes re-
cently informed FFRF that it has removed 
the bible verse painting.

Colorado
Pueblo City Schools has been in-

structed to cease religious activities as 
part of its football program after insis-
tence by FFRF.

A concerned local resident reported 
that the East High School football team 
has a chaplain. An article published in 
the Pueblo Chieftain published last No-
vember called, “Faith and football” re-
ported that “Dr. Mike DeRose serves as 
chaplain for the school’s football team.” 

The night before each game, the 
team reportedly gathers for dinner and 
a religious message was being delivered 
by DeRose or another religious speaker. 
Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the dis-
trict urging it to take immediate action 
to end any official chaplaincy program at 
East High School and to ensure that all 
coaches be reminded that they may not 
promote religion while acting in their of-
ficial capacity, nor enlist an outside adult 
to do the same.

“The assistant superintendent instruct-
ed the East High football program to 
cease all activities following the pre-game 
dinner, that is, FCA activities, and moti-
vational speakers, secular or otherwise,” 
the school district’s attorney responded 
to the letter. 

Georgia 
Davis Elementary School in Marietta 

has removed a religious advertisement 
from the front entrance from the school 
after FFRF sent a letter of complaint. 

A Cobb County School District parent 
reported that the school was promoting a 
religious organization called “RISE UP!” 
by displaying a sign for the group on 
school property. 

RISE UP! is a Christian organization 
where “elementary students are their 
families can learn about God’s uncon-
ditional love and can strengthen their 
character by applying Biblical principles 
to their lives.”

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to Su-
perintendent Chris Ragsdale, alerting 
him to the unconstitutionality of pro-
moting religious messages on school 
grounds. The district’s attorney respond-
ed with assurances that the sign is no lon-
ger on display in front of the elementary 
school.

Kansas
The Sedgwick County Board of Com-

missioners has agreed to let an atheist 
give a secular invocation following FFRF’s 
challenge to its original denial of the 
request. 

A Sedgwick County resident told FFRF 

he had been denied the opportunity to 
present an invocation before the Board 
of County Commissioners because he 
is an atheist and the request to speak 
was “not made on behalf of a religious 
group.” 

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the 
board, pointing out that while the prac-
tice of government prayer itself is divisive 
and ill-advised, if the board allows reli-
gious groups to deliver a prayer it is un-
constitutional to bar atheists from doing 
the same. 

The board responded, indicating 
that they will now allow our secular 
complainant to deliver a nonreligious 
address before the Board of County 
Commissioners. 

Kansas 
Woodson School District #366 has 

removed a religious advertisement 
from its social media page after FFRF’s 
intervention.

A district parent alerted FFRF to an 
advertisement for a religious baccalau-
reate event taking place at the Toronto 
Cowboy Church on the district’s offi-
cial Facebook page. Legal Fellow Chris 
Line wrote to the district pointing out 
the unconstitutionality of such religious 
promotion.

The district confirmed it has since re-
moved the post.

Kentucky
A concerned parent reported that a 

biology teacher at Daviess County High 
School was regularly promoting Christi-
anity to students, including showing vid-
eos of sermons in class. At least one of 
these videos, reviewed by FFRF, showed 
a bloodied Jesus hanging on the cross 
while a pastor, Louie Giglio, delivered a 
sermon in which he attributes an image 
of the distant galaxy photographed by 
the Hubble Space Telescope directly to 
God. (See page 20 for story from the stu-
dent’s perspective.)

Legal Fellow Colin McNamara wrote 
to the district, alerting it to this egregious 
constitutional violation and to submit an 
open record request for any records per-
taining to this violation.

Upon receiving the thorough open 
records response detailing the school’s 
internal investigation of the incident, 
FFRF has confirmed that appropriate ac-
tion was taken to reprimand the teacher 
and to ensure that this sort of violation 
will not reoccur. 

Michigan
Hamilton Community Schools will 

make changes to its current protocol 
regarding a religious baccalaureate pro-
gram after FFRF intervention. 

A district parent informed FFRF that 
Hamilton Community Schools spon-
sored and promoted a baccalaureate cer-

emony for graduating seniors held at a 
local church. The event was listed in the 
“senior itinerary,” which was distributed 
to all seniors during a class meeting. The 
senior itinerary also listed a rehearsal for 
the baccalaureate during instruction-
al time. Students were presumed to be 
attending the baccalaureate ceremony 
unless they “opted-out” by signing their 
name on a list in the main office or email-
ing the school secretary. 

Furthermore, Hamilton High School 
evidently shared students’ names and 
home addresses with the church for the 
purpose of mailing baccalaureate invita-
tions. These invitations, which bear the 
Hamilton High School official logo, in-
vite the student and their family to attend 
a ceremony held “in your honor and to 
God’s glory.” Legal Fellow Colin Mc-
Namara wrote to the district to request 
that it completely dissociate itself from 
the baccalaureate. 

The district’s attorney confirmed the 
district addressed these concerns. The 
superintendent further notified the 
ministry that they would need to find 
an alternative location for the practice 
and students would not be excused 
from class in order to participate in the 
rehearsal. Significantly, the district will 
also no longer automatically provide the 
ministry with the names of addresses of 
graduating seniors. 

Minnesota
Fulda High School’s decided, after 

hearing from FFRF, to forego prayer at 
high school graduation this year in favor 
of a valedictorian speech and a nonreli-
gious moment of silence. 

A concerned Fulda Independent 
School District community member re-
ported to FFRF that the 2019 high school 
graduation ceremony was set to open and 
close with a prayer. This had reportedly 
been a regular practice at Fulda High 
School graduations for years. 

FFRF Legal Fellow Colin McNamara 
wrote to Superintendent Loy Woelber to 
ensure that religious rituals are no longer 
a part of school-sponsored events. The 
school’s principal immediately respond-
ed, informing FFRF that the school has 
voted to have the valedictorian deliver a 
speech this year and hold a moment of si-
lence asking those in attendance to take a 
moment to reflect on the past and future 
instead of prayer. 

Minnesota
The city of New Hope is making 

changes to an annual prayer breakfast, 
addressing concerns brought to light by 
FFRF.

A New Hope resident reported that 
each year the city hosts a “Community 
Mayor’s Prayer Breakfast.” The event was 
reportedly sponsored by the city of New 
Hope. The city sells tickets for this event 
and the event is reportedly advertised on 
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the city’s official website. The city’s mayor 
also reportedly participated in the event 
in his official capacity. The complainant 
reported that New Hope also displays a 
religious message “America, God shed 
his grace on thee” above the main desk 
of its city hall building.

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to May-
or Kathy Hemken, highlighting the con-
stitutional concern of the city’s hosting 
and coordination of a prayer breakfast. 

The city confirmed that the religious 
sign has been removed and, with re-
gard to the prayer breakfast, “any future 
prayer breakfasts will be conducted in 
compliance with the guidelines outlined 
in the Newman case.” Those guidelines 
restrict the use of city funds, employees, 
resources, and supplies in facilitating the 
Mayor’s Prayer Breakfast.

New Mexico
The Animas Public Schools high 

school basketball coach who was violat-
ing the Constitution resigned after FFRF 
alerted the school district. 

A concerned community member 
reported to FFRF that the head coach 
of the Animas High School boys basket-
ball team was promoting religion to his 
team. Before a playoff game on Feb. 27, 
the coach had his players wear T-shirts 
that said, “I can do all things through 
Christ who strengthens me.” The coach 
was also reportedly holding bible studies 
with players.

FFRF Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to 
Superintendent Loren Cushman.

Cushman acknowledged in his re-
sponse that FFRF’s concerns were real 
and informed FFRF that the coach had 
resigned. And he added, “We will address 
each of the areas of concern during our 
staff in-service training at the start of the 
next school year.”

New York
The Clymer Central School District 

agreed to drop baccalaureate services 
and prayers at commencements after 
FFRF asked it to end the unconstitutional 
practices.

A concerned Clymer resident contacted 
FFRF to report that the district had been 
sponsoring an annual baccalaureate ser-
vice for graduating seniors held at Clymer 
Central School. Last year, a district music 
teacher led the prelude and recessional at 
the service, which also had messages from 
three different pastors, scripture reading, 
a recitation of the Lord’s Prayer, and a 
distribution of bibles by the Gideons. Last 
year’s senior commencement ceremony 
also opened and closed with prayer.

FFRF Legal Fellow Colin McNamara 
wrote to Superintendent Ed Bailey. 

“Clymer CSD will not be hosting bacca-
laureate service this year nor will we open 
or close our commencement ceremony 
with prayer,” Bailey responded in an email.

North Carolina
Alexander County Schools has 

ceased playing religious music over the 
school loudspeaker following a letter of 
complaint.

A parent of a student at Bethlehem 
Elementary School said that employees 
regularly play Christian radio stations 
over the loudspeaker before school be-
gins each day. 

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the 
district urging it to discontinue the prac-
tice of proselytizing to students. “Students 
arriving at school are a captive audience 
and cannot avoid listening to broadcasts 
played outside of the school and in the 
school’s office,” Line wrote to the district. 

Superintendent Jennifer Hefner as-
sured that only a classical music station 
will play over the loudspeaker from now 
on and that she will continue to monitor 
the situation going forward. 

Ohio
A North Canton City Schools high 

school will move a religious club outside 
of school hours due to a complaint from 
FFRF. 

A concerned student has reported 
that outside preachers regularly attend 
meetings and preach Christianity to stu-
dents during the school day as part of 
Anchored, a student religious club at 
Hoover High School. The complainant 
reported that Anchored is the only stu-
dent club that was meeting during the 
day and that no staff member is present 
during the meeting. 

The school’s attorney responded to the 
letter of complaint, informing FFRF that 
“the principal will instruct the students 
that non-school persons may not regular-
ly attend the club.” While the meetings 
do take place during the day, it is during 
non-instructional time during which no 
other groups have requested to meet. 
However, the club will be advised to move 
its meetings to before or after school.

Ohio
Federal Hocking Local Schools has 

taken action to ensure its web-filtering 
service is not unconstitutionally blocking 
websites of minority religious groups. 

A district student reported that Feder-
al Hocking Local Schools had been violat-
ing the rights of its students by blocking 
the websites of minority religious groups 
like the Satanic Temple, while allowing 
access to the websites of mainstream reli-
gious groups, including Christianity and 
Judaism. The district reportedly blocked 
these websites because they contain “ma-
ture” content, despite the fact that even 
a cursory review of these websites shows 
that the content of these websites is not 
“mature.” The content simply espoused 

views different than those contained on 
mainstream religious websites. 

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the 
district and the district’s attorney notified 
FFRF that the district has worked with its 
web-filtering service to enable access to 
the Satanic Temple’s website.

Oklahoma
The Lemonade House Grille has dis-

continued a social media promotion for 
a free appetizer for presenting a church 
bulletin. 

Offering a church bulletin discount 
violates the federal Civil Rights Act as 
well as Oklahoma civil rights law, Associ-
ate Counsel Liz Cavell pointed out to the 
restaurant owner. 

The church bulletin promotion has 
been removed from the restaurant’s 
Facebook page and all other advertised 
promotions are secular and available to 
all customers.

Tennessee
The Blount County Public Library has 

removed religious iconography from its 
website. 

The complainant reported that the 
library had three Latin crosses on its 
website and on a computer inside of the 
library used to search its catalog. Legal 
Fellow Chris Line wrote to the library’s 
director about the violation. 

Library Director K.C. Williams re-
sponded to FFRF’s complaint. “Once I 
became aware of the situation, imme-
diate action was taken to rectify it,” Wil-
liams wrote. “It is my intent to ensure that 
there are no further lapses.”

Texas
Forney Independent School District 

is taking several positive steps to remedy 
its unconstitutional partnership with the 
Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA). 

A community member reported that 
the district partnered with FCA, a private 
religious organization, to host a joint-
ly-sponsored athletic event called the 
“FCA Unity Bowl.” 

FFRF Associate Counsel Sam Grover 
wrote to the district and the district’s 
attorney reported that the district will 
take numerous steps to ensure there 
is no longer the appearance of district 
promotion of the FCA. 

Virginia
Multiple religious displays were re-

moved from the inmate law library at 
Coffeewood Correctional Facility in 
Mitchells due to a complaint from FFRF.

Multiple concerned inmates told 
FFRF that the facility had erected a large 
Christian-themed display in the law li-
brary, including a prominent Ten Com-

mandments display and a large poster 
detailing the biblical account of the 
history of ancient Israel. Additionally, 
this display apparently sat adjacent to a 
display case containing various scripture 
quotes and a sign that read, “Jesus in me 
loves you.” 

Legal Fellow Colin McNamara wrote 
to Warden Ivan Gilmore, urging that 
the displays be taken down and that 
common areas in the prison not be 
used to endorse religion. The com-
plainants have confirmed that the dis-
play was removed following the receipt 
of FFRF’s letter.

Wisconsin
Four crosses in Marshall have been 

removed from state property after FFRF 
drew attention to the unconstitutionality 
of such a display. 

A Marshall resident reported that 
there was a roadside memorial consisting 
of four illuminated Latin crosses on I-94. 
These crosses had reportedly been up for 
more than a year, while other non-reli-
gious memorials had been removed in a 
much shorter time frame. 

Legal Fellow Chris Line wrote to the 
Wisconsin Department of Transporta-
tion, urging it to remove these crosses 
as the display constituted an unconstitu-
tional endorsement of religion as well as 
a violation of DOT policy regarding road-
side memorials. 

DOT Chief Operations Engineer John 
Steiner assured FFRF in a response letter 
that the cross display has been removed 
and returned to its owners. 

Wisconsin
Dodgeland School District has re-

vamped its field trip form and policies 
after FFRF alerted officials to religious 
language.

A concerned community member 
contacted FFRF to report that students 
and parents were asked to sign a reli-
gious statement in a list of rules relat-
ed to Dodgeland Middle School’s field 
trip to Washington, D.C., in mid-April. 
The only rule written in bold and itali-
cized text stated, “REMEMBER AT ALL 
TIMES, AND IN ALL PLACES THAT 
YOU ARE REPRESENTING OUR GOD 
AND SAVIOR . . .” The district reported-
ly required students and parents to sign 
this document.

FFRF Staff Attorney Ryan Jayne wrote 
to district Superintendent Annette 
Thompson. 

The Dodgeland School District has 
acknowledged its lapse and pledged to 
FFRF that a principal or an associate 
principal will review such documents 
from now on. It has also promised to 
draw up a new form that will not have 
any religious references.
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Emperor Has No Clothes Award

Salman Rushdie:
‘The lunatics are running the asylum’ 

and other observations . . .

Distinguished author Salman Rush-
die spoke at FFRF’s national con-
vention in San Francisco on Nov. 2, 

2018. 
He was introduced at the convention 

by FFRF’s Communications Director 
Amit Pal:

“Salman Rushdie is one of the most 
celebrated writers and public intellectu-
als of our time and the author of a dozen 
novels, including the Booker Prize-win-
ning Midnight’s Children and The Satanic 
Verses, and, most recently, The Golden 
House. He was knighted by Queen Eliza-
beth in 2007 and has served as president 

of the PEN American Center.”
Rushdie received FFRF’s Emperor 

Has No Clothes Award, which is given to 
public or well-known personalities who 
“tell it like it is” about religion.

As part of Rushdie’s speaking 
agreement, he would not allow FFRF 
to reproduce his speech in print, nor 
would he allow it to be videotaped 
or audiotaped. (One more reason to 
attend FFRF’s conventions in person!) 
But we did take notes, and here are a 
few of the notable lines and observances 
from his humorous, informative and 
interesting talk. 
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Author Salman Rushdie speaks at FFRF’s national convention in San Francisco on 
Nov. 2, 2018.

Photo by Chris Line
Salman Rushdie talks with awardee Ensaf Haidar during his book-signing following 
his speech.

Photo by Chris Line
Salman Rushdie takes a moment to pose with 
young author Bailey Harris. 

“When Christopher [Hitchens] finished his book God Is Not Great, I was 
one of the people that he sent it to as an early reader. I told him, half-
jokingly, that the title was one word too long. He could usefully delete the 
last word. He ignored my advice.”

“To tell you the truth, I never even thought of myself as a writer 
who was primarily a writer about religion. I mean, it wasn’t my plan. I 
wrote one book in which there was something about it and suddenly 
people began to think that that’s what I was. Actually, I’m really not, 
because religion, as I’ve been trying to explain, is something I don’t 
like. Who wants to spend their lives writing about things they don’t 
like? Well, Kafka.”

“The subject of godlessness is still pretty unusual in America. It’s certainly 
unusual to find oneself in such a sizable gathering of the ungodly [here at 
FFRF’s convention]. In many halls where one finds oneself at the lecture 
podium, if you talk about your disbelief in any form of religion, you hear 
noises of shock in the darkness. Gasps. Sharp intakes of breath. Little nervous 
giggles. In America, you can’t get elected dog catcher if you can’t prove that 
you go to church every Sunday.”

“Because [The Satanic 
Verses] was sort of obscure 
and religious and weird, 
[people thought] I must 
be obscure, religious and 
weird. But I have no idea 
how many times people 
came up to me and said, 
‘I read The Satanic Verses. 
Who knew it was funny?’ 
And I said, ‘Well, people 

“The gods were born 
because human beings 
did not understand the 
world. . . . Let us be clear 
here. The gods did not 
create us in their image. 
We created them in ours.”

“The magic of the language of truth is the only magic in which I believe. 
And I have to believe, and I think we must all believe, that, in the end, the 
truth will set us free.”

“Some religious people can perpetrate attacks on other folks by redefining 
the word ‘liberty’ to mean something like ‘divinely authorized bigotry.’ 
Refusing to serve gay people in stores or to certify their weddings is an 
example of this kind of Bible Belt liberty.”

“We live in this age in which there is an unprecedented attack on truth 
itself, in which deliberate lies are masked by the accusation that those who 
would unmask them are indeed the liars. We live in the age of the world 
turned upside down. The lunatics are running the asylum.”

“I have nothing but admiration these 
days for the diligence with which the news 
media, under ferocious attack, have held 
to their vital ideal that the truth is the 
truth and lies are lies and has continued 
to do its work. If these are the enemies of 
the people, then I am happy to be named 
among them.”

“It’s interesting that 
we live in a time when 
the Second Amendment 
is sacrosanct with the 
First Amendment under 
attack every day.”

“I think the one thing we 
can now say with a high degree 
of certainty is that the answers 
given by every single one of the 
world’s great religions, and many 
of the smaller ones, too, are 100 
percent incorrect. We are no 
longer those ignorant people 
who had to tell ourselves those 
fables. Science has better stories, 
and many of them are verifiable. 
But what is even better is that 
science is willing to say that it 
doesn’t know everything.”

“Here’s what happens in 
human history: Ethics change 
as societies change. And one 
definition of a free society is 
that in such a society, morality 
advances through discussion and 
argument and the examination of 
its own ideas. A society can, at one 
point, accept slavery and then, 
at another point, it can decide 
that it’s a terrible idea. It can at 
one point deny women the right 
to vote and then it can change 
its mind about that or it can be 
pressured into doing so. The 
point is that argument, the battle 
about ideas, is the way in which 
free societies move forward.”
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This is an edited version of the speech 
given by David J. Kalyonides on Nov. 3 at 
FFRF’s national convention in San Francisco. 
He was introduced by FFRF Legal Director 
Rebecca Markert:

David J. Kaloyanides has been the lead 
litigator in FFRF’s victorious challenge of 
prayers and religious rituals by the school 
board in Chino Valley, Calif. David has 
been practicing law in the federal courts 
for over 25 years. A graduate of Loyola 
Law School of Los Angeles, he has been 
lead trial counsel in more than 300 federal 
cases. David is a certified specialist in 
criminal law, certified by the California 
Board of Legal Specialization, and his 
practice includes complex criminal 
defenses in both state and federal court.

Please welcome David Kalyonides.

By David J. Kolyanides

Let me set the stage. The school dis-
trict in Southern California — Chi-
no Valley Unified School District — 

has approximately 50,000 students. The 
board of education is its governing body. 
It has five elected members and one stu-
dent representative. Three members of 
our board come from Calvary Chapel 
of Chino Hills, a dominionist church. 
Dominionism is this idea that comes out 
of Genesis that God gave authority and 
power and dominion to God’s people 
over the world and everything in it. They 
ascribe to extremist Christian views; they 
seek to impose strict codes of conduct; 
they seek adherence 
to their views without 
question; they seek 
political control. 
They are the Chris-
tian Taliban. Taliban 
is a plural of Talib, 
which is a Pashto 
word for student, 
which would make 
you think they want to learn. They don’t.

The Chino Valley Board of Education 
had an informal policy of allowing an in-
vocation to begin all its meetings. Back in 
2010, when two of the members from this 
Christian Taliban church — James Na and 
Andrew Cruz — became members of the 
board, parents got a little upset. They start-
ed complaining, but that fell on deaf ears. 
Parents then reached out to FFRF.

My relationship with FFRF started a little 
over four years ago. [FFRF constitutional 
attorney] Andrew Seidel called me and we 
chatted about how we could make this re-
lationship work. My children go to school 
in the Chino Valley Unified School District. 
(A little plug for my boys: They’ve been 
protesting the pledge since fifth grade.)

FFRF sent a complaint letter to the 
district saying, “Hey, you know, you guys 
are violating the Constitution. You’ve got 
to stop. This is a school. The law is clear. 
Schools and prayers don’t mix.” 

We heard about a case called the Town of 
Greece vs. Galloway. It was about invocations 
for city councils. The Supreme Court, in 
a very poorly reasoned decision by Justice 
Kennedy, basically said, “Look, legislative 
bodies in this country have a long tradi-
tion of opening prayer for their sessions. 
Congress has been doing it even before 
the Constitutional Convention.” 

There’s also a case called Marsh, which 
applied that rationale to state legislators 
back in 1983. Town of Greece applied it to 
town councils. So, the Christian Taliban 
had its hook. They sent out notices to 
thousands of school districts in the na-
tion, essentially stating: Here’s how you 

get prayer back into school. Here’s what 
you have to find. Here’s the resolution you 
have to adopt. 

FFRF started going back and forth with 
the school district. It wasn’t complying; 
it wasn’t listening. So, we sued. Mike An-
derson agreed to be our named plaintiff. 
He had two daughters in the district at the 
time. Then we added Larry Maldonado 
as a named plaintiff. He has a son in the 
district. All in all, we had 22 plaintiffs — 
teachers, parents, students. Most of them 
were suing as plaintiffs under the name of 
Doe to protect their identity, and the court 
allowed us to do that.

More than a prayer case
Now, this is not just a prayer case. It’s 

not. Yes, it nominally involved these invo-
cations, which, by the way, are only given 
by Christians, are always very sectarian, 
and most of the people giving it come 
from the Taliban church, Calvary Chapel 
of Chino Hills.

California is about 20 percent Nones. 
You know, us Nones, not the other nuns. 
One to 2 percent of the United States pop-
ulation are Jewish. One to 2 percent are 
Muslim. One to 2 percent are Buddhists, 
and 1 to 2 percent are Hindu. Chino Val-
ley is different. The Nones are around 40 
percent. Buddhists are around 10 percent. 
Hindus around 5 percent. But only Chris-
tian pastors were invited to come and give 
the invocation, which is a violation of what 
the Supreme Court said in Town of Greece. 

Also, invocations had to have the pur-
pose of solemnizing 
the proceeding, not 
preaching or prosely-
tizing. And it was sup-
posed to be directed 
to the legislators. Well, 
this is all kind of irrel-
evant because school 
boards are not legisla-
tive bodies. They run 

the district. They run the school. These are 
individuals who act as prosecutor, judge, 
jury and executioner of the students. They 
are not legislators. And this became very 
critical in our case.

So why is it not just a prayer case? Be-
cause the board meetings, which are pub-
lic, are where students not only attend, but 
participate. They are showing their science 
fair awards. They are receiving accolades. 
They are being disciplined. Some have to 
go because they’re about to be expelled. 
This is a meeting for the students. 

But here’s what the board members 
did: 

• In May 2014, board member James 

Na told the audience, “God appointed us 
to be here, whether you are teachers or 
staff members or principals or director’s 
assistant superintendents.” 

• At another meeting, Andrew Cruz 
said, “Anything you desire, depend on 
God” and then thanked a principal who 
prayed for the students every Saturday. No 
other board member tried to stop them or 
made any comment contrary to this.

• Cruz, at another meeting, stated to 
the audience, “If we have confessed our 
sins and ask God’s forgiveness, we simply 
need to keep a forward focus toward the 
goal of pleasing Christ, because he died 
for our sins, according to the scripture. 
He was buried, and he was raised on the 
third day, according to the scriptures. Now, 
that’s the gospel.”

Judged by Jesus
So, we have our lawsuit in federal court. 
The board wanted to be judged by Jesus. I 
love this part. They got their wish. United 
States District Judge Jesus Bernal granted 
our motion for summary judgment. A mo-
tion for summary judgment is when there 
are no disputes of fact and you don’t need 
a trial because all the facts are in line and 
nobody disagrees as to what those material 
facts are. Trials are about determining the 
facts, but when all you need to do is apply 
the law to those facts, you can just ask the 
judge to determine that. So, we brought 
our motion for summary judgment, and 

Judge Jesus agreed and imposed a perma-
nent injunction against the board. And 
awarded attorney’s fees.

Well, the board was upset with its free 
legal advice from the Pacific Justice Insti-
tute and hired Advocates for Faith and 
Freedom, which is affiliated with the Alli-
ance for Defending Freedom. 

So, we go up to the 9th Circuit. Andrew 
Seidel and Rebecca Markert worked very 
hard on the briefing. And then we had 
the oral argument on Nov. 8, 2017. (And I 
do want to thank also the legal team from 
Americans United who, along with An-
drew and Rebecca, helped prepare me.) 
The 9th Circuit, in a per curiam decision, 
which means “of the court,” ruled “Yeah, 
you guys [Chino Valley United School Dis-
trict] are wrong. You violated the Consti-
tution. The injunction stands.” [applause]

I want to read from the opinion: “In 
California, an employee of a school dis-
trict — meaning a person employed by 
the board — may exercise over students 
the amount of physical control reasonably 
necessary to maintain proper and appro-
priate conditions conducive to learning. 
The school district also holds a more sub-
tle power over the students’ academic and 
professional futures.” 

This is why it was important. Unlike 
the legislative sessions in Marsh and Town 
of Greece, where constituents may replace 
legislators and need not fear their exercise 
of comprehensive control, students do not 
enjoy that autonomy. The fact that this was 
a student-focused meeting was critical to 
the 9th Circuit’s decision. 

[Editor’s note: The Chino Valley School 
District voted 3-2 on Jan. 17 not to appeal 
the case to the Supreme Court.]

But here’s where the coming storm is: 
What the Religious Right is doing, what the 
dominionists are doing, what the Christian 
Taliban is doing is something that I think 
we need to be focused on. We’re looking 
at Congress and our federal elected of-
ficials and maybe even our state officials. 
But they’re going for local government. 
That’s where the battle is. And what’s the 
one thing nobody really pays attention to 
on their ballot? The school board. And 
now the Religious Right is trying to get out 
of the Establishment Clause and calling 
this a matter of free speech. So that’s the 
next battle line. 

Thank you so much for having me. 
Keep fighting this fight.

Convention speech

The Christian Taliban in public schools

Photo by Ingrid Laas
Criminal law attorney David J. Kaloyanides speaks to the crowd at FFRF’s national 
convention in San Francisco on Nov. 3, 2018. 

Photo by Chris Line
Attorney David J. Kolyanides, FFRF Director of Strategic Response Andrew Seidel 
and FFRF Legal Director Rebecca Markert worked on the Chino Valley Unified School 
District case together.

To watch the video of David J. 
Kolyanides’ speech from the 
2018 national convention 
in San Francisco, go to                                  
FFRF.org/video-2018-con 
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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. Deadline: August 1.

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

CONTEST
NOTHING FAILS LIKE PRAYER

God hates gays: The bible tells me so
By Brian Bolton

Fundamentalist Christians continue 
to express their hysterical reactions 
to the new reality of marriage equal-

ity in contemporary America. For exam-
ple, Religious Right lawyer Matt Staver 
declared that same-sex marriage is “the 
beginning of the end of Western civiliza-
tion.” Sen. Rand Paul echoed this apoc-
alyptic appraisal, saying that same-sex 
marriage constitutes a “moral crisis.” An 
avalanche of similar doomsday proph-
esies was unleashed by overwrought 
fundamentalist leaders, suggesting that 

God’s wrath would 
punish a nation 
awash in sin.

Illustrating the 
extreme response 
to legalization 
of same-sex mar-
riage, the Texas 
Republican Party 
has incorporated 
the fundamentalist 
perspective into its 
platform, asserting 

that “homosexuality is a chosen behavior 
contrary to God,” and calling for reversal 
of the U.S. Supreme Court decision that 
legalized same-sex marriage. The Texas 
Republican manifesto repeatedly con-
demns public accommodation laws that 
“require business people to compromise 
their Christian convictions,” emphasizing 
that to be forced to serve LGBT custom-
ers violates their constitutional rights. 
They demand exemption from allegedly 
unjust regulations through the passage of 
so-called “religious liberty laws.” 

The undisputed empirical fact is that 
fundamentalists have lost the battle 
against same-sex marriage. The public 
strongly favors marriage equality, with 
60 percent supporting and 35 percent 
opposed. Approval among young adults 
is even higher at 75 percent. All ma-
jor segments of the religious spectrum 
have moved toward greater acceptance 
of same-sex marriage during the past 20 
years, with current approval rates esti-
mated for the unaffiliated (80 percent), 
Catholics (60 percent), mainline white 
Protestants (60 percent), black Protes-
tants (45 percent), and white fundamen-
talists (20 percent). These average round 
figures are based on the results of various 
surveys conducted by reputable religious 
polling organizations. 

While change has been slow, a num-
ber of mainline Protestant denomina-
tions now routinely ordain gay minis-
ters and marry gay couples, based on 
the theological argument that Jesus was 
an advocate of inclusion. Even in fun-
damentalist churches, there has been 
an active minority movement toward 
tolerance, acceptance and recognition 
of LGBT Christians, with some congre-
gations and denominations becoming 
openly “gay affirming.” Organizations 
like Evangelicals for Marriage Equali-
ty, the Gay Christian Network, and the 
Reformation Project are reaching out to 
major fundamentalist organizations and 
denominations for dialogue. 

What caused the shift?
Several factors have helped to bring 

about one of the most dramatic shifts 
ever observed in modern American at-
titudes. First, the role of parents of gay 
children has been substantial, especially 
through organizations like Parents and 
Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG). 
Most Americans can empathize with par-
ents caught in the agonizing dilemma 

of family commitment versus faith con-
viction. Prominent political parents like 
Dick Cheney, Rob Portman and Ileana 
Ros-Lehtinen have put a human face on 
this difficult issue.

Second, the welcoming acceptance of 
LGBT students by their peers at all educa-
tional levels, especially in the middle and 
high schools, has certainly been influen-
tial. Third, the persuasive argument for 
the majority of religious believers is the 
oft-repeated dictum that LGBT people 
are also God’s children and deserve the 
same rights and respect as everyone else.

In this article, I review and summarize 
what the bible actually says about mar-
riage and homosexuality. This documen-
tation establishes a basis for exposing and 
persuasively arguing against fundamen-
talist Christians’ dishonest theopolitical 
agenda directed at same-sex marriage 
and LGBT Americans. Fundamentalists 
hope to accomplish their goal of deny-
ing equality under the law to gay people 
through promotion of misnamed reli-
gious freedom legislation.

One man, one woman?
Fundamentalists define marriage 

exclusively as a biblically approved re-
lationship between one man and one 
woman, with no other permissible ar-
rangements. For example, Texas Re-
publicans assert that God-ordained 
traditional marriage is between “a nat-
ural man and a natural woman.” This 
definition is affirmed by numerous 
scriptural verses (e.g., Genesis 2:24; 
Exodus 21:22; Deuteronomy 24:5; 
Proverbs 5:18-23; Hebrews 13:4; 1 Pe-
ter 3:1-7). Jesus also endorsed the con-
ventional view of marriage (Matthew 
19:4-9; Mark 10:6-9).

However, it is important to rec-
ognize that Hebrew history provides 
many illustrations of another apparent-
ly acceptable form of family alliance, 
known as polygyny. This term refers to 

a circumstance in which one man has 
multiple wives and concubines (e.g., 
Genesis 4:19, 16:1-4, 29:15-30).  Three 
prominent Old Testament patriarchs 
who enjoyed this type of union were 
Gideon (Judges 8:30), David (2 Samuel 
3:2-5, 5:13-16), and Solomon (1 Kings 
11:1-3). Three other forms of marriage 
sanctioned in the bible are slave (Exo-
dus 21:1-11), captive (Deut. 21:10-14), 
and levirate (Deut. 25:5-7). It appears 
that the fundamentalist definition of 
marriage is not the only God-ordained 
marital configuration.

Scripture also provides ample evi-
dence of another type of nontraditional 
affiliation: homosexuality. Male shrine 
prostitutes (referred to as homosex-
uals, sodomites or dogs) participated 
in worship rites at some temples in an-
cient Israel. The practice was routinely 
condemned (Deut. 23:17-18; 1 Kings 
14:23-24) and two kings attempted to 
terminate the activity (1 Kings 15:12; 2 
Kings 23:7). Five verses are suggestive 
of homosexual orgies (Psalms 22:11-20; 

Isaiah 57:8; Habakkuk 2:15-16; 2 Peter 
2:7-14; Jude 7-13).

What was Jesus’ orientation?
The gospel is ambiguous about a 

question that opponents of same-sex 
marriage studiously avoid: What was Je-
sus’ sexual orientation? It is helpful to 
consider several subsidiary questions. 
Who was the disciple Jesus loved? Who 
was the disciple who laid his head on Je-
sus’ bosom at the last supper? See John 
13:23-35, 19:26-27, 20:2-4, 21:7, 20, 24 
for elaboration. Note that the Greek 
words translated as love refer to person-
al affection and intimate relationships.

Who was the jealous disciple and why 
did he betray Jesus with a kiss, and then 
admit that Jesus was innocent, before 
committing suicide? See Matthew 26:49, 
27:3-5; Mark 14:44-46 for clues. Jesus ad-
dressed him as “friend” at Gethsemane 
(Matthew 26:50). The Greek word for 
this salutation has clear sexual connota-
tions. What activity did Jesus engage in at 
the foot-washing ritual after the last sup-
per with only a towel around his waist? 
See John 13:2-15 for details. Of course, 
the foot is widely recognized as an erotic 
object and feet may be a euphemism for 
private body parts.

What was Jesus doing at the back of 
the garden at Gethsemane while the dis-
ciples were sleeping? See Matthew 26: 
36-45; Mark 14: 32-40; Luke 22: 43-44 for 
elaboration. Who was the naked youth 
fleeing and does his appearance suggest 
an illicit encounter? (See Mark 14: 51-
52). In any discussion of homosexuality, 
participants should be prepared to ask 
about Jesus’s sexual orientation.

As with Jesus, Paul’s sexual procliv-
ities have been the subject of detailed 
examination, suspicion and conjecture. 
It is Paul’s relationship with the runaway 
slave Onesimus that has provoked the 
most questions about his unusual inter-
est in men (Philemon 1:10-20; see also 
Romans 7:18-23). But Paul and Jesus 
diverge completely in how they express 
their attitudes toward homosexuality. As 
documented in the next section, Paul 
formulated an unequivocal position, 
whereas Jesus never directly condemned 
homosexuality.

How ironic that the unconvention-
al lifestyles of the two principal found-
ers of Christianity would raise so many 
problems for bible-believing fundamen-
talists who absolutely loath gay people 
and reject the constitutional concept of 
marriage equality for them.

Mandated execution?
This section renders all earlier dis-

cussion and scriptural conclusions 

Brian Bolton

Photo courtesy of Shutterstock
Members of the Westboro Baptist Church, which is against homosexuality, picket local 
churches in Topeka, Kan., during Sunday morning services in this 2015 file photo.
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of Freethought Today to: 
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Freedom depends upon freethinkers

moot, because marriage is irrelevant 
for dead sinners, and this is why the 
bible doesn’t prohibit or even men-
tion same-sex marriage. As the verses 
quoted in this segment conclusively 
demonstrate, God and his chief spokes-
men (Moses, Jesus and Paul) made un-
equivocal statements about mandatory 
capital punishment for homosexuals, 
including lesbians.

First, God’s definitive action in the 
gruesome tale of Sodom and Gomorrah 
is summarized.

All the men from every part of the 
city of Sodom called out to Lot, “Where 
are the men who came to you tonight? 
Bring them out to us so that we can have 
sex with them.” Then the Lord rained 
down burning sulfur on Sodom and Go-
morrah and the entire plain, destroying 
all those living in the cities (Genesis 19: 
4-5, 24-25).

This horrific story makes absolutely 
clear God’s abhorrence of homosexu-
ality and the appropriate punishment 
warranted — burning alive. The episode 
also illustrates God’s preference for col-
lective punishment. In addition to the 
homosexual men of Sodom, all other 
residents were also incinerated, includ-
ing women and children (we reason-
ably assume), plus all innocent citizens 
of Gomorrah and the other two major 
cities of the plain, Admah and Zeboiim. 
(Only the little city of Zoar was spared.)

Second, Moses’ statement as part of 
the law revealed to him by God is unam-
biguous and impossible to misconstrue. 
If a man has sexual relations with a man 
as one does with a woman, both of them 
have done what is detestable. They are 
to be put to death (Leviticus 20:13).

Third, Jesus, endorsed every word 
and action contained in the Hebrew 
Covenant. Of course, the son would 
fully support the father’s commands. 
“Do not think that I have come to 
abolish the law or the prophets; I have 
not come to abolish them but to fulfill 
them. For truly I tell you, until heaven 
and earth disappear, not the smallest 
letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will 
by any means disappear from the law 
until everything is accomplished” (Mat-
thew 5:17-18). Note that Luke 16:17 re-
peats Matthew 5:18.

Jesus also invoked the terrible fate 
of the residents of Sodom and Gomor-
rah in condemning those who reject-
ed him and his revolutionary message 
(Matthew 10:15, 11:23-24; Luke 10:12). 
Thus, Jesus was knowledgeable about 
the Sodom and Gomorrah story and 
we assume that he understood the jus-
tification for God’s fiery judgment on 
all residents (Luke 17:29), thus endors-
ing his father’s penchant for collective 
punishment.

Fourth, Paul clearly approved of ex-
ecution for homosexuals, including les-
bians and other “perverts.” Even their 
women exchanged natural sexual rela-
tions for unnatural ones. In the same 

way the men also abandoned natural re-
lations with women and were inflamed 
with lust for one another. Men commit-
ted shameful acts with other men, and 
received in themselves the due penal-
ty for their error. Although they know 
God’s righteous decree that those who 
do such things deserve death, they not 
only continue to do these very things 
but also approve of those who practice 
them (Romans 1:26, 27, 30). 

The entire passage from Romans 
describes homosexuals as degenerate 
criminals comparable to those who com-
mit every type of illegal and immoral be-
havior. It is important to emphasize that 
Paul extends Moses’ definition of ho-
mosexuality to include women. Three 
other passages in Paul’s epistles contain 
additional condemnation of homosexu-
als (1 Corinthians 6:9-10; Colossians 3:5-
6; 1 Timothy 1:8-11). See Romans 9:29, 
2 Peter 2:6, and Jude 7 for more refer-
ences to Sodom and Gomorrah.

Discrimination protection?
“Religious liberty laws” have their 

genesis in the federal Religious Free-
dom Restoration Act that dates back 
to 1993. Interestingly, it was then-Gov. 
Mike Pence’s signature on Indiana’s 
RFRA in 2015 that initially propelled 
him to heroic status and subsequently 
to infamy among fundamentalist voters 
for championing “religious freedom” 
from public accommodation laws and 
then collapsing when business leaders 
told him to rescind the Indiana RFRA 
or else — which he quickly did. 

More than 20 state legislatures across 
the country have considered various 
types of so-called “religious liberty laws” 
that would allow fundamentalist Chris-
tians to refuse to provide services to 
LGBT people, thereby expressing their 
merciless imprecation of homosexuali-
ty. Most of these efforts have failed, due 
primarily to criticism from the business 
community, including large corpora-
tions like Wal-Mart, sports organiza-
tions like the NCAA and NBA, and the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce. When leg-
islators have been obstinate as in North 
Carolina, the financial punishment has 
been severe.

Religious liberty legislation was con-
ceived of and promoted by fundamen-
talists to demonstrate their outrage at 
what they claim is the defilement of 
God’s sacred institution of holy matri-
mony. Underlying this manifest anger 
is their bible-based revulsion direct-
ed at homosexuality, which they call 
an abomination and sin against God. 
While same-sex marriage is the ostensi-
ble target of their wrath, the emotional 
fuel for this extreme reaction is gener-
ated by less than 4 percent of Ameri-
cans who identify as LGBT and whose 
very existence fundamentalists find to 
be so upsetting.

The obvious question is: Why don’t 
these anti-gay, scripture-citing funda-
mentalist zealots who oppose same-sex 
marriage so vehemently and assert that 
homosexuality is an abhorrent sin just 
obey God’s clear command? Why don’t 
they advocate execution of homosex-
uals just as God authorizes? Why do 
Bryan Fischer, Mike Huckabee, Sarah 
Palin, Mike Pence, Tony Perkins, Matt 
Staver, Phil Robertson and other fun-
damentalist spokespersons refuse to in-
voke God’s unequivocal mandate to kill 
homosexuals?

The answer to this question is sim-
ple: They do not possess the courage 
of their claimed Christian convictions. 
All of them know that the bible re-
quires execution of homosexuals, be-
cause anti-LGBT activist pastor Kevin 
Swanson reminded them of this scrip-
tural decree at last year’s National Re-
ligious Liberties Conference. If they 
really respected God’s perfect word, 
they would initiate a national move-
ment to encourage state legislatures to 
enact laws that would expand applica-
tion of the death penalty to homosex-
uals. Surely, they could ask the federal 
courts to include this provision in the 
U.S. criminal code, a request that fol-

lows logically from their (bogus) claim 
that the U.S. Constitution is based on 
the bible.

Of course, this will not happen be-
cause the disingenuous fundamen-
talists know that their reputation as a 
national laughingstock would be exac-
erbated by these bible-based proposals. 
In other words, they are cowards for 
Christ. By refusing to endorse execu-
tion for homosexuals, fundamentalists 
again demonstrate that they are willing 
to adopt theopolitical positions, like ad-
vocacy for “religious liberty laws” that 
avoid the public ridicule associated 
with invoking God’s unambiguous com-
mand. This is just one more example of 
their biblical dishonesty.

What should humanists do?
Fundamentalists have recently esca-

lated their assault on the LGBT com-
munity with the development of “Proj-
ect Blitz.” This infamous ecclesiastical 
action plan expands Christian nation 
ideology to include a focus on what 
these extremists deem to be accept-
able sexual expression. Specifically, 
they demand that lawful sexual behav-
ior be restricted to relations between 
heterosexual, married couples and 
that discrimination against LGBT peo-
ple be legalized by approving religious 
exemptions to civil rights legislation.

To thwart their hateful agenda, it’s 
necessary to directly confront funda-
mentalist Christians about their blatant 
biblical hypocrisy. Their claim that God 
only endorses marriage between one 
man and one woman is false. Their 
unwillingness to discuss Jesus’ sexual 
orientation is simply denial of an em-
barrassing possibility. Their refusal to 
acknowledge that God requires execu-
tion of homosexuals is outright dishon-
esty. Rather than addressing the issue 
truthfully, they use the deceitful sub-
terfuge of attacking same-sex marriage 
by demanding exemption from public 
accommodation laws that they allege vi-
olate their constitutionally guaranteed 
religious freedom.

Fundamentalists assert that peo-
ple who support same-sex marriage 
are rejecting biblical authority, when 
in actuality it is the fundamentalists 
themselves who disregard God’s clear 
commandments on this subject and 
numerous others. Fundamentalists in 
the United States falsely accuse their 
fellow Americans of persecuting them 
because of their avowed sincere com-
mitment to obeying God’s word, a 
charge that is not true. Everyone rec-
ognizes that fundamentalists do have 
the constitutional right to hate and 
condemn LGBT citizens; however, 
they do not have the legal right to dis-
criminate against this small minority 
or anyone else.

Humanists should take appropriate 
action to expose the dishonest funda-
mentalist jihad against the gay com-
munity. It is not enough to defend the 
rights and dignity of LGBT people. It 
is essential that humanists publicly ex-
pose fundamentalists’ false assertions, 
biblically dishonest claims and devious 
legislative strategies.

There are many opportunities and 
venues for disseminating the biblical 
truth about homosexuality and same-
sex marriage, including letters to the 
editor, op-ed essays, call-in radio pro-
grams, community forums, public 
demonstrations and legislative hear-
ings. Humanists should make clear 
that their targets are false claims and 
unbiblical actions, and not the funda-
mentalists themselves. As they say, hate 
the sin but love the sinner.

FFRF Lifetime Member Brian Bolton is a 
retired psychologist living in Texas.

This is an engraving by Gustave Dore, from the 1866 Dore bible. In this engraving, 
Lot and his daughters are fleeing Sodom, as Lot’s wife is turned into a pillar of salt 
after she looks back. The city was destroyed because of homosexuality.
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‘Islam is a prison without bars and borders’
FFRF sent a $5,000 stipend this spring to 

Abdullah as part of its “secular underground 
railway.”

By Abdullah Al Masud

I was born in 1985 into an ultra-ortho-
dox Muslim family. My father, a life-
long Muslim cleric, worked at differ-

ent mosques throughout Bangladesh. 
From my childhood on, I studied in 
Qawmi Madrasah, an orthodox Islam-
ic education institute with branches in 
Bangladesh, Pakistan and India.

Qawmi Madrasah is designed like a 
boarding school. Madrasah provided 
very little freedom, either mental or 
physical. We were taught and forced 
to recite the Quran and the Hadith 
from dawn to dusk. The madrasah is 
nothing but a systematic brainwashing 
machine, where a young undeveloped 
mind is forged into a sixth-century 
primitive Arab mind. We are taught to 
see how the sixth-century tribal desert 
man used to see, thus it is very difficult 
for one to come out of that trance, let 
alone leave such an idea. 

Muslim men are deprived of sex, 
thus Qawmi Madrasah is a pedophilia 
factory. Child sex is a common phe-
nomenon almost in madrasahs, where 
children are sexually abused and men-
tally tortured. It teaches to hate those 
outside of Islam, both individually 
and collectively. Islam is a prison with-
out bars and borders that imprisons 
humanity.

Yet, major political leaders from all 
political parties in Bangladesh promote 
the Qawmi Madrasah and encourage 
Islamic clerics to propagate radical Is-
lam throughout the community just to 
turn people’s eyes away from develop-
ment and free thinking.

After graduation from Qawmi Ma-
drasha, I worked as an imam in many 
mosques for 12 years and was a principal 
of the famous Qawmi Madrasah in the 
Dhaka Cantonment. But I have always 
had a relentless quest for answers to 
the millions of questions that randomly 
popped in my head. Because of that fre-
quent questioning, I suffered many bru-
tal beatings at the hands of my madrasah 
teacher and also from my own parents, 
but I just couldn’t simply stop. My com-
pulsive nature of asking “Why this? Why 
that?” emotionally drained me, though I 
still had faith in Islam.

Reforming Islam
So, I wondered how Islam could 

be reformed. I took refuge in books. 
I read whatever I could put my hands 
on, whenever and wherever I found 
them. In madrasah, the only language 
we were expected 
to learn is God’s 
language — Ara-
bic. There were a 
lot of books and 
news I came across 
in regard to free-
thinking. Most of 
it was in Bengali. I 
had to smuggle Bengali books into the 
madrasha. Without any institutional 
support, I taught myself enough En-
glish to where I could at least read and 
understand the basics.

From the get-go, I knew how vile Is-
lam could be, but I just couldn’t get out 
of it because Islam permeates all spheres 
of existence. But I truly believed in not 
harming any person, no matter their 
caste, creed or religion. I was searching 
for the good things of Islam that could 
be compatible with civilization. 

Finally, I went to Mecca as a pilgrim in 
2016 to find out if there was any better 
version of Islam than what was practiced 
in Bangladesh. I prayed days at a time 
for salvation. However, my salvation nev-
er came. The almighty’s promise always 
came empty, devoid of love, just like the 
desert is devoid of water, thus life. I re-
alized humanism is the only religion in 
the universe and I left Islam.

I have weighed every opportunity to 
speak without compromising my person-
al safety, but Islam brainwashes everyone 
to a point that no one is as important as 
Muhammad. The love of Muhammad 
supersedes all forms of love that exist in 
any human relationship. Whomever is 
perceived to have strayed is immediately 
purged by death. It doesn’t matter who 
they are — even one’s wife and children 
eavesdrop and betray their relation for 
the love of Prophet Muhammad and his 
teaching. I knew, but never could fathom 
such betrayal until it happened to me.

Threats on my life
When my wife found out about my 

views, the reaction was immediate and 
swift. I was given an ultimatum: either 
renounce my view or get a divorce. I 
still love my wife, with whom I have 

two beautiful children. I knew if my 
wife leaked any such information to 
any of her friends or anyone whom 
she thinks she could trust, that would 
mean the immediate death penalty. 
Yet, still I tried to stay with my family. 
Then one morning I received a text 

stating: “Mr. Ma-
sud, come back to 
Islam or we will kill 
you, just like how 
the bloggers were 
killed.” 

C o i n c i d e n t l y, 
I had already de-
cided that I must 

leave if I hoped to stay alive. So, I 
bought a ticket to get away. I received 
that serious threat six days prior to my 
departure.

I called my contact and asked for 
advice. I was advised to leave immedi-
ately, whatever way I could. That day I 
was free, as if I was a newborn taking 
the first breath out my mother’s womb. 
I flew to India and started my new life. 
I have been trying to alert the Muslim 
community through a YouTube chan-
nel. Now I am receiving death threats 

on a regular basis here, also.
My goal is to get the imam out of Is-

lam. If I am able to get these religious 
leaders out, then the students will 
follow, and will provoke questions in 
them, which will eventually lead them 
to the truth that Islam is not what they 
are told or know. 

I left my two beautiful children 
so that they won’t get deprived and 
blindfolded by the religion they think 
is full of piety. I believe there is no 
country in Southeast Asia that can of-
fer me enough security where I can 
write for the rest of my life. Ever since 
I left my native country, I was lucky to 
have some well-wisher who stood next 
to people like me as a backbone in all 
phases.

My earnest humble request to the 
international community is to grant 
people like myself a safe place and fi-
nancial support. 

A modern-day Islamic renaissance 
is about to take place in the Indi-
an subcontinent and ground zero is 
Bangladesh. 

Voices from people like us must be 
heard while Islam metastasizes.

Photo courtesy of United News of Bangladesh
Students study at Qawmi Madrasah, an orthodox Islamic education institute in Bangladesh.

Abdullah Al Masud

Abdullah Al Masud

Is luck a holiday?

Member Jon Comer sent us this photo of the church marquee in Lewisville, 
Texas. While it would be nice to think that this sign was meant as a goodwill 
gesture to atheists, it’s most likely dripping with sarcasm.

From the get-go, I knew how 
vile Islam could be, but I just 
couldn’t get out of it because 
Islam permeates all spheres 
of existence.
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The Religion News Foundation, Reli-
gion News Service, Associated Press and 
The Conversation recently announced the 
creation of a global religion journalism ini-
tiative, an effort to expand religion news 
reporting in the United States and around 
the world. 

The initiative is funded by a $4.9 mil-
lion grant from Lilly Endowment. 

The endowment says part of its mis-
sion is to “deepen and enrich the religious 

lives of American 
Christians” and to 
“foster public un-
derstanding about 
religion and help 
lift up in fair and 
accurate ways the 
contributions that 
people of diverse re-
ligious faiths make 
to our greater civic 
well-being.” 

Columnist James 
A. Haught, former editor of West Virgin-
ia’s largest newspaper, The Charleston Ga-
zette-Mail, said he “suspects that Lilly is 
trying to buy a whitewash to offset endless 
ugly headlines about religious horrors and 
cruelties around the world. I wanted to give 
the project a jolt. Half sarcastically, I offered 
to write ‘curmudgeon columns’ for the Lil-
ly-funded enterprise. Here is my first one 
(which I assume is doomed to rejection).” 

By James A. Haught

Supernatural religion is a colos-
sal system of falsehoods. Invisi-
ble gods, devils, heavens, hells, 

angels, demons and other magical 
church entities don’t actually exist. 
They’re just concoctions of the human 
imagination. Yet they’re the basis of 
a trillion-dollar labyrinth of worship 
around the planet.

Widespread belief in such spirits 
shows a deep flaw in the supposedly 

logical minds of our species. It’s akin 
to fairy tale beliefs of children.

The most dishonest people are cler-
gy who endlessly declare God’s com-
mands, as if an imaginary being really 
gave commands. I wonder how many 
ministers realize, at least subconscious-
ly, that they’re 
spouting lies?

Studies show that 
religious skeptics 
have higher intelli-
gence than religious 
believers. Maybe 
that’s why brilliant 
thinkers throughout 
history have doubted religion.

In Ancient Greece, thinker Prodi-
cus reportedly said: “The gods of pop-
ular belief do not exist.”

In medieval times, while the Holy 
Inquisition burned skeptics, Michel 
de Montaigne wrote: “Man is certain-
ly stark mad. He cannot make a worm, 
yet he will make gods by the dozen.”

As American radicals launched the 

first modern democracy, Thomas Jef-
ferson wrote: “The day will come when 
the mystical generation of Jesus, by 
the supreme being as his father in the 
womb of a virgin, will be classed with 
the fable of the generation of Minerva 
in the brain of Jupiter.”

Jefferson also 
wrote, in an 1820 
letter, that minis-
ters “dread the ad-
vance of science as 
witches do the ap-
proach of daylight.”

Thomas Edison 
scoffed: “Religion 

is all bunk.”
Albert Einstein told The New York 

Times in 1930 that he couldn’t believe 
in a personal god, adding: “Neither can 
I believe that the individual survives the 
death of his body, although feeble souls 
harbor such thoughts through fear or ri-
diculous egotism.”

There you have it. The brightest 
people have always known that super-

natural church dogmas are untrue.
The Flynn Effect shows that the av-

erage American I.Q. rises three points 
per decade. Educated folks are getting 
smarter. Maybe that’s why religion is 
dwindling rapidly in the United States, 
as it has done in Europe. 

At least one-fourth of American 
adults now say their religion is “none” — 
and the ratio is one-third among those 
under 30. Supernatural faith is dying, 
right before everyone’s eyes. A new sec-
ular age is taking shape. Scientific hon-
esty prevails. Hurrah.

It may seem harmless that millions 
of older Americans still attend church 
and pray to imaginary spirits that don’t 
exist. But religion has a dark side that 
is profoundly harmful. 

It has cropped up since the time 
of human sacrifice, Crusades, Inquisi-
tions, witch hunts, holy wars and po-
groms against Jews.

Today, the vile side of faith erupts 
in Muslim suicide massacres, child mo-
lestation by Catholic priests (and Prot-
estant evangelists), opposition to the 
teaching of evolution, resistance to sex 
education and birth control, cruel hos-
tility to gays, opposition to lifesaving 
stem cell research, etc.

Another vile aspect of religion is the 
adherence of white evangelicals to the 
Republican Party. Jesus was allegedly a 
liberal who urged followers to help the 
poor, feed the hungry, heal the sick, 
clothe the naked and aid underdogs.
That’s the formula of the social “safety 
net” backed by Democrats. Yet, white fun-
damentalists vote overwhelmingly for the 
GOP, which seeks to slash the safety net. 
In effect, those believers oppose Jesus.

It’s fortunate that supernatural religion 
is fading as America grows more intelli-
gent. Bring it on. The faster the better.

James A. Haught is editor emeritus 
of West Virginia’s largest newspaper, the 
Charleston Gazette-Mail.

Religion fading as intelligence rises

Clergy disbelief confessions come to life
‘Adam Mann (Not His
Real Name)’ play 
ready for the stage

By Daniel C. Dennett

Confidential confessions of disbelief 
by practicing clergy are gripping rev-
elations of what it is like to be caught 

in a web of evasion.
When my wife Susan read the final 

draft of Caught in the Pulpit: Leaving Belief 
Behind, the book 
Linda LaScola and 
I wrote about the 
confidential inter-
views Linda had 
conducted with 
nearly 30 nonbe-
lieving clergy, her 
immediate reac-
tion was that this 
would make a stir-
ring play. She was 
right. Linda and 

I joined forces with New York City play-
wright Marin Gazzaniga, who, supported 
by a grant from the Richard Dawkins Foun-
dation, combed through the thousands of 
pages of transcripts and assembled a play 
drawn directly from their interviews. 

As someone with little prior knowledge 
of the theater world, I have been fascinat-

ed by the huge team effort required to 
bring a play to life. Since our initial proj-
ect had been under my direction at Tufts 
University, Gazzaniga had to get certified 
by Tufts’ Internal Review Board for human 
subjects research before she could gain ac-
cess to the highly confidential transcripts. 
Also, Linda contacted study participants to 
ask their permission to use their transcripts 
in the play. Marin’s first script, the product 
of intense artistic decision-making, guided 
(and complicated) by intense editorial dis-
cussions among the three of us, was given 
a private reading in New York in 2015. The 
invited audience of theater people were 
on the edge of their seats, but our verdict 
was: electrifying, but too long.

So it was back to the drawing board, this 
time in partnership with the award-winning 
New York theater company The Civilians, 
renowned for its “investigative theater” 
productions. Through further readings 
and workshops, our creative team took the 
script on a journey of simplifications, uni-
fications, re-orderings, subtle tweaks and a 
bounty of insights from director Steve Cos-
son, dramaturge Jeremy Stoller and a fine 
cast of actors. This work culminated in Feb-
ruary, in the form of a stunning pair of per-
formances (still “on book,” but highly re-
hearsed) at Princeton’s Lewis Arts Center.  

So, after several years of revisions and 
workshop readings with professional direc-
tors and actors, the play is ready for produc-
tion, with a new title based on the pseud-

onym of one of the study participants: 
“Adam Mann (Not His Real Name).”

We can now say (with relief!) that the 
most uncertain aspects of this project are 
behind us. Yes, we have a moving, tightly 
integrated, roller-coaster ride of a play 
to show the world. We have attracted the 
interest of a wide swath of people in the 
world of theater, and our executive pro-
ducer, Megan Kingery, is hard at work 
lining up potential theaters, talent, and — 
most important — the financial support 
we need to get the play on the boards. 

Telling the stories of the courageous 

participants of the original study through 
the medium of theater has been fascinat-
ing and challenging, and has only deep-
ened how moved I am by their brave and 
often desperately lonely journeys. 

Those who wish to support the future 
development of “Adam Mann: Not His 
Real Name” can donate to the show at: ti-
nyurl.com/y3z8k5k7.

Daniel C. Dennett, a co-founder of The Cler-
gy Project, is the co-director of the Center for Cog-
nitive Studies and the Austin B. Fletcher Pro-
fessor of Philosophy at Tufts University and an 
honorary director of FFRF.

Photo by Ingrid Laas
From left, Dan Barker, Daniel C. Dennett, Carter Warden and Linda LaScola discuss 
The Clergy Project with audience members during FFRF’s annual convention in 
Pittsburgh in 2016. Warden, who used the pseudonym Adam Mann, publicly came 
out as an atheist at the convention after decades as a Christian minister.  

Daniel C. Dennett

James A. Haught

Widespread belief in such 
spirits shows a deep flaw in the 
supposedly logical minds of our 
species. It’s akin to fairy tale 
beliefs of children.
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“ As I grew older and wiser, I 
could see this pattern and system 
of fear-based control ingrained in 
numerous other religious doctrines. 
— Dan Watson

By Dan Watson

Throughout the late 1940s and 1950s, most of my 
family and relatives were very much involved in a 
religious cult called Agni Yoga. 

Agni Yoga is one of the occult neo-Theosophical reli-
gious doctrines produced by Russians Helena and Nich-
olas Roerich around 1920. It was supposedly transmitted 
to Helena Roerich by spiritual or supernatural means via 
table rapping and telepathy from Madame Blavatsky’s 
spiritual mentors she referred to as Master Morya and 
Master Koot Hoomi. It is loosely based on Blavatsky’s writ-
ings from her works Isis Unveiled and The Sacred Doc-
trine. It is a philosophy of living ethics blending aspects 

of Hinduism and Buddhism and 
combining them with Christianity. 
So, you get the law of karma and 
reincarnation mixed in with some 
of the teachings of Jesus. 

In these teachings, God was not 
a personal god, but rather more 
of an abstract concept. For ex-
ample, God is in us all and every-
thing around us. Jesus Christ, on 
the other hand, was considered to 
be an actual historical figure that 
walked the Earth in biblical times 
as an ascended master. This phi-

losophy encourages striving for enlightenment through 
daily meditations and prayers. It was referred to simply as 
“The Teaching.” 

By the late 1950s, there were small groups of Agni 
Yoga followers popping up in various parts of the coun-
try. My grandparents would host weekly Agni Yoga 
meetings at their home in the San Francisco Bay area 
on Thursday nights. They would also host special meet-
ings once or twice a year whenever Guru Ralph Houston 
came to town. 

Houston lived in upstate New York in an old mansion 
he called the Ashram. He was a direct disciple and stu-
dent of Nicholas Roerich. Sometime in 1959, the young 
man who would become my father began attending the 
classes my grandparents were hosting. He was an artist 
living in a friend’s garage and was a beatnik. This is where 
my father met my mother. They began dating, fell in love, 
got married and I was born in 1961. 

Father became a leader
My father excelled at understanding the “Teach-

ings” and, as time went by, he became the leader of 
the classes. He started to gain many followers and 
eventually began taking students on a probationary 
level toward discipleship. “The Meetings” were held 
at our house every Thursday evening. My bedroom 

was right next to our living room, where my father 
would hold his classes. I was allowed to leave my bed-
room door open so I could listen to the adults’ con-
versations. Listening in on all of my father’s classes 
over the years, I remember the many times I heard 
him give his standard lecture to his students about 
how there was a “delicate silver cord” connecting all 
of us to the Hierarchy and to the Masters and that the 
very moment you doubt or question anything from 
the Teachings, this delicate cord would be severed 
forever and your connection with the Hierarchy and 
the Masters would be forever lost. You would then be-
come a “dark one” working for the dark side against 
the brotherhood of light and you would no longer be 
protected by the Hierarchy. 

The first time I heard this, I instinctively thought it 
was nonsense. At that moment, I realized I had doubt-
ed my father, Guru Houston, the Masters, the Hierar-
chy of Light, and the Teachings. I could not help it 
— it was an automatic response. I had committed the 
unforgivable sin — I doubted.

I was conflicted about this for a very long time, 
but I never dared tell anyone. What if my parents 
discovered that I had turned over to the dark side? 
Did they already know? Could they see it in my face 
or in my aura? Could Guru Houston sense it from 
his Ashram all the way from New York? What would 
I do if they kicked me out of the house for doubting 
the Teaching? 

I was only 9 years old, incapable of taking care of 
myself. If my loving grandparents found out, would 
they turn against me? My whole social circle was to-
tally engrossed in this religion. I kept my mouth shut 
about it and no one ever seemed to know, so eventu-
ally I figured it really didn’t matter. 

‘What a scam’
It wasn’t until years later that I fully understood what 

my father was doing. “What a scam,” I thought. If you were 
to believe his sales pitch, that meant you had to believe ev-
erything my father said was the undisputed truth because 
he was the guru and claimed to be in direct contact with 
the Masters and the Hierarchy of Light. This gave him total 
control and power of his flock and he knew it. 

I observed this control mechanism work very well for 
many years. As I grew older and wiser, I could see this pat-
tern and system of fear-based control ingrained in numer-
ous other religious doctrines. I think that playing the role 

of leader and guru might have gone to my father’s head, 
and he may have indulged himself with the adulation of 
some of the female students. For whatever reasons, my 
parents announced to my sister and me that they were 
splitting up and that Dad would be moving out. 

This happened about the same time that Guru Houston 
informed us that soon many natural catastrophes would be 
plaguing the Earth and society would be breaking down, 
that we should prepare to leave the populated areas of the 
cities and suburban areas. We were told to pool our money 
together and purchase land in the Oregon wilderness and 
build a commune and Ashram there where we could all 
live together and be safe from the chaos and dangers of the 
approaching apocalypse. 

So that’s just what the group did. Someone was put in 
charge of finding and purchasing the land, someone was 
put in charge of overseeing the construction and fabrica-
tion of the structures, living quarters and ashram. When 
the time came, we were to sell off our homes, cars and oth-
er unnecessary belongings and move into the new com-
pound safe from all the crazy people. 

This project was about halfway completed when Guru 
Houston unexpectedly suffered a heart attack and died. 
Things got really weird after that. I noticed drastic changes 
taking place in the behavior of the adults. With Houston 
gone, things soon fell apart. 

Power struggle
The men in charge could not get along and there was 
a leadership power struggle going on. I remember 
that the land was eventually sold off, but I don’t think 
everybody got their money back from that fiasco. 

Shortly after my father’s girlfriend moved into his 
new home, his followers found out that he had left his 
wife and two children without any child support. One 
night, they all confronted him about this and shamed 
him into eventually giving my mother the lawful mini-
mum monthly amount of support. Things were never 
the same between my father and his flock after that. 

As time went on, his followers slowly dropped off 
until he found himself sitting there by himself on 
Thursday nights. He maintained the delusion that he 
was still a guru and was well on his way to becoming 
an ascended master. He continued to hold meetings 
all by himself 
for over a year. 
He eventually 
moved up to a 
secluded part of 
northern Cali-
fornia near the 
Oregon border, 
where he con-
tinued to study 
the teachings of 
Agni Yoga and 
hold his solitary 
Thursday night 
meetings. It was 
observing my 
father’s rise, suc-
cess and failure 
as a cult leader 
that set me on 
the path to seek 
the truth, a truth free of delusion.

It wasn’t until I got much older that I began read-
ing, researching and studying the origins of Christi-
anity, the bible, Theosophy, Madame Blavatsky and 
the historicity of Jesus. I eventually came to the real-
ization that I was an atheist. However, with this reali-
zation came the oppressive feeling of being trapped 
and unwelcome in a world full of mostly supersti-
tious believers. 

The way I see it, humanity is still very much in its 
infancy. It is very slowly evolving, just like everything 
else on this planet. Naturally, some life forms will 
evolve faster than others. I like to think that atheists 
are a small but growing number of members of the 
human race who are evolving perhaps a little faster 
than the rest of the herd — evolving beyond the need 
for superstition, beyond the need for belief in God or 
other myths. 

Dan Watson works as a computer repair technician and 
lives with his wife Rebecca in Castro Valley, Calif.

Paul Watson with his son, Dan, and daughter in 1965.Dan Watson

Guru Ralph Houston in 1969.

Paul Watson in 1970.

From occultism to atheism 

Stepping out from the shadow of my father
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CRANKMAIL
Here is our latest installment of letters and emails 

we’ve received recently that aren’t quite fit for our Let-
terbox page. Printed as received (so turn away if you 
don’t like profanity!). 

Worship Him: If you are alive, you might have 
one last chance, just thing about how the evil is play-
ing with your mind, he is lying to you, he doesn’t want 
you, he is using you and he only wants to devour you. 
The Wrath of God is prepared for him and everyone 
who worship him, for every single evil thing that he 
did, and he knows it, he just doesn’t want you to know 
that. !! Be a GLADIATOR for GOD !!! — Daniel Cindea 

Jesus and God!: FFRF your full of crap!!! 
Dumb bastards always looking for something to come 
against GODWhen does the holy ghost apeare? When 
do angels ever apeare, at what time? There is a (and 
are a lot of) mistakes in the bible, sure. But does that 
mistake include Jesus. No. It includes some serious 
later alteratios into putting the men in power to be 

powerfull, like Mithraists and getting some stupid stuff 
like easter to be associated with Jesus. — Misael Torres 

The real truth: If your FFRF are really to follow 
truth, you should and could find God is the truth. I 
am a woman who has been educated and raised in an 
panganist and atheistic country, but when I decided 
to find the truth of this world, after a lot reading mate-
rials, I found Jesus is the ‘maybe-truth’ and then after 
my trying to believe in Him, I found He is the living God 
who like to react to me and keep a good relationship 
with me even if I can not see Him. Yes, He is the truth 
of all the world. Your FFRF bahaviors against God are 
really hurting God’s love to you and you have to have 
enough understanding to realize that kicking a spur 
will at last hurt yoursevlves the most. — Mary Wang

God Bless America: if you don’t like God Bless 
America I pledge allegiance to the flag or anything 
else in God we trust get the f*** out of my country 
you c*********** motherfuker you spend another 

one of my f****** dollar bills because in God we 
trust is all over them assholes may your building 
fall to the ground in a sinkhole with all of you in it 
— Robert Traxler 

Prayer: My prayer is that Disgusting Organizations 
like your Shit-Hole organization Kiss My Veteran Ass. 
Learn to mind your business. — Anthony Boxelder

Your scum: You can all just get a life!! Your ab-
solutely pathetic humans who have nothing to do 
then cause pain to others. Who the Fuck care if 
people want to say God bless America?? Why do 
you Fucking care?? You seriously need to get a life!! 
Do you really believe that people are gonna stop 
praying to their God because your offended about 
something? — Jeff Redenholt

Demand to remove crosses: Please come on 
down to our little town. Introduce yourselves to ev-
eryone you see on the street. Lets see how that ends 
up. — John Gall

Animas H.S.: On the teacher being dismissed at 
Animas H.S. FUCK YOU Anytime you jagoffs come to 
Chicago let me know Be more than glad to meet one 
of you fucking assholes — William Bertucci 

Religion: So you go after a High school since 
he allowed athletes to wear a donated T-shirt man 
you thugs should be proud of your selfs lol that’s 
ok Christ will return then he will be Gods right hand 
man during your judgement that will be hilarious to 
see — Steven Reagan  

Future: This is a messege for your organization, 
this is not a messege of candemnation but a warn-
ing, You and your organization are haters of all that is 
good, there will come a day when you and your entire 
organization will be judged according to your works, 
in that day you will face a Holy God, a God you have 
mocked, a God you have fought against, let me tell 
you its a terrible thing to fall in the hands of the living 
God, there you will have to answer for all your crimes, 
for all the times you have lied stolen, committed adul-

try, and all the times you blasphed against his Holy 
Name, if you dont repent from your crimes against 
God, and accept Jesus as your Lord, He will be your 
Judge in that day, and you will all have part in the Lake 
Of Fire, where the smoke of your torment will arise for-
ever and ever and where your worm never dies. Rem-
ber this messege that day, you wont be able to say no 
one warned you! — Kevin Diaz

Your group’s ignorance: You are fools who don’t 
know real science when you see it. And there is no 
such wording in the Constitution as speration of 
church and state. One nation under God is still our 
country’s moto. — Marvin Kraus 

10 Commandments: You people make me sick 
you remind me so much of the American Civil Liberties 
Union sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong if 
this nation would follow the 10 Commandments more 
closely it would be a much better country to live in our 
moral standards with people like you exist and it be-
comes a joke another words but out this doesn’t con-
cern you — Doug Willoughby 

ASSHOLES: YOU ARE SUCH HYPOCRITICAL 
SOUNDING BOARD FOR THE LEFT DEMON-RATS THAT 
SPEW THE SAME SHIT THAT YOU PUSSY ASS PIECES 
OF SHIT ENFORCE. WHERE IS YOUR STANCE AGAINST 
ISLAM? SORRY, I FORGET THAT YOU ARE A BUNCH

OF PUSSIES, AND ARE A HUGE PART OF THE 
“PUSSY GENERATION” THAT LOVES TO SING ON BE-
HALF OF THE DEMON-RAT LEFTIST PARTY !! FUCK 
YOU, FUCK ISLAM, FUCK OBAMA, FUCK CLINTON, 
FUCK MOHAMMED, FUCK LUIS FARAKWAN, AND FUCK 
THE DEMOCRATS !!! YOU ARE A BUNCH OF CHICKEN 
SHIT MOTHERFUCKERS !!! 

— John Flores 
Your time is coming: No belief in God is the un-

pardonable sin. May God have mercy on your soul. For 
you to try and convince others there is no God, may 
someone hunt you down like a rabid dog. You add no 
value to human existence. — Tammy Jensen

Mom is not in heaven, but she still lives on
By Erin Louis

A s I got into my car to leave my mother’s house late 
in the summer of 2013, my mother said to me, “If 
I don’t make it, I promise I will prove to you that 

there is an afterlife.” 
She was preparing to go into surgery the following 

day. I had driven to her house to help her clean and 
prepare for her recovery when she returned home. 
Earlier in the visit, we had been discussing my atheism 
and nonbelief in an afterlife. Having been raised strictly 

Catholic, at 71 she had let go of 
a lot of the dogma associated 
with her religion, but held on to 
the belief that there was a loving 
god who would reward her for 
her struggles on Earth with an 
eternity in heaven. 

Although she had tried to in-
still the same faith in me, by the 
time I had reached the age of 
reason, I had come to the con-
clusion that there was no god. 

This did not bother my mother, in spite of her beliefs, 
because she knew in her heart that God would not 
punish good people even if they denied his existence. 
She firmly believed that I was a good person and would 
not suffer the eternal damnation preached by the nuns 
of her youth.  

Heaven as a salve
The idea of an afterlife was a concept that proved 

more resistant to my logical mind than the idea of a 
personal god. Whenever an elderly relative died, there 
was the comfort of knowing that they were no longer 
suffering, that they had gone to a “better place” filled 
with their loved ones that had gone on before them. 
Although it was inconsistent with my sense of reality, I 
found it easier to not apply reason or logic to this con-
cept. Especially as a child, the idea of heaven provided a 
much-needed salve to the pain of loss.  

As I grew older, I could not escape the fact that I 
really didn’t believe our consciousness survived outside 
of our physical selves. The only evidence I had seen to 
the contrary was the occasional compelling ghost story. 
But, eventually, I had to concede that this life was all we 
got. My beloved kitty would not greet me in the arms of 
my grandma when I died. There would be no endless 
bowls of my favorite ice cream for all eternity. I had to 
accept the fact that this life was my one and only, and I 
had better get to living.  

I had found the concept of an afterlife to be a hin-

drance to actual life. If everything was to be so much 
better after I’m dead, why bother living now? Why not 
jump in front of a bus? Why bother living through the 
trials and tribulations of life on Earth? If you’re looking 
forward to heaven, then aren’t you just waiting to die?  

My mother’s surgery did not go as planned. After a 
week of ups and downs, my siblings and I made the aw-
ful decision to remove our mother from life support. I 
held the hand of the priest along with my family as he 
delivered the last rites to my dying mother. My beliefs, 
or lack thereof, had absolutely no bearing about how 
I felt. My goal was to honor my mother and her wish-
es. Over the next 12 hours, as my mother’s body shut 
down, my brother and I held her hands. I held on to 
her well after she was gone, unable to believe that it 
was over. My brother finally had to explain to me that 
the heart beats registering on the machine were not 
our mother’s, but my own. Devastated, my brother and 
I finally left the room.

Trying to believe
The next few days and weeks were a blurring whirl-

wind of emotion and grief. Explaining to my 8-year-old 
son that grandma was gone is still to this day the hardest 

thing I’ve ever had to do. As my mind began to process 
the events, I thought that I might revert to my childish 
belief in heaven. My family talked of our mother riding 
her lawnmower or playing her piano in heaven. I des-
perately wanted to believe. I tried. 

The crushing pain of this loss was something I didn’t 
think I could bear. My stubborn nonbelief rivaled my 
mother’s absolute faith. No matter how hard I tried, I 
was utterly unable to take comfort in something that I 
simply couldn’t believe to be true. Through all this, I 
never let my family know how I really felt. In fact, I was 
jealous of their beliefs and the relief it provided them. 

Well-meaning people talked about how she was in a 
better place or about how energy doesn’t die.  Maybe I 
should find a medium to contact her? If I only opened 
my mind, she would reveal herself to me.  All the good 
intended advice was in vain. As much as I desperately 
wanted to believe in any, if not all, of it, my stubborn 
unopened mind simply refused. 

In trying to process my grief, I began to look to the 
things she left behind. My mother was an accomplished 
musician. I sat at her piano, desperately hoping to some-
how feel her essence. I wore her sun hat, listened to her 
music, and looked at photos of her, thinking maybe I 
could start to fill the hole she had left in my life. But 
her things were just things. They invoked memories, but 
utterly failed to fill the void. 

One day, I passed by a mirror in my house and out of 
the corner of my eye, I saw my mother. I stepped back 
and looked again and only saw myself. Later, I passed by 
the same mirror, and once again I saw my mother out of 
the corner of my eye. I stopped and looked again, this 
time slightly changing the angle of my face, and there 
she was. My mother was looking back at me. In my eyes, 
I saw her. I saw her in the slight crookedness of my smile. 
I saw her in my nose. I even caught a glimpse of her in 
my rear end. In my son’s retelling of one of my mother’s 
off-color jokes, I heard her. I started to see her every-
where. It was then that I realized that mom was not in 
heaven riding her lawnmower. In fact, she never left. At 
least not entirely. 

She lives on in me, and, in turn, will live on in my sib-
lings. She lives in my son, and my nieces and nephews. 
She lives on in the minds of all the people she touched 
in her life. The healing started then. I didn’t need to 
imagine her in paradise. I didn’t need to wear her sun 
hat or sit at her piano. I needed only to look in the mir-
ror. She would be very pleased to know that she did 
prove an afterlife to me. She lives on in me.

FFRF Member Erin Louis lives in northern California with 
her husband and son. She’s a classically trained pastry chef, 
writer and unabashed atheist.	

Erin Louis 
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Zoe has received FFRF’s Thomas Jefferson 
Student Activist Award of $2,000, endowed 
by a generous couple who are FFRF members. 
Note: Although the Daviess (Ky.) County 
Public School District did not fire the teacher 
in question after Zoe blew the whistle on her 
proselytizing in biology class, the teacher has 
signed a letter of intent to resign. The Free-
dom From Religion Foundation worked with 
Zoe and her parents. Reports Legal Fellow 
Colin McNamara: “I’m incredibly proud of 
Zoe for her courage. She stood up for what 
was right in the face of resistance from an 
out-of-line teacher and complicit classmates, 
but she stood firm. Because of her report and 
the evidence she gathered, the district could 
not deny the massive Establishment Clause 
problem staring them square in the face, and 
they had no choice but to correct it. I’d also 
like to commend the district for the thorough 
investigation and stern disciplinary actions 
that they took to ensure that this teacher nev-
er pulls a stunt like this again.”

By Zoe Dean

It was a Friday when the “Skimehorn 
Incident,” as I’ve been referring to it, 
started. 
A video was shown by Ms. Stefanie 

Skimehorn, the teacher, during my 
third block Pre-AP Biology class. The 
video consisted of a pastor excitedly 
talking about a galaxy that had an “X” 
at the center of it. He claimed that this 
“X” shape was actually a cross, meaning 
that humans, and everything else in this 
vast universe, must have been created by 
God. This was the second time my teach-
er had shown this kind of video in my 
biology class.

The first time this happened, Ms. 
Skimehorn announced that if any one 
of us were offended by the word “God,” 
we could leave the classroom or plug in 
ear buds. I considered it, but I realized 
that if I left or ignored the video, I would 
be ostracized. If anyone had stepped 
outside that classroom, they would 
have been painted as someone who was 
“offended” by the word “God.” I feared 
that people would view me as a hater 
of “God,” and as someone who cannot 
even tolerate hearing about it. I am not 
that person. Religion and mythology 
fascinate me, and I would love to learn 
more about it — in the appropriate 
context. Ms. Skimehorn’s instructions 
before the class made me feel that I 
had to watch the video or be seen as an 
intolerant child.

I couldn’t stay and I couldn’t go, so 
I did the only thing I thought could 
do at the moment: I took out my cell 
phone and started recording. I caught 
the entire “galaxy cross” sermon — and 
Ms. Skimehorn beside it — on video. 
This video had nothing to do with bi-
ology, let alone science. I was shocked 
that none of the other students seemed 
at all bothered by the video, showing 
no outward indication that they felt 
any concern.

After class, everyone was released to 
lunch. Usually there are one or two peo-
ple left in the classroom, myself includ-
ed, after the majority has rushed out. I 
noticed that someone else had stayed 
behind, someone who I’d never noticed 
staying behind before. I didn’t think 
much of it and just went on my way.

I sat down in the lobby to relax and 
watch YouTube videos. Just as I was get-
ting settled and had a video up and my 
ear buds in, I heard someone call my 
name. I looked up and saw Ms. Skime-

horn approaching me. I pulled out 
my ear buds as she sat beside me. She 
told me that another student had seen 
me recording her in class. This student 
claimed that I had texted the video to 
someone, saying that I’d been “forced to 
watch it.”

I admitted to her that I had recorded 
the video. However, I did not mention 
that I had also purposefully recorded 
her face, to allow for identification later 
on, in case there was something more to 
this whole situation. I had not actually 
managed to successfully send it to any-
one, as the video file was too large, but I 
didn’t mention this.

Ms. Skimehorn then attempted to get 
me to delete the video. She had allowed 
me to work on projects alone in the past, 
which she brought up in requesting that 
I delete the video. It felt like she was 
forcing my hand, trying to get me to de-
lete the recording by manipulating our 
relationship.

Just as I was starting to panic, Ms. 

Skimehorn turned for a moment to 
speak with someone else. When she re-
turned, she asked if I had deleted the 
video. I told her I had, but I had not.

On Monday, I was called to the front 
office just as my first class was about 
to end. I grabbed my things, my heart 
pounding. While walking to the office, 
I phoned my father about what to do. 
He advised me not to respond to any 
questions about the incident and to 
have the vice principal call him. Vice 
Principal Lance Blue immediately told 
me that he had heard that I had been 
recording videos during class and want-
ed to know if it was true. I did as my 
father had requested and put him in 
touch with the vice principal.

As I was listening to the conversation, 
I noticed a couple of things in the office, 
including an image of horses with word-
ing at the bottom: ‘”God,” “Jesus,” and 
“Christ,” and a cross with small lettering 
around the bold word, “Praise.” 

Then I heard Vice Principal Blue tell 
my father that what I had done was ille-
gal. I was terribly anxious.

I was released to my second block 
class. During my third block class — AP 
Biology with Ms. Skimehorn — I was 
told me to grab my things and go see 
Principal Matt Mason in the front office. 
I assumed I had been called down, but 
apparently Mr. Mason had no idea that 
I was coming.

Considering the obvious tension 
between Ms. Skimehorn and me, Mr. 
Mason suggested that I stay out of her 
class for the day. In my nervous state, I 
agreed and was sent to the guidance of-
fice, where I sat mostly in a tense silence 
as I attempted to take my mind off of the 
situation by doing school work, finding 
little success.

On that Tuesday, I was switched out of 
Pre-AP Biology into a different class — 
CP Accelerated Biology. This was a silver 
lining. Despite being a less “advanced” 
class than Pre-AP Biology, I actually liked 
it far better. The teacher didn’t switch 

off topic nearly as much and had a more 
professional feel to her style of teaching.

The rest of the week went by normal-
ly, although I still was slightly nervous 
whenever a school phone rang. I didn’t 
want to return to the front office for 
those tense conversations.

Things cooled down after that. I was 
unsure whether Ms. Skimehorn and 
Vice Principal Blue would face any con-
sequences for their actions, and I frank-
ly doubted it. Neither I nor my family 
received any notice on what the admin-
istration intended to do to make sure 
this didn’t happen again. 

That’s when my parents contacted the 
Freedom From Religion Foundation.

FFRF took action almost immedi-
ately, sending a letter to the superin-
tendent shortly after we reported the 
incident to them. Without FFRF keep-
ing pressure on it, the school district 
probably wouldn’t have done anything. 
But with FFRF watching and waiting, 
the school actually did the right thing. 
FFRF uncovered records showing that 
Ms. Skimehorn had been severely disci-
plined for her conduct and was ordered 
to “discontinue utilizing any content or 
materials in [her] classroom that are of 
a religious-based nature from this point 
forward.” 

I am so grateful to FFRF for its help. 
I had thought Ms. Skimehorn was a 

good teacher. But, looking back, I can 
no longer consider that she truly cared 
about teaching us when she used her 
classroom to push her religious views. 

Zoe, 17, will be a high school junior in the 
fall. “I have a passion for art and a love for 
animals. While I’m a visual artist, someone 
who works with media ranging from graphite 
drawings to ceramic sculptures, at heart I ab-
solutely adore auditory art and music. Once 
in college, I will be working on a degree in 
zoology. But, as a side goal, I plan to learn a 
programming language so that I may create 
my own video games which, to me, is a fasci-
nating art form in which a story can be told 
through an interactive world.”

Thomas Jefferson Student Activist award

Exposing teacher’s theology in biology class

Photo courtesy of Hubblesite.com
Zoe Dean had to watch a video in biology class which showed this image of an “X” at the core of the Whirlpool galaxy 23 million 
light-years away, said in the video to represent the cross that Jesus was crucified upon. 

Zoe Dean
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Let’s not forget the Establishment Clause
This article first appeared in the New York 

Times and is reprinted with permission.

By Linda Greenhouse

I happened to be in Dublin in May when 
the Alabama Legislature voted to ban 
abortions. Foreign travel tends to en-

hance a person’s perception of what’s 
happening back home, and that was cer-
tainly true for me on this trip.

It’s almost exactly a year since Irish 
voters, by an overwhelming two-thirds 
majority, threw off the shackles of the 
Roman Catholic Church and repealed 
the country’s constitutional provision 
banning abortion. On May 26, voters de-
fied the bishops again and repealed the 
provision that requires at least four years 
of living apart before a couple can apply 
for a divorce. (Ireland legalized same-sex 
marriage by popular vote back in 2015.)

Back in Alabama, the state’s governor, 
Kay Ivey, issued this official statement when 
she signed the abortion ban into law: “To 

the bill’s many 
supporters, this 
legislation stands 
as a powerful tes-
tament to Alabam-
ians’ deeply held 
belief that every life 
is precious and that 
every life is a sacred 
gift from God.”

People in Ire-
land, so many 

of whom have relatives in the United 
States, are watching closely. Una Mullal-
ly, a prominent columnist for The Irish 
Times, reflecting on a recent trip to 
New York for a conference on reproduc-
tive rights, had this to say in a column 
recently: “So much of what we see with 
anti-abortion movements — in which re-
ligious fundamentalism, fake news, pro-
paganda and hysteria are embedded — 
comes from the American playbook, so it 
behooves us to keep a close eye on what’s 
happening in the U.S. right now.”

Becoming a theocracy
I lack the social science expertise to 

explain the opposite trajectories of our 
two countries: Ireland marching proudly 
into the future, while the United States 
is reconfiguring itself into a theocracy 
that would have appalled our Founding 
Fathers. (Abortion, by the way, was legal 
at the nation’s founding, and for much of 
a century afterward.)

But I do know something about the 
United States Constitution. If the First 
Amendment’s Establishment Clause 
means anything, it has to mean that God’s 
will cannot be a constitutional justification 
for a law that erases an individual right.

I’m realistic about this. I’m not expect-
ing judges to embrace the Establishment 
Clause as the basis for invalidating the Al-
abama Human Life Protection Act, and 
I’m not expecting even progressive politi-
cians to call out the religious basis for the 
wave of anti-abortion laws, of which Ala-

bama’s is the most extreme. But it’s past 
time for the rest of us to step back and 
consider the impact of religion’s current 
grip on public policy — not only on the 
right to abortion, but on the availability 
of insurance coverage for contraception 
in employer-sponsored health plans and 
on the right of gay and transgender indi-
viduals to obtain medical services without 
encountering discrimination.

The Establishment Clause says, “Con-
gress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion.” But we don’t 
hear much about 
it these days. It has 
shrunk noticeably 
at the hands of the 
current Supreme 
Court, in contrast 
to the First Amend-
ment’s other re-
ligion clause, the 
Free Exercise clause, much in favor with 
today’s majority. The only Supreme Court 
justice who ever linked abortion and the 
Establishment Clause was John Paul Ste-
vens, now nine years into retirement and, 
at age 99, author of a new memoir.

Webster case relevant
Thirty years ago, in a case called Web-

ster v. Reproductive Health Services, the court 
considered a Missouri law that placed sev-
eral restrictions on access to abortion. 
The law contained a preamble declaring 
it to be a “finding” of the state legislature 
that “the life of each human being be-
gins at conception.” Was such language 
constitutional? That was one question in 
the case, but Chief Justice William Rehn-
quist’s opinion for the court ducked it. 
The preamble stated an “abstract propo-
sition” that “does not by its terms regulate 
abortion,” the chief justice wrote. “We 
therefore need not pass on the constitu-
tionality of the act’s preamble.”

Stevens, alone, disagreed. The pream-
ble was “an unequivocal endorsement of a 
religious tenet of some but by no means all 
Christian faiths,” he wrote in his separate 
opinion. It “serves no identifiable secular 
purpose,” he continued, adding, “That 
fact alone compels a conclusion that the 
statute violates the Establishment Clause.”

Each side attracted supporting briefs 
from religious organizations, a total of 67 
friend-of-the-court briefs in all. In words 
that are perhaps even more relevant 
today than they were 30 years ago, Ste-
vens explained: “Bolstering my conclu-
sion that the preamble violates the First 
Amendment is the fact that the intensely 
divisive character of much of the national 
debate over the abortion issue reflects the 
deeply held religious convictions of many 
participants in the debate.” He conclud-
ed, “The Missouri Legislature may not 

inject its endorsement of a particular reli-
gious tradition into this debate.”

There was once a robust Establishment 
Clause conversation surrounding restric-
tions on abortion. In 1976, just three 
years after the Supreme Court decided 
Roe v. Wade, Congress enacted the Hyde 
Amendment, cutting off abortion cover-
age for poor women under the Medic-
aid program. The legislative debate was 
replete with references to the “immor-
tal soul” of a fetus and even to Herod’s 
“slaughter of the innocents.” A represen-

tative of the Unit-
ed States Catholic 
Conference was 
highly visible as an 
adviser to the mem-
bers of the House 
of Representatives 
who were negotiat-
ing with senators on 

the amendment’s final form. The lawsuit 
that abortion rights groups filed immedi-
ately after the law’s passage prominently 
included the Establishment Clause in 
contending that the amendment was 
unconstitutional. But that argument 
never got traction, either with the feder-
al district judge who declared the Hyde 
Amendment unconstitutional or with 
the Supreme Court, which reversed that 
decision and upheld the amendment in 
1980.

The court will face another Establish-
ment Clause test, which it will predictably 
fail, in a year or so when it confronts the 
Trump administration’s Religious Ex-
emption Rule. This rule grants employ-
ers who have religious objections to birth 
control an opt-out from the Affordable 
Care Act’s mandate to cover contracep-
tion in the employee health plan. The 
rule represents a metastasis from the 
Supreme Court’s Hobby Lobby decision in 
2014, which granted an exemption on 
the understanding that female employees 
would get their birth control coverage di-

rectly from the employer’s insurance car-
rier. But the Trump rule offers no such 
workaround. Women with the misfortune 
to work for anti-contraception employers 
will become second-class citizens, their 
statutory right to full health care benefits 
sacrificed to protect the boss from com-
plicity in the sin of birth control.

Two federal district courts have issued 
injunctions to bar the rule from taking 
effect, based on faulty administrative 
procedure rather than on constitutional 
grounds. The cases are now at the court 
of appeals level. In the United States 
Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit, 
14 leading scholars of the Constitution’s 
religion clauses have filed a brief arguing 
that the rule manifests unconstitution-
al “religious favoritism,” an “unyielding 
preference for religious interests over any 
conceivable secular interest,” while shift-
ing “serious burdens to third parties.”

More lawsuits to come
In May, the administration issued an 

expanded “conscience rule” to permit 
health care workers, down to the level of 
receptionist, to opt out of involvement 
with procedures to which they have mor-
al or religious objections. Another new 
rule to be issued shortly would limit pro-
tections for transgender patients seeking 
even ordinary health care by expanding 
opt-outs for providers who have religious 
objections to treating them. These new 
measures, carrying out the president’s 
pledge to serve the interests of his allies 
on the Religious Right, will undoubtedly 
be the subject of lawsuits.

As I said earlier, I’m a realist. There 
is no chance the Supreme Court will be 
receptive to Establishment Clause argu-
ments. That’s all the more reason not to 
lose the Establishment Clause from our 
working civic vocabulary.

Indeed, before the end of the current 
term, we will have a better idea of wheth-
er there’s anything left of the Establish-
ment Clause when the court decides the 
pending case on the constitutionality of a 
40-foot cross on public land in Maryland. 
[FFRF filed a friend of the court brief in 
the case.] Lurking in the background of 
this case is the argument that the Estab-
lishment Clause permits any religious 
favoritism short of actual coercion of 
non-adherents. You don’t like the public 
display of sectarian symbols? No problem 
— no one’s making you look at them.

It took Ireland many years and much 
pain to claim the secular freedom its peo-
ple now enjoy. It’s taking us just a few years 
of disingenuous politics to hurl us back-
ward to a place many of us never imagined.

Linda Greenhouse, the winner of the 
1998 Pulitzer Prize, writes about the 
Supreme Court and the law. She reported on 
the Supreme Court for The New York Times 
from 1978 to 2008, and is the author of 
several books.
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Linda Greenhouse

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

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

It’s past time to consider 
the impact of religion’s 
grip on public policy and 
the Supreme Court. 
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Here’s one way to fight 
back against vouchers

Theocrats have been pushing a 
backdoor voucher scheme in several 
states. Here’s how it works: You donate 
money to an organization that awards 
scholarships to students attending 
private religious schools. The state al-
lows you not only a deduction, but a 
dollar-for-dollar write-off on your tax-
es, so it costs you nothing. In effect, 
it makes you a legislator determining 
how tax dollars are allocated.

If my state ever enacts such a plan, 
I will start my own organization to col-
lect money from secular citizens who 
dissent from this program and use it 
to fund students at a Buddhist school. 
(If there’s no Buddhist school, a liber-
al Quaker or Unitarian one will do.) 
This will boost diversity in the face of 
a government that improperly favors 
conservative Christianity. I will give an 
amount equal to my tax liability, starv-
ing the state of funds. Then I will no-
tify the governor, the state’s revenue 
chief and my local legislator that I am 
legally (thanks to them) withdrawing 
all financial support from the state as 
long as they show such favoritism. I 
will encourage others to do the same, 
and I don’t care if it collapses as a 
result.

I urge everyone in a state that has 
such a scheme to fight back in this 
manner, using the law against itself. 
Unless the law goes, they’ll be power-
less to stop us.
Stephen Van Eck 
Pennsylvania

FFRF gains when I 
hold my tongue

In order to prevent myself from im-
ploding, I needed to have a new strat-
egy for dealing with religiosity at work. 
So, I am donating $1 to FFRF each 
time I want to do or say something I 
shouldn’t.

So far, $1 for not stopping the 
morning prayer group supported by 
HR.

Another $1 for not forming a mob 
against the physician who refused to 
provide care to a transgender person.

And $1 for not saying what was on 
my mind to the Mormon bishop facul-
ty member.
Name withheld 
Michigan

Additions to the “You 
Might Be in a Cult” letter

In the April Letterbox, Alan Wag-
ner listed many reasons why “You 
Might Be in a Cult If . . .”

Here are a few more I came up with:
• If you can be convinced that your 

own deity demands blood sacrifices 
because he is righteous, but the pagan 
god’s bloodlust is evil, you might be 
in a cult.

• If you can be convinced that 
threats of hellfire and damnation 
demonstrate your deity’s great love for 
humanity, you might be in a cult.

• If you can be convinced that mak-
ing contraception less accessible pre-
vents unwanted pregnancies and abor-
tions, you might be in a cult.

• If you can be convinced that an-
cient Middle Eastern mythology can 
explain the origin of life on Earth, but 
modern scientific study of fossil evi-

dence cannot, you might be in a cult.
It was such fun to write this letter to 

one of my most cherished publications.
Jehnana Balzer 
Arizona

We could use less 
lying by our officials

“Thou shall not bear false witness” 
has been for a very long time an in-
struction more often honored in the 
breach than in the observance. That 
would do, without attribution, on 
placards of all government and aca-
demic buildings.
Peter Kleinman 
California

Let’s be proactive in 
denouncing superstition

I have always wondered what my 
response would be if a Fox News an-
chor asked me why I am “offended” by 
religious displays. They usually imply 
that the reason we are offended is that 
these are reminders of our sinful ways. 
I always thought I would say that I am 
not offended by violations of state-
church separation, but just annoyed.

However, I know the best reason 
why we nonbelievers should object 
to manger scenes, Christian crosses, 
Ten Commandment monuments on 
government property, and even bibles 
in hotel rooms. It’s because these im-
ply that someone thinks that I should 
believe in superstition and myth and 
that I cannot be good without these 
reminders.

Furthermore, if the wording or de-
sign of these icons and monuments 
were debated in the halls of legisla-
tures or Congress, that could bring 
all secular and critical legislation to a 
standstill. Even if the will of the major-
ity was honored, that would certainly 
lead to bad feelings among fellow leg-
islators, because religion is very per-
sonal to most Americans. Their politi-
cal differences are already bad enough 
without blatantly bringing religious 
opinion into the mix. This kind of cor-
ruption led to chaos in Europe prior 
to the Enlightenment.

When you face members of the 

media or politicians, please emphasize 
that supporting superstition and myth 
is not only unreasonable, but divisive 
and even embarrassing in these 
modern times.
Ron Herman 
New Mexico

Dan Barker got through 
to teens at debate

I want to thank Dan Barker for the 
great job he did in his debate with pas-
tor Charlie Salamone of Downtown 
Mission Church in Wausau, Wis., on 
April 25.

In the audience, within close prox-
imity to where I was sitting, was a fairly 
large number of young people, mostly 
in their teens. They were hearing what 
you were saying. I could see this from 
the expression on their faces. To me, 
this underscores the value of these 
debates, as these kids may be hearing 
for the first time that the gods and the 
biblical stories surrounding them are 
largely fictitious. Hearing this from an 
intelligent rational adult has an inesti-
mable value in shaping their lives. Well 
done! 
Lance Lubach  
Wisconsin

Information officer had 
a great secular response

I listened to the public information 
officer for Jacksonville Fire and Res-
cue respond to a reporter’s question 
about a plane that slid off the run-
way in Jacksonville, Fla. She asked if 
he thought it was a miracle that there 
were no serious injuries in the acci-
dent. He responded, “I don’t take that 
kind of approach to anything. I’m 
much more of a secular kind of guy.” 
It was refreshing to hear someone in 
a government position avoid bringing 
religion into the conversation. I have 
no idea whether he wants any atten-
tion about his response, but I left him 
a voicemail thanking him for his secu-
lar response to the question.   
Pam Woddail  
Georgia

Catholic Church can’t 
be trusted to reform

Why do people presume to tell the 
Catholic Church how to behave hon-
orably or regain credibility? Do they 
believe their advice will even be con-
sidered, let alone acted on? Writing 
that presumes to be logical or sensi-
ble only obscures the horrific facts of 
the abuse that clergy have perpetrated 
on vulnerable children and adults by 
holding out the hope that the church 
will reform itself. Ultimately, the 
Church has no intention of further 
depleting the already depleted ranks 
of clergy or exposing itself to further 
liability. Confession and self-reform 
are for the sheep.
Mary Ann Fraser 
New Jersey

We should be leaders 
in promoting unity

I particularly enjoyed the Letterbox 
section of the April issue, especially 
the letters by Darlene Prescott and Bri-
an Bolton. The letter from Alan Wag-
ner on “You might be in a cult . . .” 
was priceless. However, I would warn 
FFRF and its members of the adage 
that “you catch more flies with honey 
than vinegar.” Hopefully, most people 
would accept humor as it’s intended (I 
loved it!), but belief in a deity provides 
many people with comfort that is crit-
ical to their well-being. We should not 
proselytize any more than we want to 
be proselytized. What is important is 
to explain why we want to be treated 
equally, in a way that doesn’t alienate 
reasonable people. Most religious peo-
ple are not fanatics, and we mustn’t let 
the fanatics lead us to be involved in 
creating insurmountable divisiveness. 
We should be the leaders in promoting 
a unity in which everyone’s beliefs are 
treated equally. 
Wendy Koch  
Colorado

We should focus on 
population control, too  

I’ve said it before, but concern of 
reef bleaching is like cutting off the 
rattlesnake’s tail instead of its head. 
Earth warming? Tiddlywinks. That’s an 
effect, not a cause, and the cause has 
been ignored.

I belong to both Negative Popula-
tion Growth and Population Connec-
tion, but few are listening. The Earth’s 
axis spins on profiteering growth. 
Every sector of the economy wants 
growth in goods, profits and numbers. 
Politicians want more contributions 
and voters. Everyone wants more in-
come so we can buy even more unnec-
essary things. We demand $1 strawber-
ries and de-boned chicken, so we bring 
in masses of slave-era laborers.

Forests disappearing, replaced by 
millions of acres of guess what? Soy-
bean fields or oil palm plantations. 
Fish species are disappearing. Why? 
There are over 7 billion hungry hu-
mans on Earth, demanding home and 
garden space, and we are in the midst 
of an extinction of our wild species.  

There will be another billion peo-
ple within two decades. Environmental 
groups are priming the pump for their 
own causes, but they say nothing about 
this outrageous population surge. Af-
rica cannot feed or house its teeming 

LETTERBOX
Something to sneeze at

Photo by Chris LIne
FFRF thanks Carol Stoddard of Idaho for creating and donating these unique 
needlepoint tissue box covers for the FFRF office. 
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FREETHOUGHT OF THE DAY 
“I feel no need for any other 
faith than my faith in human 
beings. Like Confucius of 
old, I am so absorbed in the 
wonder of earth and the life 
upon it that I cannot think 
of heaven and the angels.”

Pearl  Buck
“Advice to Unborn Novelists” (1949)

© 2019 Freedom From Religion Foundation

Strange effect on women! 
I realize this subject is only 

tangent to the purview of FFRF, but 
I thought members would get an 
eye-rolling, heavy sigh of amusement 
from it. The ad (see photo) had has 
been published more than once 
in such magazines as Archeology, 
Smithsonian and AARP Bulletin.

I wrote letters to each when I first 
saw these ads. The Smithsonian was 
the only one to respond, saying it 
relied on advertisers to help with 
publishing costs. (No kidding!) They 

ignored the point of my letter, which 
was the sexism inherent in the ad.

I am currently reading Women 
Without Superstition (edited by Annie 
Laurie Gaylor) and have noticed that 
religion led most of these women to 
feminism and atheism. 

I have been a nonbeliever since 
fifth grade. I am 72 now and tired of 
fighting. Thank you FFRF for fighting 
for me.
Judith L. Smith 
Nebraska

billions, and, by the end of the centu-
ry, they may have 3 billion starving or 
impoverished.

Are we so nearsighted that we are 
unable to visualize the cause and only 
focus on the effects?

I belong to many secular groups, 
and they, and all other public inter-
est groups, should refocus to include 
their concerns about population stabi-
lization in the third world. 

Here’s a farmers market analogy. If 
your market only sells corn, you get 
only corn customers. But if it also sells 
peaches, apples and tomatoes, it gets 
not only corn clients, but also peach, 
apple and tomato customers. Secular 
groups should jump into these popu-
lation issues. It would bring additional 
members and monies and no dissent.
Scott A. Hunter 
Arizona

FFRF should send letter 
to editor with invocation

May I suggest, now that Dan Barker 
has been turned down from delivering 
a House invocation, that you send a 
letter to the editor to the Washington 
Post, setting forth the following sec-
ular invocation as the one you would 
have delivered:

“Let us rise each morning, and strive 
each day, to do only that which brings 
happiness and joy to others, and avoid 
doing things that cause others hurt 
and pain. Let us use our minds and 
our reason to foster behavior based on 
the mutuality and reciprocity inherent 
in human relationships, and let us al-
ways respect the dignity and worth of 
each other. And let us, above all, love 
one another, not to obtain rewards for 
ourselves now or hereafter or to avoid 
punishment, but rather always to bring 
each other contentment and peace. So 
be it.”

The readers of the Post would love 
it and would send in favorable replies.
Ted Utchen 
Illinois

Thanks for fighting for 
inmates’ rights

Back in 2016, FFRF Associate Coun-
sel Sam Grover took the Virginia De-
partment of Corrections to task and 
forced them to recognize secular hu-
manism as a “religion.” This move was 
monumental and laid the groundwork 
for a series of changes that helped 
secularize a religiously oppressive 
environment. 

With the help of Sam and FFRF Le-

gal Fellow Colin McNamara, we have 
had a mandatory religious 12-step sub-
stance abuse program halted and re-
placed with a secular, evidence-based 
cognitive behavioral therapy substance 
abuse program with true efficacy. FFRF 
has put an end to inappropriate ques-
tions on inmates’ annual assessments 
that asked about inmates’ religious be-
liefs and church attendance, and which 
resulted in nonreligious inmates being 
punished with additional unnecessary 
and burdensome programming. And 
most recently, Colin had the warden 
at my facility take down an unconsti-
tutional Ten Commandments display 
and a display chock-full of Christian 
propaganda from the facility’s law 
library.

After I brought these issues to 
FFRF’s attention, the Department of 
Corrections retaliated by transferring 
me to four different facilities in a one-
year period. I made the best of this by 
reporting every state-church violation 

I came across, and by starting secu-
lar humanist communities at each of 
those facilities.

I am sharing this with you so you 
might understand just what a huge 
deal it has been for FFRF to stand 
up for nonreligious inmates in Vir-
ginia. Thank you from the bottom of 
my heart for everything FFRF does 
and continues to do. Sam and Colin 
have been remarkable and are owed 
the deepest gratitude from all the in-
mates of the Virginia Department of 
Corrections.
C. Todd Landeck 
Virginia

Road to atheism is 
paved by women

We can eradicate religion by 
educating women, especially girls. 
They will, in turn, teach their sons 
to respect women. In this regard, it 
seems that Judaism moved sooner than 
Christianity, which has moved faster 
than Islam. Nobel laureate Malala 
Yousafzai teaches us that a woman 
can make the largest step and greater 
acceptance of those that are different 
than ourselves.

For how many centuries have men 

shut down women from education? 
Suddenly, since the turn of the century, 
atheism has grown in tremendous 
leaps. Interesting how women’s rights 
have also grown in tremendous leaps!

It’s all about eliminating gods. We 
must continue the education of all 
girls throughout the world. 
Josh Tico 
California

U.S. is a secular nation, 
not a theocracy

Was it Gov. John Kasich or Rev. Ka-
sich? Is it Gov. Mike DeWine or the 
Rev. DeWine? Keep God out of govern-
ment! As the late Supreme Court Jus-
tice Hugo Black stated in 1962 in Engel 
v. Vitale, “A union of government and 
religion tends to destroy government 
and degrade religion.” Former Ohio 
Gov. Kasich should become a minister 
and not run for president, and Gov. 
DeWine should have placed his hand 
on the Constitution, not a stack of 
nine bibles! We are a secular nation, 
not a theocracy. Let us now sing John 
Lennon’s “Imagine.”
David A. Hancock 
Ohio

Frustration to elation 
on Sunday morning 

My boyfriend and I were watching 
“CBS Sunday Morning” on May 12 
when the show went to commercial, or 
so we thought. Then it became clear 
the local affiliate (Sinclair Broadcast-
ing) had cut the show short in order 
for them to keep up with their hate 
propaganda in broadcasting “Full 
Measure with Sharyl Attkisson.”

We looked at each other and 
thought, “OK, now what?” We have 
been watching “CBS Sunday Morning” 
each week for the past 10 years and 
now this garbage will supersede it? 

I had received an email from FFRF 
reminding us to watch the show for 
FFRF’s Steven Pinker commercial, but 
I had forgotten about the reminder 
by the time Sunday, May 19, rolled 
around. We were watching the show 
and just waiting to see if the station 
would do the same thing as the 
previous week. 

We started to watch, and, at 9:02, 
my boyfriend said, “Well, it looks like 
enough people complained that they 
decided not to interrupt it.” As he 
said that, I turned toward the TV and 
there he was — Steven Pinker, right 
smack in the middle of my TV screen! 
I was speechless. I waited until the 
commercial was over and proceeded 
to jump out of my seat with a “woo-
hoo”! This. Was. AWESOME.

Please find my enclosed check to go 
toward more commercials like this. I 
know they make a difference!
Jeannie M. Lahman 
Missouri  

$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.
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BLACK COLLAR CRIME
Compiled by Bill Dunn

Arrested / Charged
Kevin Garcia, 27, San Antonio: Sexual as-

sault of a child. “The [alleged victim] revealed to 
the witness that [Garcia] has been molesting her 
since she was in the 7th grade,” an affidavit said. 
She’s now 15 and is related to Garcia, a pastor 
at Freedom Church. The affidavit said after the 
girl’s mother confronted him, Garcia moved out of 
the house. “[The girl] stated that she was always 
frightened and pretended to be asleep.” Source: 
Express-News, 4-12-19

Juan G. Garza-Gonzalez, 51, Wichita, KS: 
Suspicion of theft. Garza-Gonzalez is suspect-
ed in the theft of about $14,000 from Our Lady 
of Guadalupe Catholic Church in S. Hutchinson, 
where he’s been pastor since June 2018. Source: 
KSNW, 4-11-19

Christopher D. Smith, 47, Columbus, GA: 
Child molestation, sodomy, contributing to the de-
linquency of a minor and 2 counts of aggravated 
child molestation. Smith, founding pastor of Word 
of Truth Outreach Ministries, was arrested after 
barricading himself with a weapon in a house. He’s 
been a fugitive since September 2018 on allega-
tions from July 2017. Source: WTVM, 4-11-19

Jesse F. Hernandez Perez, 22, Anaheim, CA: 
Aggravated sexual assault of a child. Hernan-
dez Perez, a music ministry leader at Iglesia de 
Restauración Santa Ana, is accused of assaulting 
an 11-year-old girl in a church bathroom during 
services in March and a 14-year-old girl while 
leading a youth program at his home in March.

The alleged assault in the bathroom was 
“extremely disturbing,” said police Sgt. Anthony 
Bertagna. “Apparently, there are multiple levels to 
this church, and one day a week the men and the 
women are supposedly separated and he took ad-
vantage of that.” Source: CBS-LA, 4-11-19

Than Jongthong, 38, and Bua Seenuan, 
26, Nayong, Thailand: Possession of over 8,000 
methamphetamine pills, an assault rifle and am-
munition. Jongthong and Seenuan, a Buddhist 
monk and nun, respectively, were arrested in their 
separate living quarters in Wat Yothong Temple. 
Source: Bangkok Post, 4-9-19

Christopher Muggler, 26, Matthews, NC: 5 
counts of sexual exploitation of a minor related to 
online activity. Muggler, who taught and coached 
at Covenant Day School and volunteered at Christ 
Covenant Church, was fired by the school after his 
March 26 arrest, a church statement said. Source: 
WSOC, 4-9-19

Franco Mulakkal, 55, Jalandhar, India: Rape, 
illegal confinement and intimidation. Mulakkal, 
bishop of the Catholic Diocese of Jalandhar, al-
legedly assaulted a Missionaries of Jesus nun at 
her convent during visits to the Kottayam district in 
Kerala in 2014-16.

Mulakkal, who wielded considerable influence 
over the order’s budgets and job assignments, 
called the charges “baseless and concocted” and 
said the nun was trying to pressure him to get a 
better job. He was released after his initial arrest 
last September but charges are now further for-
malized. Source: AP, 4-9-19

Alyson B. Saunders, 23, Greensboro, NC: 6 
counts of sexual exploitation of a minor, 4 counts 
of indecent liberties and 2 counts each of sex of-
fense on a child by an adult and crimes against 
nature. Saunders, who worked at Fellowship 
Presbyterian Church’s Fellowship Day School, is 
accused of crimes against children between the 
ages of 2 and 3 at the day care and on a chang-
ing room table. The crimes against nature charges 
involve a dog.

“The remaining details listed on the warrants 
are too graphic to report,” a news report said, add-
ing that the alleged crimes occurred in January 
and February with 5 children, male and female. 
Saunders was linked to the allegations after an 
overseas child pornography arrest in London. 
Source: WGHP, 4-5-19

James L. Jenkins, 39, Knightdale, NC: Inde-
cent exposure. Jenkins, upper campus dean of 
students and college counselor at Grace Christian 
School in Raleigh, is charged with exposing him-
self to 2 children waiting for their school bus near 
his home Dec. 19. Source: WRAL, 4-2-19

Christopher Cox, 41, Traverse City, MI: Pos-
session with intent to deliver methamphetamine 
and 2 counts of criminal sexual conduct. Cox, pas-
tor at Long Lake Church, is accused by a 19-year-
old man of assault at Cox’s business office, where 
he allegedly lured him with a promise of crystal 
meth. He’s also accused of giving the man GHB, 
a “date rape” drug. Another alleged victim, age 
26, later came forward with similar allegations. 
Source: upnorthlive.com, 4-1-19

Zachary J. Wachholz, 24, San Antonio: Sus-
picion of online solicitation of a minor. Wachholz, 
a middle school/high school ministry volunteer at 
Community Bible Church before he was fired in 
February, is accused of inappropriate behavior 
with several church teens. “We believe that this 
was limited to less than 10 victims, but clearly, even 
one victim is too many,” said a church statement.

It’s alleged Wachholz used Snapchat to mes-
sage underage boys and that there was “limited 

physical contact with one teenager” away from the 
church. Source: Express-News, 4-1-19

Kirton Lashley, 57, Manhattan, NY: Rape 
and sex abuse. Lashley, pastor at Beulah Wes-
leyan Methodist Church, allegedly had sex with 
a woman in her 30s during therapy sessions 
from Oct. 2016-Dec. 2018 at the church. He’s 
licensed to practice therapy by the state Educa-
tion Department. Under the law, a person in the 
care of a medical professional can’t consent to 

sexual activity with a provider. 
In 2013 Lashley wrote an endorsement of 

the Christian sex book “Don’t Play with Me, I Am 
Life: Follow the Direction of Your Bishop (Penis)” 
by minister J.L. Lewis. The book “boldly explores 
and sheds light on how sexuality is intrinsically 
interwoven into fundamental facets of Christian 
doctrine,” Lashley wrote, adding that the “trans-
formative” book “has the potential to pinpoint and 
assuage the dissatisfaction felt by men and wom-
en in regards to sexual gratification.” Source: NY 
Daily News, 4-1-19

Hector D. Mendoza-Vela, aka Hector David 
Vela, 42, Fremont, CA: 30 counts of suspicion 
of lewd and lascivious acts with a minor. Men-
doza-Vela, pastor at Corpus Christi Catholic 
Church, came to the U.S. in 2008 from his native 
El Salvador.

The alleged abuse “occurred with one child 
victim over an 18-month period starting in 2016,” 
said an Alameda County Sheriff’s Office press re-
lease. At the time he was assigned to St. John’s 
Catholic Church in San 
Lorenzo. Source: Mercu-
ry News, 3-31-19

Anthony L. Brooks, 
48, Florence, KY: 5 
counts of 1st-degree 
sexual abuse. Brooks, 
pastor at Jesus House 
of Believers Worship 
Center, is accused of 
assaulting a female ju-
venile from July 2016 to 
January 2019. Source: WKYT, 3-29-19

Thomas J. Murphy, 65, and Ann M. Murphy, 
61, Macungie, PA: (Thomas) theft by deception, 
theft by failure to make required disposition of 
funds received, receiving stolen property, secure 
execution of documents by deception and crimi-
nal conspiracy; (Ann) receiving stolen property, 
secure execution of documents by deception and 
criminal conspiracy. About $150,000 is involved.

The Murphys are married. He was principal 
from January 2010 through July 2018 at St. 
Francis Academy Regional School and a deacon 
at Most Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church. An 
audit allegedly showed a checking account fund-
ed solely by donations and reimbursements to 
the school and church linked to the couple. Both 
apparently had credit cards linked to the account 
using their home address. Source: pennlive.
com, 3-28-19

Ryan D. Crawford, 32, Jacksonville, AR: 
Producing child pornography between Nov. 
29 and Dec. 18, 2017, while he was associate 
pastor at First Baptist Church in Pineville, MO. 
Source: ky3.com, 3-28-19

Shlome Katz, 32, Monroe, NY: Robbery and 
larceny. Katz and another alleged assailant still at-
large are accused of assaulting a fellow Hasidic 
Jew who was attempting to submit a petition at the 
Monroe Town Hall to form a new Hasidic neighbor-
hood next to Kiryas Joel. The other man allegedly 
drove off with the petition. They grabbed the pe-
tition from Herman Wagschal after approaching 
him from behind, hitting him on top of his head 
and punching and kicking him while he was on the 
ground. Source: Times Herald-Record, 3-28-19

Matityau Moshe Malka: Conspiracy and ob-
struction of justice. Malka, a member of the Gua-

temala-based, ultra-Orthodox Jewish sect Lev 
Tahor, is accused of being part of a conspiracy to 
kidnap children ages 12 and 14 in December from 
their mother Sara Helbrans. The children were lat-
er rescued in Mexico.

Lev Tahor allegedly wanted to recapture the 
older child, Yante, so she couldn’t testify against 
the cult and to reunite her with her adult “husband” 
Jacob Rosner, who was charged earlier with sev-
eral other members. Source: NY Post, 3-28-19

William Oswald, 56, Prosperity, SC: 6 counts 
of criminal sexual conduct with a minor. Alleged 
victims are a child under age 11 and another be-
tween the ages of 11 and 14. Police said charges 
stem from when Oswald lived in S. Congaree from 
1996 to 2001 and was part-time pastor at a church 
in Newberry. Source: The State, 3-27-19

Jim P. Arnold, 40, Modesto, CA: Continuous 
sexual abuse of a child, possession of an image of 
a minor engaged in sexual conduct, exploitation of 
a minor and using a concealed camera to secretly 
videotape another person on 3 occasions between 
March 2018 and February 2019. Arnold, a volun-
teer youth minister at Big Valley Grace Community 
Church, is accused of setting up a bathroom cam-
era to record a family member showering.

Arnold’s wife has filed for divorce and was 
granted a restraining order after expiration of an 
emergency protective order. Source: Modesto 
Bee, 3-26-19

Aaron Zuniga, 28, Jacksonville, FL: Unlawful 
sexual activity with a minor. Zuniga, a high school 

teacher at Trinity Chris-
tian Academy, is charged 
with having sex with a 
student who came to his 
home to babysit Zuniga’s 
10-month-old. An affida-
vit said the girl told police 
“she and the suspect 
flirted in person and via 
Snapchat text messag-
es” and that there was 
a consensual “sexual 

encounter” on a living room couch while the baby 
was sleeping. Source: Action News Jax, 3-22-19

Pleaded / Convicted 
Michael McNeil, 29, pleaded guilty to mis-

demeanor sexual exploitation of a minor while 
he was youth pastor at Christ Memorial Baptist 
Church in Williston, VT. The victim was a girl older 
than the age of consent but younger than 18.

After being charged in December, McNeil re-
located to Kentucky, where he had moved from 
to “plant” a church in Vermont. He admitted en-
ticing the girl, who was in a church youth group, 
to engage in sex acts. Under the law, because of 
his position and at least a 4-year age difference, 
the relationship was nonconsensual. A plea deal, 
if accepted by a judge, allows him to avoid jail time 
and stay off the sex offender registry if he has no 
further convictions for 5 years. 

The girl’s mother told McNeil in court he had 
been a role model for her sons. “Just two weeks 
before you admitted to your behavior with [the 
victim], you were preaching to them about puri-
ty and abstinence. What kind of man does this? 
They trusted you to care for their souls, and in re-
turn, you harmed their sister in the most wicked of 
ways.” Source: Free Press, 4-12-19

Arthur J. Perrault, 81: Guilty by jury of abu-
sive sexual contact with a minor under age 12 and 
6 counts of aggravated sexual abuse. Perrault, a 
Catholic priest who fled New Mexico in 1992 and 
was arrested in Morocco in 2017, was convicted 
of assaults on an altar boy in 1991-92 at Kirtland 
Air Force Base and Santa Fe National Cemetery 
while he served a Catholic parish.

While the charges focused on a single ac-

cuser, at least 38 people, including a brother and 
sister, accused Perrault of abuse when they were 
children. Several testified at his trial. Source: New 
Mexican, 4-11-19

Lothar K. Krauth, 81, Great Falls, MT: Plead-
ed guilty to receiving child pornography. Krauth, 
a native German who became a U.S. citizen in 
1986, was pastor at Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic 
Parish from 1989-2014. He’s accused of receiving 
thousands of explicit images of children as young 
as 2 or 3. Source: Flathead Beacon, 4-9-19

Thomas P. Ganley, 63, Phillipsburg, PA: 
Pleaded guilty to sexual assault, admitting that 
between 1992-94 he orally and vaginally penetrat-
ed a girl who was at least 16 but less than 18. At 
the time, Ganley headed the youth ministry at St. 
Cecelia Catholic Church. He’s the first defendant 
to be charged and plead guilty in a case filed by 
the Clergy Abuse Task Force formed by Attorney 
General Gurbir Grewal last September. Source: 
Courier News, 4-8-19 

Michael Guidry, 75, Morrow, LA: Pleaded 
guilty to sexual molestation of a juvenile. Guidry, 
pastor of St. Peter’s Catholic Church, was arrest-
ed in June 2018 after a deacon’s juvenile son al-
leged Guidry gave him alcohol and molested him 
in the priest’s residence. Source: Daily Advertiser, 
3-29-19

Yesenia Gonzalez, 39, Kissimmee, FL: Plead-
ed guilty to larceny for stealing over $21,000 be-
tween January-March 2016 from Iglesia Apostóli-
ca Renovación Emmanuel in Stamford, CT, where 
she was secretary. Gonzalez has repaid most of 
the money. Source: Stamford Advocate, 3-29-19

Betty L. Wheaton, 80, Belpre, OH: Pleaded 
guilty to aggravated theft. She took $515,283.71 
between January 2011 and July 2018 from the 
Bethel Lighthouse Baptist Church. “She was the 
treasurer of this church for 41 years,” said sher-
iff’s Det. Spencer McPeek. “But bank records only 
go back seven years. … It was basically going 
through the checks she wrote to herself.” Source: 
WTAP/Marietta Times, 3-29-19

Anthony Haynes, 40, Toledo, OH: Guilty by 
jury of conspiracy to engage in sex-trafficking 
with a minor, sex-trafficking of a minor, sexual 
exploitation of a minor and obstructing a sex-traf-
ficking investigation, Haynes, pastor of Greater 
Life Christian Center, was accused of grooming a 
14-year-old girl to have sex with him and fellow 
pastors Kenneth Butler and Cordell Jenkins.

The girl had moved in with Haynes’ family in 
2014 after her mother could no longer provide 
adequate care for her or her siblings. Prosecu-
tors said Haynes took her to another woman’s 
apartment, where he and the woman performed 
oral sex on each other in front of her. About a 
week later, the woman performed oral sex on 
her at Haynes’ church and after that she had sex 
with Haynes in various places, the now 19-year-
old testified.  

“When she had sex with him, she got mon-
ey. When she didn’t have sex with him, she got 
nothing,” assistant U.S. Attorney Alissa Sterling 
said. Jenkins, Butler and Laura Lloyd, Jenkins’ 
ex-wife, have all entered pleas in connection with 
their roles in the case and will be sentenced later. 
Source: Toledo Blade, 3-27-19

Robert J. DeLand Jr., 72, Freeland, MI: Plead-
ed no contest to criminal sexual conduct caus-
ing injury and gross indecency between males. 
DeLand, pastor at St. Agnes Catholic Church, was 
acquitted by a jury March 21 of 2 other criminal 
sexual conduct counts involving another teen.

That teen testified DeLand tried to grab his pe-
nis on May 14, 2017, in a church coatroom during 
a memorial service for a classmate who committed 
suicide. He also testified DeLand gave him $100 to 
buy the drug ecstasy. In the case in which DeLand 
pleaded no contest, the teen stayed in the priest’s 
condo in February 2018 and pretended to take 
ecstasy. He was equipped with a recording device 
provided by police. Source: mlive.com, 3-26-19 

Jermaine Grant, 43, Burlington Township, NJ, 
and Lincoln Warrington, 48, Teaneck, NJ: Plead-
ed guilty to tax evasion and conspiracy to defraud 
the U.S. government. Grant, leader of the Israelite 
Church of God in Jesus Christ, and church trea-
surer Warrington allegedly failed to report a com-
bined $5.3 million in business income from the 
church from 2007-15, with a tax loss to the gov-
ernment of $1.9 million. Source: nj.com, 3-26-19

Philip Grandine, 32, Toronto: Guilty by jury 
of manslaughter. Grandine, former pastor of En-
nerdale Baptist Church, was convicted of killing 
his pregnant wife Karissa in 2011 by drugging her 
with lorazepam. She became incapacitated and 
drowned in the bathtub. Grandine had access 
to the drug through his other job as a retirement 
home nurse.

A jury in 2015 acquitted him of murder and 
found him guilty of manslaughter, but a new tri-
al was ordered after an appeal. Grandine had 
resigned as pastor after it came to light he was 
having an affair with a parishioner, who was also 
his wife’s friend. Another pastor agreed to give 
them marriage counseling if he stopped cheat-
ing and gave up pornography, conditions the 
couple accepted. Prosecutors alleged he unin-
stalled a computer pornography blocker 40 min-
utes before he called 911 about Karissa’s death. 
Source: CBC, 2-26-19

It’s alleged Grandine 
uninstalled a computer 
porn blocker 40 minutes 
before he called 911 about 
his wife’s death. 
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Sentenced
Jonathan M. Bailey, 37, New Orleans: 23 

years in prison with no parole after pleading 
guilty in Mississippi to 2 counts of sexual bat-
tery of a child under age 14. Bailey, youth pas-
tor at First Baptist Church, was sentenced to 10 
years in prison in 2016 for sex crimes involving 
a 13-year-old female youth group member. The 
Mississippi charges stem from a group retreat in 
2015 to the Seashore United Methodist Retreat 
Center in Biloxi. Source: WLOX, 4-13-19

Titilayno A. Omosebi, 48, Reedsburg, WI: 3 
years in prison and 3 years’ probation after being 
convicted of child neglect for the August 2018 
death of her 15-year-old son during a 44-day re-
ligious fast. He and his brother, 11, hadn’t eaten 
since mid-July, police said. The brother was so 
weak he couldn’t walk out of the home and was 
holding a bible when police arrived.

Omosebi was also emaciated but refused 
treatment for religious reasons. Her husband, Ke-
hinde Omosebi, 49, also faces charges and has 
been found competent to stand trial. He described 
himself as a pastor with Cornerstone Reformation 
Ministries but authorities believe he made that up.

He told police this was the family’s longest 
fast and that they were waiting for a “blessing 
from God” that would ease their impending move 
to Atlanta. Source: WISC, 4-10-19

Joseph Alexander, 60, Gretna, LA: 19 months 
in prison after pleading guilty to stealing over 
$321,000 from the Franklin Ave. Church of Christ 
during a 7-year period starting in 2006. According 
to prosecutors, he stole the money to pay bills, 
fund family vacations to Alaska and Las Vegas and 
shop at the Apple Store and Victoria’s Secret for 
gifts to parishioners. Source The Advocate, 4-4-19

Paul Pavlou, 59, was sentenced to 10 years 
in prison after pleading guilty to 3 counts of sexu-
al penetration of a 12-year-old boy while Pavlou 
was in an Australian Catholic seminary in 2003-
04. Pavlou, a family friend, was counseling the 
boy while his father was dying of cancer. He’ll be 
eligible for parole in 7 years.

The victim, who didn’t go to police until 2016, 
testified he cried himself to sleep for years after the 
rapes. Pavlou was removed from the priesthood in 
2009 after a conviction for assaults on a 14-year-
old altar boy while he was pastor at a Healesville 
parish in 2005-06. Source: AAP, 3-31-19

John Praveen, 38, Rapid City, SD: 6 years 
in prison after pleading guilty to sexual contact 
with a child under age 16. Praveen, a Catholic 
priest and native of India, admitted in a signed 
document to touching the girl’s breasts outside 
her clothes in a basement classroom of the Ca-
thedral of Our Lady of Perpetual Help. It was al-
leged he “solicited” the girl in a confession booth, 
found her as she tried to hide and reached under 
her sweater to touch her above her leotard.

Judge Robert Mandel called the prosecu-
tion’s recommendation for a 1-year-sentence 
“not adequate.” As part of the plea deal, the 
prosecution dropped another charge that al-
legedly occurred earlier in 2018. Source: Rapid 
City Journal, 3-29-19

Nancy L. Brann, 44, Windsor, ME: 2½ years 
in prison after pleading guilty to gross sexual as-
sault and unlawful sexual contact. Brann, who 
taught at Coastal Christian School in Waldoboro, 
is accused of having sexual encounters, some 
in the classroom, with a student under age 14 in 
2016. Superior Court Justice Daniel Billings said 
Brann “abused a position of authority and trust” 
and maintained contact with the boy after she 
was fired. Source: AP, 3-29-19

Vincent Lewis, 90, Coalisland, N. Ireland: 3 
years in prison after pleading guilty to indecent 
assault and 5 counts of gross indecency with a 
child in 1983-86. He was sentenced in 2018 to 
8½ years for molesting 3 other boys while he 
was a Catholic monk called Brother Ambrose at 
Our Lady of Bethlehem Monastery. The latest 
allegations occurred after he left the religious 
order. Source: BBC, 3-29-19

Stephen M. Arellano, 31, Las Cruces, NM: 
71 months in prison after pleading guilty to trav-
eling in interstate commerce for the purpose of 
engaging in sex with a minor. Arellano, an or-
dained youth minister at Apostolic Assembly 
Church, admitted traveling to El Paso, TX, in 
2017 to engage in illicit sexual contact with a 
15-year-old victim he knew through the church 
and their families’ relationship. Source: Sun-
News, 3-28-19

Vitaly Korchevsky, 53, Brookhaven, PA: 5 
years in prison, $250,000 fine and forfeiture of 
over $14 million on convictions for his role in what 
the FBI called the largest-known computer hack-
ing and securities fraud scheme. Korchevsky, 
former pastor of the Slavic Evangelical Baptist 
Church and a Morgan Stanley vice president, 
profited from 2010-15 by trading securities on in-
formation he got from earnings reports and other 
announcements stolen by Ukrainian hackers be-
fore they were released publicly.

He told congregants after his arrest that 
his heart was “clean before the Lord.” Source: 
Christian Post, 3-22-19

Shawn Butler, 52, Hillsborough, NJ: 5 years 
in prison after being convicted of child endan-
germent and criminal sexual contact while he 
served in the youth ministry at Eternal Life Chris-

tian Center. It was alleged he improperly touched 
a girl, then age 16, several times between March 
and June 2014.

When he was charged in 2015, detectives 
also listed a 16-year-old girl he allegedly as-
saulted between July 2012 and August 2013. In 
1990 he received a 7-year sentence after plead-
ing guilty to sexual assault. At the time, he was 
on probation for a 1988 criminal sexual contact 
conviction. Butler also has a pending trial on 
whether he violated Megan’s Law by working at 
Eternal Life. Source: nj.com, 3-20-19

Civil Lawsuits Filed
The Washington Hebrew Congregation, a 

Reform synagogue that operates the Edlavitch 
Tyser Early Childhood Center, and its head of 
schools Deborah Schneider Jensen are being 
sued by 23 plaintiffs from 8 families who allege 
preschool teacher Jordan Silverman molested 
children ages 2-4 from March 2016 to August 
2018. It’s alleged Jensen “ignored, rejected and 
purposefully silenced repeated warnings and ex-
pressions of concern, from parents and teachers 
alike” starting a month into Silverman’s tenure 
and says he was hired 
despite having no train-
ing or experience in ear-
ly childhood education.

Silverman, who 
worked professionally in 
Vermont as a photogra-
pher for 16 years before 
moving to Washington 
in 2016, had not been 
charged criminally when the suit was filed. Both 
girls and boys were subjected to “demeaning and 
damaging forms of sexual abuse” that was “sys-
temic and regular,” it’s alleged. Source: USA To-
day, 4-16-19

Sacred Heart Catholic Parish, Conroe, TX, 
and the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston are 
being sued by a plaintiff alleging his pastor, Manu-
el La Rosa-Lopez, exposed his penis to him in the 
confessional in 2000 when he was 15. He alleges it 
happened after he confessed “he was gay and that 
he had kissed a boy from school.”

The suit asserts La Rosa-Lopez asked 
“Where did you kiss him?” and he responded 
“In his garage.” After asking a series of “vulgar” 
questions, the priest opened the partition win-
dow and exposed himself, the suit alleges. 

La Rosa-Lopez, 60, was charged last Sep-
tember with 4 counts of indecency with a child, 
stemming from alleged abuse of 2 other accusers 
who attended Sacred Heart as teens from 1998-
2000. He’s long been accused of abuse, including 
by a woman who was underage in 2001. La Ro-

sa-Lopez was admitted to the Shalom Recovery 
Center in 2002 before being reassigned. Source: 
KHOU, 4-5-19

Joseph Backowski and the Diocese of St. 
Cloud, MN, are being sued by Theodosia Orlan-
do, who alleges Backowski, a Catholic priest, 
subjected her to “ongoing, unwelcome and of-
fensive verbal and physical harassment” during 
the 5 months she worked for him and that the 
diocese failed to respond to repeated reports of 
misconduct. She was fired in January.

It’s alleged Backowski, 36, tried to manipu-
late Orlando, 32, into a sexual relationship with 
verbal and written come-ons like “dust the rust 
off your beauty” and prayed he wouldn’t “be-
come a wolf to consume you like meat.” After he 
was sent to treatment, parish members were told 
it was because of a medical condition with no 
mention of harassment complaints. Source: Star 
Tribune, 3-29-19

The Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston, 
W.VA, former Bishop Michael J. Bransfield, 
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops 
and 20 unnamed individuals are being sued 
by “J.E.,” who alleges Bransfield, 75, molested 

him as an altar server and later as his secretary. 
It’s alleged Bransfield drank at least half a bottle 
nightly of Cointreau liqueur and assaulted or ha-
rassed seminarians.

The other defendants are accused of various 
degrees of negligence. Similar allegations from 
other persons were lodged after Bransfield re-
signed in September 2018. 

In a related suit, state Attorney General Pat-
rick Morrisey alleged Bransfield and the diocese 
engaged in “intentional concealment” of predato-
ry behavior by clergy and lay staff. The suit uses 
state consumer protection laws, with parents 
as “purchasers” of services for their children, to 
make its claims. “We believe this is the first law-
suit of its kind against the church,” Morrisey said 
in a statement. Source: WTRF, 3-27-19

Fred McDonald Jr., pastor of an unidentified 
Chicago church, is named in 4 civil complaints, 
including one in which he’s accused of conning a 
fellow pastor out of the home his late aunt left him. 
Harold Tidwell alleges McDonald convinced him to 
transfer the deed for the house so he could use it 
as collateral for a loan, then put the house on the 
market without paying him anything.

Another suit was filed by landlord Beverly 
Greene, who evicted Mc-
Donald from his church 
for being $6,500 behind 
in rent. Tyrone Handy, 
pastor of Build Up Com-
munity Church, got a 
$7,600 judgment against 
McDonald for shoddy 
roof repair that failed to 
fix leaks.

After a news crew went to McDonald’s home 
and talked to a woman who answered the door, 
McDonald’s lawyer called to say he would return 
the deed and Tidwell got a text message that 
said he would get his money back. “I don’t feel 
like I want to trust any more pastors and may-
be not even religion from now on,” Tidwell said. 
Source: CBS Chicago, 3-25-19

Catholic priest James Grear, the Diocese 
of Lafayette, IN, Our Lady of Mount Carmel 
Parish and at least 100 other unidentified per-
sons affiliated with the diocese or parish are be-
ing sued by 3 men alleging abuse by Grear when 
he was dean of students and taught English at 
Brebeuf Jesuit Preparatory School in Indianapo-
lis and was pastor at Our Lady of Mount Carmel 
in the mid-1970s and 1980s.

One plaintiff alleges he reported the abuse to 
the diocese but was told not to pursue it and to 
ask for God’s forgiveness. Grear, 77, was among 
12 priests named last fall as having substanti-
ated allegations of misconduct with a minor. 
Source: indystar.com, 3-23-19

Civil Lawsuits Settled
The Catholic Diocese of Erie, PA, settled for 

$2 million a suit filed by a man alleging he was 
molested as a child by defrocked and convicted 
priest David Poulson, 65, when he was pastor 
at St. Anthony of Padua Parish in Cambridge 
Springs. According to charging documents in 
the criminal case, the plaintiff alleged Poulson 
made him admit during the sacrament of con-
fession that he had sex. Poulson was also con-
victed of molesting another boy at a secluded 
hunting camp. Source: AP, 3-26-19

The Catholic Diocese of Bridgeport, CT, 
agreed to pay $3.55 million to 5 men alleging 
sexual abuse from the late 1980s to the early 
2000s by 3 priests: Walter Coleman, Robert 
Morrissey and Larry Jensen. Jensen, de-
frocked in 2017, is the only one still alive. The 
diocese has paid $52.5 million to settle 156 al-
legations of abuse by priests since 1953. 

Jensen said in an interview that “Children 
need to feel at home at their church. It is sup-
posed to be a family feeling when they are 
here.” Source: CT Post, 3-20-19

Finances
Jeffrey E. Wall, Freeport, ME, and his busi-

ness, The Lighthouse Events LLC, are ac-
cused of investment fraud by the U.S. Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission. The complaint 
alleges he solicited about $3 million from nearly 
150 investors by falsely promising to use their 
money to organize Christian music concerts 
and festivals but instead used the funds to pay 
off debts and investors from previous deals.

The company website says he and his wife 
are avowed Christians who have organized over 
700 faith-based concerts since 2008. One email 
solicitation said, “Help us spread the message 
of Christ plus earn 20% on your investment.” 
Wall and Lighthouse have failed to repay about 
$1.6 million that was fraudulently collected, the 
SEC alleged. Source: Press Herald, 4-4-19

Legal Developments
The 17-year sentence of Catholic priest 

José Fernandez for molesting two 12-year-old 
boys in 2013-14 was confirmed by Spain’s Su-
preme Court. It also upheld 4-year sentences 
for the Romanian parents of a victim (they all 
lived with Fernandez). The other victim was an 
altar server. Source: AP, 4-10-19

Robert MacKenzie, 85, a semi-retired 
Scottish Catholic priest who’s worked in Can-
ada since 1988, will be extradited to Scotland 
to face sexual and physical abuse charges al-
leged to have occurred between the 1950s to 
1980s when he worked at St. Benedict’s Abbey, 
a boys school. It’s believed there may be as 
many as 38 victims. Source: CBC, 4-9-19

Nestor Villalobos, 51, Longmont, CO, re-
mains subject to a restraining order that a judge 
expanded to include 2 new elements: stalking 
and sexual assault. Villalobos, pastor of Iglesia 
de Jesuscristo Palabra Miel, was accused of 
harassment in January by a 20-year-old former 
congregation member. “I have been sexually 
harassed by Nestor V. I have ignored him and 
told him to leave me alone, but he keeps trying 
to make contact,” the woman alleged. Source: 
WTKR, 4-5-19

The conviction of Clyde E. Brothers Jr., 
68, Uniontown, PA, for corruption of minors 
and indecent exposure was overturned by the 
judge who sentenced him to prison. Judge Ste-
ven Leskinen “reluctantly” granted a defense 
motion to void the 5-year sentence due to the 
statute of limitations. Brothers, a Church of 
Christ volunteer youth minister who co-found-
ed the church’s bible camp, was convicted in 
2018 of lewd acts with boys at the camp in the 
early 1990s.

Brothers confessed 2 years ago to fel-
low camp board members to misconduct with 
“many, many, so many boys,” said Terry Laf-
ferty, a board member and Church of Christ 
pastor. “He said, ‘I’m evil, just evil.’ ”

While setting aside the conviction, Leskinen 
noted that trial testimony suggested Brothers 
“committed similar acts in other states upon this 
or other victims from the same church.” Source: 
Christian Chronicle, 3-28-19

Hadmels DeFrias, 47, a defrocked New 
Jersey Catholic priest convicted in 2004 for 
molesting 2 brothers under age 14, is teaching 
English to children at a private school in Punta 
Cana, Dominican Republic, his native coun-
try. “I don’t see the children with those eyes 
anymore,” DeFrias told a reporter, adding that 
he’s been successfully treated for ephebophilia 
(sexual attraction to adolescents).

DeFrias also described himself as “a priest 
with the Progressive Celtic Church ... within 
the Anglican tradition of churches.” Its website 
says it’s affiliated with a Celtic Anglican church 
in Syracuse, NY. “I’ve never heard of the Celtic 
Anglican church,” said Meredith Kadet Sand-
erson, Episcopal Diocese of Central New York 
spokeswoman. Source: NBC, 3-20-19

Other
The law firm of Douglas, Haun and Heide-

mann in Bolivar, MO was recognized for obtain-
ing a $20 million judgment in a child sex abuse 
case involving Branson’s Kanakuk Ministries. 
It was the largest plaintiff’s judgment in 2018 in 
Missouri.

The plaintiff was a man alleging he was re-
peatedly molested by Kanakuk summer camp 
director Peter Newman in the early 2000s 
when he was 10. Newman is serving 2 life sen-
tences plus 30 years for assaulting 6 campers 
and admitted to molesting 13 others. The suit 
named Newman, Kanukuk Ministries and camp 
president Joe White as defendants. The camp’s 
revenues were $13.5 million in 2008, when 
White was paid $352,000.

It was filed in Texas primarily because the 
victim’s father learned about Kanakuk at a 
Promise Keepers event at Texas Stadium in 
Irving. The suit said Kanakuk recruits heavily 
in Texas and transports children to Missouri 
from a Dallas mall parking lot. Source: Myhigh-
plains.com, 4-1-19
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Backowski prayed he 
wouldn’t ‘become a wolf to 
consume you like meat.’
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Former churches with better missions
If you see or know of any former churches that now serve a secular purpose, 
please send us a photo (preferably with you in it!) and a brief description of the 
property. Send it to editor@FFRF.org.         

Tim Hatcher sent us this 
photo of this former church 
in Dallas. Tim writes: “First 
opened in 1910, this church 
at 2712 Swiss Avenue 
began its life as St. Joseph’s 
Catholic Church. The St. 
Joseph Academy next door 
had opened in 1905. In the 
1990s, it became a private 
residence when it was 
purchased and renovated 
by beloved actress Ronnie 
Claire Edwards, best known 
for her role as Corabeth 
Godsey on the TV series 
‘The Waltons.’ Furnishing 
the former sanctuary quite 
colorfully with a grand 
piano, art and assorted 
antiques, she lived there 
until her death in 2016 at 
age 83. It was designated a 
Dallas landmark in 2010.”

Lunker Barlow also sent us this photo from Ventura, Calif., 
of the former Southern Methodist Episcopal Church, which 
was built in 1888. It is now a historic landmark that was 
once the Victorian Rose Wedding Chapel, and since 2002 
has housed the Victorian Rose Bed and Breakfast Inn.

Lunker Barlow sent us this photo from Ventura, Calif., of 
the Rubicon Theater Company, which it has been for the 
past 20 years, supplanting a former church known as the 
Laurel.  “As I think about it, replacing a church with a live 
theater isn’t much of a change, as both are dedicated to the 
presentation of fictional events,” Barlow quips.

Marcia Gascho sent us information about the current  Indiana Landmarks building in Indianapolis, 
which originally housed a 19th-century Methodist church. After a $19 million dollar renovation in 
2010, it now houses the Indiana Landmarks’ headquarters. The original stained glass windows and 
pews are in the Grand Hall, now used for weddings, concerts, etc. It has a state-of-the-art lighting 
and sound system and a pipe organ. The building has a catering kitchen and a number of rooms 
that can be rented for art shows, meetings, conferences and other events. It is located in the Old 
Northside historical district of Indianapolis.

The Saint Joseph’s Arts Society in San Francisco now occupies what used to be Saint Joseph’s 
Church on Howard Street. The building is a registered landmark, and had been empty since the 1989 
earthquake. It took more than two years and about $15 million in renovation to transform the space.

Clarence Cook of Oregon sent us this photo of an old Protestant church in 
Bend, Ore., which is now a brew shop and pub.  
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Paul Novak also sent us this photo of Sidney Novak standing 
in front of a former church in Urbandale, Iowa, that is now a 
camera store called Christian Photo. The owner’s last name is 
Christian.

Member Paul Novak sent us this photo of a funeral home in Sac City, Iowa. He says it was initially a 
Baptist congregation, but split into two congregations about 10 years ago. The funeral home was 
down the street and apparently bought the place for cheap. It is only used for funerals. 

Victor Nicolescu sent us information on the former Church of Christ, 
Scientist, in Manhattan, which is now the new home of the Children’s 
Museum of Manhattan. On Dec. 22, the museum completed the $45 million 
purchase of the church, which was built in 1903 and is now a New York City 
landmark. The church’s renovation into the museum is expected to cost $75 
million to $80 million.

Celeste Gibson informed us of this former church in Viroqua, Wis., which now 
houses a nonprofit arts center with a vegan café. The former Congregational 
Church was built in 1897, and has been home to various churches throughout 
its history. It is now the home of the Ark Center for Fine Arts and the Ark Café. 

In the late 1970s, the Luther Burbank Center’s founding families purchased 
the church owned by the Christian Life Center at a bankruptcy auction 
in Santa Rosa, Calif. As the only cash bidder, it got the property for $4.5 
million and the founders formed the Luther Burbank Memorial Foundation, 
named in honor of the renowned horticulturalist. The doors were opened to 
the public in 1981 with debut performances by the Santa Rosa Symphony 
and performing artists, including Anne Murray and Steve Allen. The 
Luther Burbank Center for the Arts has grown to become the leading arts, 
education and events center in the North Bay, presenting more than 230 
performances, hosting more than 850 community events, and serving more 
than 500,000 people annually through a wide variety of programs.

Rainer Gades sent us a photo of this former church from the 1890s, which is 
a Hot Springs, Ark., landmark building. It is now home to The Yoga Place, a 
yoga studio.

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

Yip Harburg, 
from his book: Rhymes for the Irreverent

Illustrated by Seymore Cwast, published by FFRF

Buy it from FFRF online - ffrf.org/shop

We learn this after every war,
That life is not worth dying for.   

History
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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

Get ready for Mrs. Betty Bowers, 
America’s Best Christian™!

Betty will be performing this year at 
FFRF’s national convention in Madison, 
Wis., which takes place Oct. 18-20 at the 
Monona Terrace and Convention Center.   

If you’ve never heard of her, you’re in 
for a treat. Mrs. Betty Bowers is a satirical 
character played by comedian Deven 
Green and conceived and written by 
Andrew Bradley. Both will be participating 
at the convention. Betty’s convention 
speech is titled, “God Gets His Annual 
Job Performance Review from Mrs. Betty 

Bowers, America’s 
Best Christian™.”

In 2009, Brad-
ley teamed up with 
Green to create 
Betty Bowers vid-
eos for YouTube. 
These videos are 
written and ed-
ited by Bradley, 
with Green co-pro-
ducing and ap-
pearing as Betty. 
One of their ear-
lier efforts, “Betty 
Bowers Explains 
Traditional Mar-
riage to Everyone 
Else,” has gotten 
well over 2 million 
views on YouTube 
(and another 2 
million views on 
Facebook). Bet-
ty has more than 
600,000 followers 
on Facebook and 

more than 220,000 on Twitter. 
“Bowers is a haughty, prim, conserva-

tive American church lady who lampoons 
and deconstructs many aspects of Christi-
anity as practiced in modern America,” 
writes RationalWiki.

Bradley, an American humorist, has 
written or co-written three books about 
the two topics he was told never to talk 
about: religion and politics. This year, 
the New York Post labeled Betty Bowers 
“a top Twitter wag.” Bradley writes all of 
the content for Betty’s Facebook page, 
with those posts routinely appearing on 
millions of people’s pages each week. 
Bradley also is the creator of all content 
for Bowers’ Twitter account. 

Bradley also served as one of the lead 
writers on other successful websites. 
Among them have been: LandoverBaptist.
org, a full-throttle spoof of domestic fun-
damentalism; and WhiteHouse.org, a satir-
ic mirror of the White House website. 

As for Green, besides portraying Bet-
ty Bowers, she has performed in the cult 
video series “Welcome To My Home” and 
“Welcome To My White House” paro-
dies, as a judge on “RuPaul’s Drag Race,” 
proudly headlining Pride venues across 
the country, and playing sold-out mu-
sic shows overseas, performing with the 
most famous drag queens in the world. 

Also newly added to the convention 
lineup of speakers are authors Isaac 
Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore. Their 
talk will focus on their most recent book, 
Godless Citizens In A Godly Republic: Atheists 
In American Public Life. The two also com-
bined to write The Godless Constitution: A 
Moral Defense of the Secular State.

Kramnick is a historian, social 
scientist and the Richard J. Schwartz 
Professor of Government at Cornell 
University. Moore is Howard A. Newman 

Professor of American Studies, Emeritus 
at Cornell University.

And Avinash Patil will be awarded 
the Avijit Roy Courage Award, which 

includes a crys-
tal plaque and 
$5,000, on behalf 
of the Maharash-
tra Andhashrad-
dha Nirmoolan 
Samiti (MANS), 
an organization 
dedicated to fight-
ing superstition 
in India. It was 
founded in 1989 
by Narendra Dab-

holkar, who was assassinated by religious 
extremists in 2013. Patil has been the ex-
ecutive president of MANS since 2010. 

Note: Women’s reproductive rights 
champion Wendy Davis has withdrawn 
from the convention program because 
she is pondering running for Congress. 

Other confirmed speakers include:
Jeremiah Camara, whose movie “Holy 

Hierarchy: The Religious Roots of Rac-
ism in America,” will be shown during 
the 2-hour lunch break on Saturday. 

Sarah Vowell is the New York Times 
best-selling author of seven nonfictions 
books on American history and culture. 

Rachel Laser will be accepting the 
$10,000 Henry Zumach Freedom From 
Religious Fundamentalism Award on be-
half of Americans United for the Separa-
tion of Church & State (AU). 

Hemant Mehta, editor of Friendly-
Atheist.com blog website, will be speak-
ing on the topic of, “Is atheism still a 
taboo in politics?” He will also be re-
ceiving one of FFRF’s “Nothing Fails 
Like Prayer” awards. 

Trae Crowder has recently earned 
national attention for his “Liberal Red-
neck” series of viral videos. 

Frederick Clarkson is the author, 
co-author or editor of several books, in-
cluding Eternal Hostility: The Struggle Be-
tween Theocracy and Democracy.

Anthony B. Pinn, who will be receiving 
FFRF’s Emperor Has No Clothes Award, 
is the founding director of the Center 
for Engaged Research and Collaborative 
Learning at Rice University.

Andrew L. Seidel, director of strate-
gic response at FFRF, will discuss his new 
book, The Founding Myth: Why Christian 
Nationalism Is Un-American. 

Mandisa Thomas, who will be named 
FFRF’s 2019 Freethought Heroine, is the 
founder of Black Nonbelievers. 

To kick off the convention weekend, 
FFRF will be hosting an open house at 
Freethought Hall on the morning 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. For full convention infor-
mation, go to ffrf.org/convention2019.

If you need a hotel room, reserve it 
now to avoid disappointment!

Hilton Madison Monona Terrace, 
9 E. Wilson St., Madison, WI 53703, 
the primary 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 Reli-
gion 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 Reli-
gion Foundation.”

FFRF’s 42nd national convention 

Betty Bowers to give God a performance review

Isaac Kramnick, left, and R. Laurence 
Moore wrote Godless Citizens In A Godly 
Republic: Atheists In American Public Life.

Avinash Patil

Photo: Brendon Rizzuto
Deven Green

Andrew Bradley




