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This column first appeared in the Los Angeles Times on 
July 23 and is reprinted with permission.

By Erwin Chemerinsky

Policies requiring vaccination against 
Covid-19 need not include, and should not 
include, exceptions for those who have re-

ligious objections to vaccinations.
Many universities, including the University 

of California, are requiring vaccination for all 
students, staff and faculty returning to campus. 
Many employers, public and private, are doing 
so as well. These policies are essential to protect 
public health. The virulent delta variant of the 
coronavirus has made it imperative to ensure 
vaccination of as many people as possible.

Unfortunately, though, many of these policies 

have an exception for those 
who have a religious objection 
to vaccination. These are nei-
ther required by the law nor 
are they desirable as a matter 
of policy because they make it 
possible for anyone to circum-
vent the vaccine mandate.

The University of California’s 
mandatory vaccination policy, 
for example, has an exception 

for those who object on religious grounds. It states 
that this is because the law requires such an exemp-
tion, declaring: “The University is required by law to 
offer reasonable accommodations to . . . employees 
who object to vaccination based on their sincerely 
held religious belief, practice, or observance.”

Religious objections to vaccine shouldn’t matter

Image by ShutterstockSee Chemerinsky on  page 2

See Committee on  page 6
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Jan. 6 insurrection

Committee can’t ignore 
Christian nationalism

This column was first published on Religion 
Dispatches on July 28 and is reprinted with 
permission.

By Andrew L. Seidel

On July 27, for the first time, we 
heard about Christian national-
ism in a government conversation 

about the Jan. 6 insurrection. The conver-
sation some of us had been having about 
Christian nationalism may have entered 
the mainstream in the wake of that attack, 

but politicians — 
even those promising 
to get to the bottom 
of the attacks — ig-
nored the role this 
political theology 
played in the attack. 
They can ignore it no 
longer. 

Christian nation-
alism is an identity 
based around the 

claim that America was founded as a 
Christian nation, that it’s based on Ju-
deo-Christian principles, and, most im-
portantly, that it has strayed from that 
foundation. It’s a political identity based 
on lies and myths. It’s a permission struc-
ture that uses the language of return, of 
getting back to our godly roots, to justify 
all manner of hateful public policy — and 
even attacks on our democracy.

On Jan. 6, I watched in horror as this 
wave of Christian nationalism broke over 
our Capitol, threatening the peaceful 

transfer of presidential power for the 
first time in American history. I’ve been 
deeply immersed in the insurrection in-
vestigation ever since, seeking to under-
stand and write about the role Christian 
nationalism played on that horrible day. 
Some of that work will appear in a new 
epilogue for the paperback of my book, 
The Founding Myth: Why Christian Nation-
alism Is Un-American, which focuses on the 
Jan. 6 terrorist attack. Every day I learn 
more about how the permission struc-
tures within Christian nationalism moti-
vated the terrorists and how it cuts across 
the other motivations and identities we 
saw that day, including the absurd QA-
non conspiracy. They believed that they 
were fighting for God’s chosen one. And 
if God was on their side, who could be 

‘Notorious RBG’ gains a home at FFRF

The Freedom From Religion Foundation is thrilled and honored to 
have been chosen as the  recipient of a sculpted bust of the late 
Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, created and gifted by 
world-renowned sculptor and FFRF member Zenos Frudakis. The 
sculpture now adorns the Anne Nicol Gaylor Lobby and greets visitors 
to FFRF’s office, Freethought Hall, in downtown Madison, Wis.

The sculpture features RBG’s iconic dissent collar. Ginsburg, who 
prevailed in many cases, had increasingly become the voice of dissent 
on the high court. She noted: “Dissents speak to a future age. It’s not 
simply to say, ‘My colleagues are wrong and I would do it this way.’ But 
the greatest dissents do become court opinions and gradually over time 
their views become the dominant view. So that’s the dissenter’s hope: 
that they are writing not for today, but for tomorrow.”

“It will encourage and inspire FFRF staff and members to double 
down in our work to protect constitutional rights for tomorrow,” says 
FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor, who is pictured above with 
FFRF Co-President Dan Barker.

Zenos fashioned the bust out of clay to mourn Ginsburg’s death at 
87 last fall. It was then completed in bronze. An official unveiling will 
take place in the future.

Photo by Shutterstock
A man wears a hat showing his priorities 
during the Jan. 6 insurrection on the U.S. 
Capitol grounds.

Andrew L. Seidel
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This is simply wrong as a matter of 
law. No law requires such a religious 
exemption. In terms of free exercise of 
religion under the First Amendment, 
the Supreme Court ruled more than 30 
years ago in Employment Division vs. 
Smith that the Constitution does not 
require exceptions to general laws for 
religious beliefs. In an opinion by Jus-
tice Antonin Scalia, the court said that 
as long as a law is neutral, not motivat-
ed by a desire to interfere with religion 
and of general applicability to all indi-
viduals, it cannot be challenged based 
on free exercise of religion. In June, 
in Fulton vs. City of Philadelphia, the 
court reaffirmed this legal test.

Laws that require vaccination are the 
epitome of a neutral law of general ap-
plicability: a requirement that applies 
to everyone and that was not motivated 
by a desire to interfere with religion. 
Even if this were not so, the govern-
ment can infringe on religious free-
dom if its action is necessary to achieve 
a compelling interest.

Stopping the spread of a deadly com-
municable disease is obviously a com-
pelling interest and vaccinations are the 
best way to reach that goal. No one, in 
practicing his or her religion, has a con-
stitutional right to endanger others.

Indeed, a number of states, before 
Covid-19, created mandates for children 
to be vaccinated against other commu-
nicable diseases without making ex-
emptions for religious beliefs. Without 
exception, the lower courts have upheld 
these mandates as constitutional.

Nor do federal employment discrimi-
nation laws require a religious exception 
for employees. In the 1977 case Trans 
World Airlines vs. Hardison, the Su-

preme Court said that employers do not 
have to bear more than a “de minimus” 
cost in accommodating employees’ reli-
gious beliefs. Vaccine exemptions could 
impose a significant cost on employers 
in terms of illness and therefore clearly 
are not required.

Religious exemptions, like in the 
University of California policy, are for 
those with “sincerely held religious 
beliefs.” But how can this possibly be 
determined?

The Supreme Court has said that 
religious beliefs are personal, and it 
does not matter whether they are in 
accord with the teachings and dictates 
of a particular faith. Under this broad 
principle, any person could get a vac-
cination exemption merely by stating 
that he or she has a religious objection 
against it.

Such an easy opt-out could make the 
mandate illusory. That is why the only 
way to have a meaningful vaccination 
requirement is to apply it to everyone 
— except those for whom vaccination is 
not medically advisable.

As people return to the workplace 
and to campuses the spread of Covid-19 
remains a great danger, especially with 
the highly transmissible delta variant 
circulating. The unvaccinated not only 
endanger themselves and other unvac-
cinated people, but also those who can-
not get the vaccine for medical reasons. 
And now, there are growing reports of 
breakthrough infections of fully vacci-
nated individuals.

Universities and employers have the 
legal right to make sure that everyone 
is vaccinated. And they have the moral 
duty to protect health and lives.

Erwin Chemerinsky is dean of the Univer-
sity of California - Berkeley School of Law. He 
is the author of a forthcoming book, Presumed 
Guilty: How the Supreme Court Empowered 
the Police and Subverted Civil Rights.
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Bobbie Vandegriff was 
social justice champion

Lifetime Member Roberta “Bobbie” 
C. Vandegriff, 78, of Tucson, Ariz., 

died May 21. 
Roberta was 
born in Los 
Angeles on 
Dec. 8, 1942. 
She attended 
public schools 
in L.A. County 
before going 
to La Verne 
College. She 
earned a bach-
elor’s degree 
in education 

in 1964 and a master’s degree in teach-
ing science in 1976. From college, she 
went into teaching physical education 

for 17 years and then became a finan-
cial planner, specializing in annuities. 
After 14 years in her annuity business, 
she moved to Tucson and retired from 
the corporate world to pursue her true 
passions. During last 27 years, she was 
a champion for social justice, equality 
for all genders and stewardship of the 
environment. 

When remembering Bobbie, family 
and friends say she was a special per-
son who was always positive, cheerful 
and shined light into their lives.

She is survived her husband, Don; 
daughter, Cathy and granddaughter, 
Lauren and grandson-in-law, Will. She 
is also survived by sister, Nancy and 
close cousins, Terry, Lynn and Linda.

Bobbie Vandegriff

Weinberg was first Emperor recipient
Nobel Prize laureate and theoretical 

physicist Steven Weinberg, 88, died in 
Austin, Texas, on July 24.

Weinberg was the first official recipi-
ent of FFRF’s Emperor Has No Clothes 
Award, which he accepted in November 
1999 at the annual convention in San An-
tonio, Texas.

Weinberg received the honor for a 
widely reprinted remark at a conference 
in April 1999 in Washington, D.C.: “Reli-
gion is an insult to human dignity. With 
or without it, you would have good peo-
ple doing good things and evil people do-
ing evil things. But for good people to do 
evil things, that takes religion.”

Weinberg was born May 3, 1933, in 
Bronx, N.Y., the only child of Frederick 
and Eva (Israel) Weinberg. He received 
his undergraduate degree in physics 
from Cornell University in 1954. There 
he met Louise Goldwasser, his future 
wife, who became a University of Texas 
law professor. They married in 1954 and 
had a daughter, Elizabeth.

Weinberg began his graduate study at 
the Institute for Theoretical Physics in 
Copenhagen (now the Niels Bohr Insti-
tute). He completed his Ph.D. at Prince-
ton in 1957.

In 1979, Weinberg was awarded the 
Nobel Prize in physics along with Abdus 
Salam and Sheldon Lee Glashow “for 
their contributions to the theory of the 
unified weak and electromagnetic inter-
action between elementary particles, in-
cluding inter alia, the prediction of the 

weak neutral current.” This was one of 
the most significant scientific advances in 
the second half of the 20th century.

He has received many other awards, 
including the national Medal of Science 
in 1991. He was also a foreign member of 
the Royal Society of London. Known for 
his writing, Weinberg received the Lewis 
Thomas Prize, which is awarded to the re-
searcher who best embodies “the scientist 
as poet.”

Weinberg has written hundreds of 
scholarly articles and textbooks such 
as The Quantum Theory of Fields and Cos-
mology; the more popular works The First 
Three Minutes: A Modern View of the Origin 
of the Universe and Dreams of a Final Theory 
(which contains a chapter called “What 
About God?”). 

Weinberg was outspoken about his lack 
of religion and encouraged other scientists 
to be more vocal in their opposition to re-
ligious ideas. He said, “As you learn more 
and more about the universe, you find you 
can understand more and more without 
any reference to supernatural interven-
tion, so you lose interest in that possibility. 
Most scientists I know don’t care enough 
about religion even to call themselves athe-
ists. And that, I think, is one of the great 
things about science — that it has made it 
possible for people not to be religious.” 

He added, “The whole history of the 
last thousands of years has been a history 
of religious persecutions and wars, po-
groms, jihads, crusades. I find it all very re-
grettable, to say the least.” He wrote in The 

First Three Minutes: “Anything that we scien-
tists can do to weaken the hold of religion 
should be done and may in the end be our 
greatest contribution to civilization.”

In 1999 he became the first recipi-
ent of FFRF’s Emperor Has No Clothes 
Award, reserved for public figures who 
make known their dissent from religion. 

He began his acceptance speech, “I en-
joy being at a meeting that doesn’t start 
with an invocation!” He said, “Nothing 
has been more important in the history 
of science than the work of Darwin and 
Wallace pointing out that not only the 
planets, but even life can be understood 
in this naturalistic way.” 

Steven Weinberg accepts FFRF’s Emperor Has No clothes Award from FFRF founder 
and President Anne Nicol Gaylor in 1999.

IN MEMORIAM

Chemerinsky
Continued from page 1
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Stewart

David Tamayo David 
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Phil ZuckermanJay Wexler

FFRF’s 44th annual convention schedule
(Tentative schedule subject to minor change)

FFRF convention in Boston, Nov. 19-21 

Speaker lineup features star-studded cast
You aren’t going to want to miss this 

year’s incredible lineup of speakers at 
FFRF’s 44th annual convention happen-
ing Friday, Nov. 19–Sunday, Nov. 21 at the 
Boston Park Plaza Hotel. (The event is lim-
ited to those who are fully vaccinated for 
Covid-19. See page 24.)

The conference will open informally on 
Thursday night, Nov. 18, with early regis-
tration and a two-hour appetizer recep-
tion. Registration resumes at 7 a.m. Friday, 
Nov. 19. The full, two-day program formal-
ly opens at 9 a.m. Friday. The membership 
meeting will take place at 9 a.m. Sunday, 
followed by a short meeting of the State 
Representatives, ending by noon.

The convention will include a report on 
FFRF accomplishments by Annie Laurie 
Gaylor and Co-President Dan Barker, an 
hour-long legal report by FFRF Legal Di-
rector Rebecca Markert and FFRF’s attor-
neys, a little music at the piano by Barker, 
FFRF book and product tables, the tradi-
tional drawing for “clean,” pre-“In God We 
Trust” currency, and some complimentary 
food receptions. 

FFRF Director of Strategic Response 
Andrew Seidel will lead a workshop on 
Christian nationalism and its ties to Jan. 6. 

Speakers
To read more about each speaker, 

please go to ffrf.org/convention-2021.
Margaret Atwood is the author of The 

Handmaid’s Tale, The Edible Woman, The 
Robber Bride, The Blind Assassin, Oryx and 
Crake. Atwood will receive FFRF’s “For-
ward” Award. 

Randa Black of Florida has won FFRF’s 
Nothing Fails Like Prayer contest and will 
recite her secular invocation. Black is a 
professional actor, appearing in hundreds 
of commercials and TV shows. 

Christopher Cameron, associate pro-
fessor of history at the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte, is author of the new 
book, Black Freethinkers: A History of African 
American Secularism. 

Ann Druyan is a Peabody and Emmy 
Award-winning writer, producer and di-
rector specializing in the communication 
of science. She was the creative director of 
NASA’s Voyager Interstellar Message Proj-
ect and program director of the first solar 
sail deep space mission. 

Sikivu Hutchinson, Ph.D. is an educa-
tor, author, playwright and director. She 
is the author of Humanists in the Hood: 
Unapologetically Black, Feminist, and Hereti-
cal.  Hutchinson will receive FFRF’s “Free-
thought Heroine” Award.

Megan Phelps-Roper, author of Un-
follow: On Loving and Leaving the Westboro 
Baptist Church, was raised in the Topeka, 
Kan.-based church known for its protests. 

Phelps-Roper will receive the $10,000 
“Henry Zumach Freedom From Religious 
Fundamentalism” award.

Steven Pinker is a cognitive scientist, 
experimental psychologist, linguist and 
popular science author. He is a Johnstone 
Family Professor in the Department of Psy-
chology at Harvard University. 

Sasha Sagan is author of the new book, 
For Small Creatures Such as We: Rituals for 
Finding Meaning in Our Unlikely World. She 
has worked as a television producer, film-
maker, writer and speaker. 

Sushant Singh is an Indian actor and 
presenter known for his work predomi-
nantly in Hindi cinema. Singh will be re-
ceiving the Avijit Roy Courage Award. 

Gloria Steinem is a writer, lecturer, po-
litical activist, and feminist organizer. Stei-
nem, who’s been billed as “the world’s 
most famous feminist,” is a journalist who 
co-founded Ms. Magazine in 1972. Steinem 
will receive FFRF’s “Forward” Award. 

Katherine Stewart is the author of The 
Power Worshippers: Inside the Dangerous Rise of 
Religious Nationalism. 

David Tamayo is cofounder and presi-
dent of Hispanic American Freethinkers 
in 2010. 

Jay Wexler is a professor at Boston Uni-
versity School of Law. 

David Williamson is co-founder of the 
Central Florida Freethought Communi-
ty (CFFC). Williamson will accept FFRF’s 
Freethinker of the Year Award.

Phil Zuckerman is the associate dean 
and professor of sociology at Pitzer Col-
lege, and the founding chair of the nation’s 
first Secular Studies Program. 

Receptions
There will also be two optional author 

receptions. After “An evening with Marga-
ret Atwood” Friday night, a short private 
reception for Ms. Atwood will take place, 
limited to 100 individuals. Tickets to the 
reception are $500 and will include a copy 
of The Testaments, her sequel to The Hand-
maid’s Tale.

Friday evening will end with a compli-
mentary dessert reception and hot bever-
ages for all participants.

Gloria Steinem will be interviewed by 
FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor 
on Saturday afternoon, taking some au-
dience questions, followed by a half-hour 
reception limited to 50 individuals. That 
$500 ticket will include a copy of Ms. Stei-
nem’s newest book, The Truth Will Set You 
Free, But First It Will Piss You Off! Thoughts on 
Life, Love, and Rebellion. 

Mail in the handy registration on Page 24 
or register online at ffrf.org/convention-2021.

Pre-registration deadline is Oct. 31, un-
less the convention sells out earlier. 

Thursday, November 18

7-9 PM REGISTRATION OPENS
Book & sales tables open

Reception with appetizers, drinks

Friday, November 19

7-9 AM REGISTRATION RE-OPENS
Complimentary pastries, hot beverages, 

fruit juices (Registration remains open  
 throughout convention)

9 AM Welcome
Lisa Strand, Director of Operations

 Year in Review
FFRF Co-Presidents Dan Barker & Annie 

Laurie Gaylor

Nothing Fails Like Prayer Award/
Secular “Invocation”
Randa Black

9:30 Legal Report by FFRF Attorneys
Legal Director Rebecca Markert & 

Attorneys TBA

10:30 “Our Non-Christian Nation”
Law Professor Jay Wexler

11:00 BREAK

11:15 “Rationality: What It Is, Why It 
Seems Scarce, Why It Matters”
Steven Pinker

NOON Pinker/Wexler Book signings

NOON - 1:30 PM LUNCH BREAK
Optional Box Lunches

12:30 Workshop on Christian 
Nationalism
FFRF Director of Strategic Response 

Andrew Seidel

1:15 PM BREAK

1:30  Freethinkers of Year 
David Williamson TBA

2:30 “The Power Worshippers: Inside 
the Dangerous Rise of Religious 
Nationalism”
Katherine Stewart

3:00 Stewart book signing

3:00 - 4:00 BREAK 
Snacks, beverages

4:00 Clarence Darrow Award 
Linda Greenhouse
 Greenhouse book signing

5-7 PM Buffet Dinner
(Ticketed event)

7:00 An Evening with Margaret Atwood
(in conversation with Katherine Stewart)

8:45 Atwood book signing (Ballroom A)

Concurrent with  Cupcake/Hot 
Beverages Reception

9:00 Atwood Reception
(Ticketed event)

Saturday, November 20

8:00 AM Non-Prayer Breakfast
(Ticketed event)
MUSIC Dan Barker
9:30 Avijit Roy Courage Award
Sushant Singh (with Bonya Ahmed)
10:00 “Living the Secular Life”
Phil Zuckerman
10:30 “Black Freethinkers”
Chris Cameron
11:00 Freethought Heroine Award
Sikivu Hutchinson
11:30 Henry Zumach Freedom From 
Religious Fundamentalism Award
Megan Phelps-Roper
NOON Zuckerman/Cameron/Hutchinson/
Phelps-Roper book signings

NOON - 2 PM LUNCH BREAK
Chapter Lunch 
2:00 PM Student Honorees
2:30 Hispanic American Freethinkers
David Tamayo, Founder
3:00 Forward Award
Gloria Steinem (In conversation with 

Annie Laurie Gaylor)
4:00 BREAK 
4 - 4:30 Ticketed Steinem Reception
4:15 “Ask an Attorney” Workshop
6:00 PM SATURDAY NIGHT DINNER
(Ticketed event)
8:00 “Clean Money” drawing
8:30 An Evening with Ann Druyan and 
Sasha Sagan
“For Small Creatures Such As We”
 Sasha Sagan
Emperor Has No Clothes Award
 Ann Druyan
Druyan/Sagan book signings

Sunday, November 21

8:30 AM Pastries, coffee served
9 Annual Membership meeting
Open to all current FFRF members
11ish Annual State Representatives 
Meeting

ADJOURN BY NOON
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Across

1. Lick one’s ____
6. Boring piece
9. *The Fab Four’s original  

number
13. Hawaiian veranda
14. Old fashioned “before”
15.  ____man or ____woman 

of city council
16. Creme de la creme
17. St. Louis player
18. A lighter shade of pale?
19. *____ Fails Like Prayer 

contest
21. *Steven ____, author of 

Enlightenment Now: The 
Case for Reason, Science, 
Humanism, and Progress

23. Santa ____, CA
24. Customary practice
25. Active pharmaceutical 

ingredient, acr.
28. Hurtful remark
30. *Phillis ____, stand-up 

comedian, actress and 
atheist

35. Mountain in France
37. One of the Rs in R&R
39. ____ and desist
40. ____-China
41. Top dog
43. Much ado
44. “Beat it!”
46. Pinocchio’s claims
47. Genealogy plant
48. *Andrew ____, FFRF’s 

Director of Strategic 
Response

50. Bulletin board fastener

52. “Stand and Deliver” 
rocker Adam ____

53. Hitchhiker’s quest
55. Quaker Man’s porridge 

grain
57. *Margaret ____, birth 

control pioneer
60. *”Ask an ____,” FFRF’s 

weekly Facebook live 
show

64. Ranee’s wrap
65. On #2 button
67. Beyond normal limits
68. Plumber’s snake
69. Skin cyst
70. “____ ____ in sight”
71. Stumblebum
72. Maiden name indicator
73. Middle Eastern vodka, 

pl.

Down

1. Reunion group
2. Ring around the sun
3. “Don’t bet ____ ____!”
4. Turkish bigwig
5. Placing
6. Shipping hazard
7. *Gershwin of “De t’ings 

dat yo’ li’ble to read in 
de Bible it ain’t neces-
sarily so.”

8. Adagio and allegro
9. Criticism
10. In neutral
11. Swerve
12. To do this is human

15. Relating to apnea
20. Nigerian money
22. It would
24. Break
25. Not quite right
26. ____ de Leon
27. Lemur from 

Madagascar
29. *Kristen ____, free-

thinking “Bad Moms” 
star

31. Hit the road
32. “Little House on the 

Prairie” protagonist
33. Industrial center of the 

Ruhr
34. Set to zero
36. Frog’s cousin
38. Short for Dorothea
42. Fancy necktie
45. Corporate event
49. Let sleeping dogs do 

what?
51. V.I.P. in Hawaii
54. Like closed curtains
56. Between countertenor 

and baritone
57. *Agnostic Nobel 

Prize-winning author 
Bellow

58. Mythological ship
59. Opposite of want
60. Bane of teenager’s 

existence
61. Personal view
62. A Titanic description
63. Theodors, to friends
64. Anatomical pouch
66. “Busy” insect

Answers on page 21 Puzzle courtesy of Katya Maes for FFRF

Freethought Today Crossword

Cryptogram hint
A cryptogram is a substitution puzzle in which one letter stands for an-

other. If U equals T, it will equal T throughout the puzzle. 
Example: 
UOG RLQTM HYVBF DVP SLACN VWGY UOG KJEZ XVI.
THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPS OVER THE LAZY DOG.
This month’s clue: A => M.

This puzzle is from Freethinking Cryptograms by FFRF member Brooks Rimes, 
available on Amazon.com for $8.95.  See bottom of page for description and hint for 
this puzzle.  Answer is on page 21.

Freethought Today Cryptogram

X   S Q Y H   H V Q A X M H Z   Q I I   K S H   D M P T M   N G C H E N K X K X P M N   P U   K S H    

T P E I Z,   Q M Z   X   Z P   M P K   U X M Z   X M   P G E   C Q E K X L G I Q E   N G C H E N K X K X P M   

P U   L S E X N K X Q M X K B   P M H   E H Z H H A X M J   U H Q K G E H.

— K S P A Q N   W H U U H E N P M

I have a foreboding of an America in my children’s or grandchildren’s 
time — when the United States is a service and information economy; 
when nearly all the manufacturing industries have slipped away to 

other countries; when awesome technological powers are in the hands of 
a very few, and no one representing the public interest can even grasp the 
issues; when the people have lost the ability to set their own agendas or 
knowledgeably question those in authority; when, clutching our crystals 
and nervously consulting our horoscopes, our critical faculties in decline, 
unable to distinguish between what feels good and what’s true, we slide, 
almost without noticing, back into superstition and darkness. . .

The dumbing down of America is most evident in the slow decay of substantive 
content in the enormously influential media, the 30 second sound bites (now down to 10 
seconds or less), lowest common denominator programming, credulous presentations on 
pseudoscience and superstition, but especially a kind of celebration of ignorance.

— Carl Sagan, from his book, The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the 
Dark, published in 1996.

Carl Sagan

Journalist tries to keep 
politicians honest

Name: Eric Carlson.
Where I live: Leelanau County, 

Mich.
Where and when I was born: De-

troit, 1954.
Family: My wife works as a registered 

nurse. Our daughter, 26, is a graduate 
of Michigan State University, now liv-
ing and working in the United Arab 
Emirates. Our son, 24, is a graduate of 
the U.S. Military Academy, West Point, 
now a platoon leader in the 101st Air-
borne Division. We are all atheists.

Education: I earned a bachelor’s 
degree in journalism from Syracuse 
University and a master’s degree in 
communication from the University of 
Oklahoma.

Occupation: Since 1998, I have been 
working as a newspaper reporter for a 
community weekly newspaper that has 
been named Michigan Newspaper of 
the Year for the last four years. 

Military service: I retired from the 
U.S. Marine Corps in 1998 after a 25-
year career as a combat correspondent 
and a public affairs officer. I am a vet-
eran of the Vietnam War, the Persian 
Gulf War and the Somali Civil War.

Where I’m headed: We intend to re-
main in our community here in Mich-
igan. I will throttle down from being 
a full-time local newspaper reporter 
eventually.

Person in history I admire and why: 
I have always enjoyed fantasizing that 
I am having conversations with Benja-
min Franklin. The archetypal Ameri-
can newspaperman, he was a smart guy 
who made a big difference.

A quotation I like: “Life is tough. 
But it’s tougher if you’re stupid.” In 
the Marines, you’d usually see this 
quotation emblazoned below a picture 
of John Wayne playing a Marine in the 
movie “The Sands of Iwo Jima.”

Things I like: Ice cream. Boats.  
Things I smite: Dishonest and un-

thinking politicians and public offi-
cials. I smite them in the newspaper I 
work for.

My doubts about religion started: 
When I was about 14 years old and was 
beginning a four-year stay at a Chris-
tian boarding school in Illinois. After 
four years of serious bible study, prayer 
and chapel services every day, I finally 
became ready to call myself an atheist. 

Before I die: I would like to have 
just a little more fun.

Ways I promote freethought: Late-
ly, I’ve been shining our newspaper’s 
spotlight on how our county Board of 
Commissioners wants prayer to be on 
the agenda of every meeting. In my 
private life, I am an alcoholic who has 
remained sober for 38 years with help 
from an anonymous fellowship of men 
and women. I am a founding member 
of a local group known as the Secu-
lar Sobriety Group, which is part of a 
growing worldwide movement within 
the fellowship.

Eric Carlson

MEET A MEMBER
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Make your own nontheistic cyber billboard at FFRF.org/unabashed, and you might 
win an “Unabashed Atheist” cap, like Heather.

Cartoons for the Irreverent: 
Celebrating the wit of Don Addis

This unique collection published 
by FFRF celebrates the wit and 
irreverence of Don Addis, a 
legendary editorial cartoonist and 
atheist. Don's toons will make you 
laugh, then make you think.

Great
Gi� !

—153 pages / PB
$15 ppd Item # FB109

Buy it from FFRF online  |  shop.ffrf.org

IN THE NEWS
Ancient tablet seized 
from Hobby Lobby

A 3,600-year-old tablet showing 
part of the epic of Gilgamesh, which 
had been acquired by Christian retail-
er Hobby Lobby for display in its mu-
seum of biblical artifacts, was seized 
by the U.S. government.

Experts say the “Gilgamesh Dream 
Tablet” shows a portion of the Gil-
gamesh epic, one of the world’s oldest 
works of literature, in the Akkadian 
language.

Hobby Lobby bought it from a Lon-
don auction house in 2014 and put it 
on display in the Museum of the Bi-
ble. The museum was conceived by 
evangelical Christian Steve Green, the 
billionaire president of Hobby Lobby.

The forfeiture is part of efforts to 
return thousands of smuggled ancient 
Iraqi artifacts that were purchased by 
Hobby Lobby. In 2017, Hobby Lobby 
agreed to pay a $3 million fine and 
forfeit thousands of artifacts. 

High court’s emergency 
reviews favored religion

The Supreme Court agreed to and 
granted all 10 emergency reviews by 
religious groups challenging Covid-19 
restrictions last year, a Reuters analy-
sis found.

The analysis, reported on July 28 
by Religion News Service, found the 
court’s “shadow docket” — in which 
emergency applications are decided 
quickly without oral arguments or 
lengthy written decisions — provid-
ed religious applicants a win in every 
case.

Shadow dockets do not reveal how 
the justices voted. 

Duke voucher report 
shows major problems 

A new report from Duke Univer-
sity’s Children’s Law Clinic shows 
how North Carolina’s largest school 
voucher program continues to suffer 
from major policy problems, includ-
ing that voucher students are receiv-
ing an inferior education compared 
to their peers in public schools.

The report finds that the Oppor-
tunity Scholarship voucher program 
fails to provide the public or policy-
makers with information on whether 
voucher students are making academ-
ic progress. It also shows that nearly 
all voucher students (92 percent) are 

attending religious schools, more 
than three-quarters of which use a 
biblically based curriculum present-
ing concepts that directly contradict 
the state’s educational standards.

North Carolina places no require-
ments on voucher schools in terms of 
accreditation, curriculum, teacher li-
censure or accountability.

Atheists both positively, 
negatively stereotyped

Research published in Social Psy-
chological and Personality Science 
suggests that people stereotype athe-
ists as immoral — unconsciously be-
lieving a serial killer is more likely to 
be an atheist than a religious person 
— while simultaneously stereotyping 
atheists as more open-minded, scien-
tific and fun at parties.

The study, “Is There Anything 
Good About Atheists? Exploring Pos-
itive and Negative Stereotypes of the 
Religious and Nonreligious,” was au-
thored by Jordan W. Moon, Jaimie 
Krems, and Adam Cohen. 

Biden’s victory aided 
by the nonreligious

A new analysis of 2020 voters from 
Pew Research Center’s American 
Trends Panel found that Joe Biden 
got more support among atheists 
and agnostics than Hillary Clinton 

did in 2016.
Biden drew strong support from re-

ligiously unaffiliated voters — atheists, 
agnostics, and those who say their reli-
gion is “nothing in particular.” Togeth-
er, these voters made up 25 percent of 
voters, which is a larger share of the 
total electorate than white evangelicals 
(19 percent). But support for Biden 
among the unaffiliated was not quite 
as lopsided as Trump’s support among 
white evangelicals (a 45-point margin 
for Biden among the unaffiliated vs. 
a 69-point margin for Trump among 
white evangelicals). 

Without the religiously unaffiliated, 
Trump would have had a 9-point pop-
ular vote margin over Biden.

Dem, GOP confidence 
in science diverges

Sixty-four percent of U.S. adults 
say they have “a great deal” or “quite 
a lot” of confidence in science, com-
pared with 70 percent when Gallup 
last measured it more than four de-
cades ago. 

The decline overall obscures more 
significant changes among political 
partisans. Republicans today are much 
less likely than their predecessors in 
1975 to have confidence in science. 
Meanwhile, Democrats now have more 
confidence than they did in the past.

Confidence in science is among the 
highest of the 17 institutions tested 
in the 2021 survey, behind small busi-
ness (70 percent) and the military (69 
percent).

Compared with that earlier survey, 
Republican confidence in science 
has fallen 27 percentage points, and 
independents have dropped eight 
points, while Democrats’ confidence 
has increased by 12 points.

Satanic Temple suit 
against city moves ahead

U.S. District Court Judge Allison 
Burroughs allowed several of the com-
plaints from The Satanic Temple to 
move forward after it was not allowed 
to give the opening “prayer” for a Bos-
ton City Council meeting.

The Satanic Temple initially tried 
to sue the city in January, arguing that 
since the council allows various main-
stream religions to speak, it’s against 
the First Amendment to pick and 
choose who gets to give invocations.

The city said it’s not about discrim-
inating against any religion, it just 
enabling council members to invite 
pastors, rabbis, priests or imams from 
Boston’s communities to address the 
body. 

The judge said the argument that 
this runs afoul of the Establishment 
Clause can continue.

3 Witnesses imprisoned 
in Russia for their faith

Three Jehovah’s Witnesses in Rus-
sia on July 29 were convicted and sen-
tenced to prison for practicing their 
faith. All three men have already 
spent more than two years in pretrial 
detention.

They were detained in May 2019 
and accused of continuing the oper-
ations of a Jehovah’s Witness organi-
zation that had been liquidated. All 
three were charged with organizing 
extremist activities. 

“The sentences for the three men 
are considered particularly harsh in a 
country where rape is punishable by 
three years in prison and kidnapping 
by five,” writes Kathryn Post of the Re-
ligion News Service.  

Court won’t hear case 
on church restrictions

On Aug. 2, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declined to hear a lawsuit by a Maine 
church that sought to take a pre-emp-
tive strike against future restrictions 
associated with the coronavirus, the 
Associated Press reports.

Calvary Chapel in Orrington asked 
the court to stop Gov. Janet Mills from 
enforcing or reinstating any pandem-
ic-related restrictions due to the delta 
variant of the coronavirus.

The request was denied by Justice 
Stephen Breyer. The Maine attorney 
general’s office previously said that 
the governor’s civil emergency already 
expired, making the lawsuit unneces-
sary. But church officials were worried 
that restrictions could be reinstated, 
violating their religious liberties pro-
tected by the Constitution.

Photo from U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement
The Gilgamesh Dream Tablet was seized by U.S. authorities.
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FFRF NEWS
Court: Judge can pray while case pending

An appeals court has disappointing-
ly issued a stay order in a case that the 
Freedom From Religion Foundation re-
cently won over a praying Texas judge.

A panel of judges from the 5th U.S. 
Circuit Court of Appeals on July 9 
ruled that a Texas judge could contin-
ue his courtroom prayers while his ap-
peal is pending. FFRF and its attorney 
plaintiff “John Roe” have so far pre-
vailed in the challenge of Judge Wayne 
Mack’s practice of hosting chaplains to 
deliver prayers to open court sessions.

On May 20, U.S. District Court Judge 
Kenneth Hoyt ruled that the prayers 
were coercive and violated the Estab-
lishment Clause. The constitutionally 
sound decision had declared: “The 
court is of the view that the defendant 
violates the Establishment Clause when, 
before a captured audience of litigants 
and their counsel, he presents himself 
as theopneustically inspired, enabling 
him to advance, through the chaplain-
cy program, God’s ‘larger purpose.’ 
Such a magnanimous goal flies in the 
face of historical tradition, and makes a 

mockery of both religion and law.”
However, the stay order freezes that 

decision. Judge Andrew Oldham, a 
President Trump appointee, authored 
the July 9 opinion, which states, “The 
judge has made a strong showing that 
the district court erred.” The three-
judge panel issued a stay of the district 
court’s order and found that Mack was 

likely to prevail on the merits.
“We are disheartened that people 

who have cases before Mack will con-
tinue to have to participate in uncon-
stitutional prayers while this case pro-
ceeds,” says FFRF Co-President Annie 
Laurie Gaylor. “The First Amendment 
must protect indi-
viduals from judg-
es who wield their 
power to coerce 
participation in re-
ligious exercises.”

Mack, a former-
ly ordained minis-
ter who attended 
Jackson College of 
Ministries, made 
the unprecedented decision to solicit 
chaplains to open his court sessions 
with prayer, a practice not replicated 
by any other court in the country. At-
tendees have reported Mack surveying 
the courtroom during prayers, caus-
ing concern that their cases would be 
affected if they did not participate. 
Mack’s bailiff announced the prayers, 

stating that anyone could leave during 
the prayer, but then locked the court-
room doors. Mack entered, talked 
about his chaplaincy program, intro-
duced a chaplain, and gave the name 
and location of the chaplain’s church. 
While everyone in the courtroom re-

mained standing, 
the chaplain, who 
was almost always 
Christian, deliv-
ered a prayer, with 
no guidelines re-
garding permissi-
ble content.

The stay deci-
sion is not a final 
ruling on the case. 

Mack and FFRF will file briefs with the 
5th Circuit on the appeal later this 
year.

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.

Wayne Mack

FFRF to Biden: Vaccine
mandates are needed

“ The First Amendment 
must protect individuals 
from judges who wield their 
power to coerce participation 
in religious exercises. 
— Annie Laurie Gaylor

against them? 
Trump’s second impeachment fea-

tured the first full airing of the Jan. 6 
attacks. But, despite the conversation 
entering the mainstream, nothing was 
said about the Christian nationalist as-
pect of this assault. I feared — and still 
fear — that the Jan. 6 Select Commit-
tee would do the same.

When Rep. Liz Cheney trotted out 
in her opening statement the Chris-
tian nationalist war cry frequently 
heard in the lead up to Jan. 6, “One 
nation, under 
God,” I was wor-
ried all over again 
that they were go-
ing to ignore, or 
cover for, Chris-
tian nationalism. 

But then the 
politicians listened to testimony of 
four police officers who were on the 
front lines that day. They spoke of the 
violence inflicted upon them. The 
injuries they suffered. The number 
of times they were electrocuted. The 
fingers trying to gouge out their eyes 
and seize their guns. How they were 
dragged into the mob and beaten. 
The chemicals they were doused with. 
The surgeries they’ve endured. The 
many colleagues that have resigned. 
One of their fellow officers took his 
own life. 

They spoke about their anger with 
the cowardice and indifference of the 
politicians who deny the seriousness 
of the assault, many of whose lives 
were saved by these very officers. They 
spoke about the odious racial slurs 
and racism they faced that day. And 
finally, one of them, Officer Daniel 
Hodges, who was the officer trapped 
and nearly crushed to death between 
the doors as the mob surged through 
the Capitol, spoke about the Chris-
tian nationalist aspect of this assault, 
though not in those terms: 

“It was clear the terrorists perceived 
themselves to be Christians,” Hodges 
said. “I saw the Christian flag directly 
to my front. Another read ‘Jesus is 
my savior, Trump is my president.’ 

Another, ‘Jesus is King.’”
That Christian flag was carried 

into battle against America — car-
ried alongside the Confederate flag. 
It was carried against the police offi-
cers protecting the beating heart of 
our democracy. The terrorists didn’t 
just parade the flag on the battle lines 
opposite Hodges, they carried that 
Christian flag onto the floor of the 
U.S. Senate. They attacked, they con-
quered, they paraded their flag on the 
vanquished ground . . . and then they 
said a prayer to Jesus in that Senate: 

“Thank you for allowing the Unit-
ed States of America to be reborn. 
Thank you for allowing us to get rid 

of the communists, 
the globalists, and 
the traitors within 
our government. 
We love you and 
we thank you. In 
Christ’s holy name 
we pray. Amen.”

The idea that “the United States of 
America [should] be reborn” and re-
born “in Christ’s holy name,” which is 
how the prayer concluded, is central 
to Christian nationalism. We cannot 
understand what happened on Jan. 
6 without understanding Christian 
nationalism. 

The officers who testified demand-
ed justice. They demanded account-
ability. They turned to this committee, 
made up of U.S. representatives whose 
lives they saved, who represent the de-
mocracy they saved, and they asked 
for justice and accountability. Our 
country needs it. 

But we will only get that reckoning 
if we grapple with the role that Chris-
tian nationalism played in violently 
assaulting our democracy. Let’s hope 
this select committee doesn’t ignore, 
or worse, cover for, Christian national-
ism. Let’s hope this select committee 
listens to Officer Hodges. Because on 
Jan. 6, Christian nationalism proved 
that it is indeed un-American and 
that it will not go gently into the ob-
solescence for which it is bound. If we 
refuse to identify and confront this 
threat, it will strike again. The terror-
ists made that clear.

Andrew L. Seidel is FFRF‘s director of 
strategic response.

Committee
Continued from page 1

“ We cannot understand 
what happened on Jan. 6  
without understanding 
Christian nationalism.

FFRF is asking President Biden to 
wield the influence and authority of 
the federal government to incentiv-
ize vaccination mandates.

While praising the recent federal 
employee and military Covid-19 vac-
cination mandates, FFRF Co-Presi-
dents Dan Barker and Annie Laurie 
Gaylor assert in a letter to the pres-
ident  that “these steps are still not 
nearly enough.” 

Their letter lays out com-
mon-sense recommendations that 
the government can adopt to miti-
gate the spread of the Covid-19 virus, 
including: require vaccinations for 
air travel; withhold federal funding 
for schools that do not require vac-
cinations for all eligible and refuse 
to award federal contracts with busi-
nesses that do not require Covid-19 
vaccinations.

Additionally, FFRF suggests re-
quiring that local and state gov-
ernments, particularly police de-
partments, be eligible to purchase 
decommissioned gear and materials 
only if they have mandated vaccina-
tions for their staff.

“Urging, begging, bribing, and, 
sadly, reasoning with many unvacci-
nated Americans has had too little 
effect,” FFRF writes.

The Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention has altered its ad-
vice to encourage indoor masking in 
areas of the country with low vacci-
nation rates — and that’s, unfortu-
nately, a majority of counties. While 
that’s good advice, the real answer is 
to require vaccinations.

Even Alabama’s famously evangel-
ical and anti-abortion governor, Kay 
Ivey, has had enough. She recently 
commented that it’s “time to start 
blaming the unvaccinated folks. . . . 
It’s the unvaccinated folks that are 
letting us down.” 

Two other pro-vaccine Republican 
governors, Arkansas’ Asa Hutchin-
son and Ohio’s Mike DeWine, have 
called on the Food and Drug Admin-
istration to finalize approval of the 
Covid-19 vaccines in use in the Unit-
ed States. As Janet Woodcock, FDA’s 
acting commissioner, has noted, no 
corners were cut over development, 
testing and tracking of these vac-
cines. It’s time to approve!

Biden must take executive and 
large-scale action to help rid the Unit-
ed States of Covid-19, as even dollar 
incentivization has not worked. Un-
der the Preamble to the U.S. Con-
stitution, the federal government is 
entrusted to take care of its citizens 
and ensure the general welfare of 
the nation.
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For those of you who get the PDF 
version of Freethought Today, there 
have been a few changes to the content 
you can see.

Because of privacy concerns — 
the PDF can be easily forwarded to 
non-members — FFRF has stopped 
including in the PDF version the Black 
Collar Crime report, names of new Life-
time members, and the names of the 
Letterbox contributors. 

The online version at freethoughtto-
day.com also follows this protocol. Only 
the actual print newspaper contains all 
of these items.

If you would like to continue read-

ing Black Collar Crime, see the names 
of FFRF’s newest Lifetime members, or 
see the names of those who contribut-
ed to our Letterbox, you will need to 
change your preferences in how you 
receive Freethought Today.

In order to do that, follow these sim-
ple steps:

Log into you FFRF.org account.
Click on “Update your contact 

information.”
Go down to “Deliver Freethought 

Today by” and click on either “Newspa-
per by mail” or “Both PDF and paper 
copy.”

Click “Submit.”

Note to members

FFRF website gets new look

Check out FFRF’s updated and 
improved website at ffrf.org.   

Because it’s now built with a 
responsive, mobile first design, it 
works great on portable devices 
such as phones and tablets, as 
well as on desktop computers. 

You can now find recent (and 
archived) episodes of FFRF’s TV 
show “Freethought Matters” 
and its weekly Facebook Live 
show, “Ask an Atheist,” under the 
“News” category.

Looking for merch? Go to the 
new and improved “Shop” for 
your favorite freethinking gear, 
including apparel, books, music, 
cards and so much more.

If you find that a page isn’t 
working properly or any other 
site glitches, please send an email 
to ffrf.us/website-feedback letting 
us know of the issue.

‘Freethought Matters’ is back on the air!
The 2021 season of FFRF’s lively TV 

show “Freethought Matters” debuts on 
Sept. 5 in 12 cities.

A “Best of” show begins the season 
with diverse highlights from previous 
seasons that you may have missed.

The following week (Sept. 12), FFRF 
hosts famed geneticist Richard Dawkins. 
Dawkins, the world’s most famous atheist 
and author of the blockbuster, The God 
Delusion, is interviewed about a range of 
topics, including his latest book, Books 
Do Furnish a Life: Reading and Writing 
Science. He talks about doing the last in-
terview of Christopher Hitchens before 
his death, the evolving life of “memes,” 
a word he coined, anti-science U.S. at-
titudes and, yes, why God is a delusion. 

Other new guests for the 2021-22 
season include Candace R.M. Gorham, 
a former minister who is now a men-
tal health counselor and author of the 
forthcoming book, On Death, Dying, 
and Disbelief, and is author of the earlier  
book, The Ebony Exodus Project: Why Some 
Black Women Are Walking Out on Religion 
and Others Should Too.

And Professor Jay Rosenstein, recip-
ient of the Peabody Award for his fasci-
nating documentary “The Lord Is Not 
On Trial Here Today,” about the dramat-
ic challenge of religious indoctrination 

in the public schools taken by Vashti Mc-
Collum and her family in the late 1940s, 
resulting in a landmark ruling in her 
favor by the Supreme Court. The show 
will include clips from the riveting film.

For those who don’t get a chance to 
view it live on television, all episodes are 
available to watch on FFRF’s YouTube 
channel or through FFRF’s updated 
website at ffrf.org/news/freethought-mat-

ters. (You can find it under the “News” 
category and then under “Videos.”)

“Freethought Matters” airs Sundays in:
• Chicago, WPWR-CW (Ch. 50), 9 

a.m.
• Denver, KWGN-CW (Ch. 2), 7 a.m.
• Houston, KUBE-IND (Ch. 57), 9 

a.m.
• Los Angeles, KCOP-MY (Ch. 13), 

8:30 a.m.

• Madison, Wis., WISC-TV (Ch. 3), 11 
p.m.

• Minneapolis, KSTC-IND (Ch. 45), 
9:30 a.m.

• New York City, WPIX-IND (Ch. 11), 
8:30 a.m.

• Phoenix, KASW-CW (Ch. 61, or 6 or 
1006 for HD), 8:30 a.m.

• Portland, Ore., KRCW-CW (Ch. 32), 
9 a.m. Comcast channel 703 for 
High Def, or Channel 3.

• Sacramento, KQCA-MY (Ch. 58), 
8:30 a.m.

•  San Francisco, KICU-IND (Ch. 36), 
10 a.m.
• Seattle, KONG-IND (Ch. 16 or Ch. 

106 on Comcast), 8 a.m.
• Washington, D.C., WDCW-CW (Ch. 

50), 8 a.m.
P.S. Please tune in or record ac-

cording to the times given above re-
gardless of what is listed in your TV 
guide (it may be listed simply as “paid 
programming” or even be misidenti-
fied). To set up an automatic week-
ly recording, try taping manually by 
time or channel. And spread the word 
to freethinking friends, family or col-
leagues about a TV show, finally, that 
is dedicated to providing program-
ming for freethinkers!

Scientist, author and atheist Richard Dawkins appears as FFRF’s guest on the Sept. 
12 episode of “Freethought Matters.”

FFRF report

School ‘prayer walks’
walk over Constitution

What is a “prayer walk” and what’s 
wrong when they are performed in some 
public schools around the nation?

The Freedom From Religion Foun-
dation has just released a short report 
about prayer walks in public schools, 
a bizarre but growing phenomenon. 
FFRF’s report shows why such events — 
typically involving religious leaders pray-
ing, sermonizing and even sprinkling 
“holy water” over school grounds — are 
constitutionally impermissible.

The report details complaints re-
ceived by the state/church watchdog in 
which public school officials may host, 
organize, participate in and even pro-
mote such religious worship on official 
social media pages. As an example, Sum-
mer Creek High School in Texas hosted 
a prayer walk to celebrate a merger be-
tween two area high schools, using the 
slogan “Two Schools. One God.”

Public schools have an obligation under 
the law, the report points out, “to make 

certain that subsidized teachers do not in-
culcate religion, or otherwise blur the lines 
between religion and the public schools.

“It is a constitutional violation for a 
public school to organize, or join forces 
with a church to host an inherently reli-
gious event such as a prayer walk,” FFRF 
notes. 

The report also documents the signifi-
cant 43 percent of millennials and young-
er Americans who are non-Christian, 
most practicing no religion at all.

While concentrating on this violation in 
public schools, the report notes that FFRF 
has received reports of prayer walks being 
inappropriately hosted by police depart-
ments and other government agencies. 

“Government officials can worship, 
pray, and participate in religious events 
in their personal capacities. But they are 
not permitted to provide credibility or 
prestige to their religion by lending a 
government office and government title 
to religious events.”
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Core Values
Spread your appleseeds today,
For time is ever fleeting.
The apple you can bite today
Tomorrow ain’t worth eating.           

Yip Harburg, 
from his book: Rhymes for the Irreverent

Buy it from FFRF online - ffrf.org/shop

Illustrated by Seymore Chwast, 
published by FFRF

By Ruth Hurmence Green
A Missouri grandmother 
debunks the bible as 
no one has debunked it 
since Thomas Paine.

—Published by FFRF. 440 pages / PB

FFRF VICTORIES
By Casandra Zimmerman

Cross display removed 
by Pennsylvania DOT

The Pennsylvania Department of 
Transportation has removed a cross dis-
play on a state-owned utility pole.

A concerned resident reported to 
FFRF that a Christian cross was displayed 
on public school property. Upon further 
inspection, the cross was found to be on 
state property and FFRF Staff Attorney 
Christopher Line wrote to the DOT in-
sisting that a sign saying “Jesus still saves” 
be taken down. 

Assistant District Executive Thomas 
J. McClelland said the cross display had 
been removed from the utility pole, and 
the electric company deemed it a poten-
tial safety issue, as well.

 

Bible verse taken off 
jury summonses in Pa.

A resident in Fayette County, Pa., re-
ported receiving a jury summons con-
taining the bible verse, “Let everyone be 
subject to the governing authorities, for 
there is no authority except that which 
God has established.”

Staff Attorney Christopher Line sent a 
letter to Commissioners Janet Trees and 
Lauren Mahoney-Yohman asking for the 
bible verse to be removed from all jury 
summonses. 

Trees responded in July and said that 
upon receiving the FFRF letter, the bible 
verse was immediately removed from all 
jury summonses. 

Prayers ended at Alaska 
school board meetings

The school board in Yupiit, Alaska, 
has stopped scheduling prayers at school 
meetings after receiving a letter from 
FFRF Staff Attorney Christopher Line.

The letter was sent to Yupit School Dis-
trict Superintendent Cassandra Bennett 
and Board President Willie Kasayulie. 

The response received was, “Cassan-
dra is no longer with the district. They 
stopped including the invocation.”

Faculty member removes 
religious quote on email

A faculty member at Anoka Ramsey 
Community College in Minnesota has re-
moved a religious quote from an email 
signature after being informed by FFRF 
that it is unconstitutional to promote 
personal religious beliefs in an official 
capacity. 

FFRF Legal Fellow Joseph McDonald 
wrote to President Kent Hanson, urging 
him to tell the faculty member to remove 
the bible verse: “We write to ask that this 
email signature be changed so as not to 
create the impression of university en-

dorsement of Christianity over all other 
religions, or religion over nonreligion.” 

Hanson responded, assuring FFRF 
that the faculty member voluntarily 
agreed to remove the quote from the 
email signature.

School no longer requires 
standing for the pledge

An elementary school in Silver Con-
solidated Schools in New Mexico has 
stopped requiring students to stand for 
the Pledge of Allegiance after receiving a 
letter from FFRF. 

A concerned parent from Jose Barrios 
Elementary contacted FFRF explaining 
that their child was reprimanded for de-
clining to stand for the pledge, which is 
recited over the school’s loudspeaker ev-
ery morning. 

Staff Attorney Christopher Line sent 
a letter to Superintendent William Haw-
kins, reminding him of the many court 
cases ruling that forcing children to re-
cite the pledge in school infringes upon a 
student’s First Amendment rights. 

The superintendent responded, say-
ing that all principals, including Joe Bar-
rios Elementary school, will be reminded 
they cannot disrespect a student’s right 
to freedom of speech by requiring them 
to stand for the pledge.

Ga. commission removes 
creationism module

The Georgia Professional Standards 
Commission has removed a module in 
the Georgia Educator Ethics Assessment 
indicating that a teacher should teach 
creationism regardless of their beliefs.

To obtain a license to teach in the 
state, a certain set of ethical standards 
must be tested and one question posed 
was about whether teaching intelligent 
design in schools is illegal.

FFRF Staff Attorney Christopher Line 
sent a letter to Brian Sirmans, commis-
sion chair, asking that the module be re-
moved from the assessment.

Director of Rules Management and 
Educator Assessment, Anne Marie Fen-
ton,  responded to FFRF, saying that the 
module has been removed.

Union Station stops 
playing Christian music 

Union Station in Raleigh, N.C., has 
stopped playing Christian music through 
its PA system. 

A patron of Union Station reported 
to FFRF that a Christian radio station was 
being played over the PA system. FFRF 
Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor wrote 
a letter to Manager Richard Costello, urg-
ing him to keep in mind that the public 
train station serves all types of religious 
and nonreligious people. She also assert-

ed that Christian music will very easily 
alienate patrons who are not Christian.

Costello responded to FFRF, writing 
that the matter was being addressed 
and assured that no further occurrences 
would take place.

Superintendent ends 
religious remarks

The Ohio Hi-Point Career Center su-
perintendent has stopped including reli-
gious remarks in convocation speeches 
after hearing from FFRF on the matter.

FFRF Legal Fellow Joseph McDon-
ald wrote to Superintendent Rick Smith 
about the religious speech he gave at 
the convocation ceremony, asking him 
to cease promoting his own beliefs and 
religion. McDonald reminded Smith that 
this case had already been settled in the 
Supreme Court, where “high school grad-
uations must be secular to protect the 
freedom of conscience of all students.”

Smith responded, saying he plans to 
avoid making religious remarks in the 
future.

FFRF ensures that Ga. 
deputy behaves lawfully

FFRF has made certain that a Georgia 
deputy ceases to behave in an unlawful 
manner.

Chief Deputy Jonathan Blackmon 
had been using his position within 
the Polk County Sheriff’s Office to 
promote and endorse his personal re-
ligious beliefs, and the Polk County 
Sheriff’s Office was regularly posting 
Blackmon’s religious messages on its 
official Facebook page. 

FFRF Staff Attorney Chris Line wrote 
to Polk County Sheriff Johnny Moats. 

“I was advised by our administration 
to inform you that all the Facebook 
posts would be removed and that there 
will not be any future posts placed on 
the sheriff’s office official page,” says a 
recent email from the sheriff’s office. 

School district to stop 
religious messages

A Georgia school district is rectifying 
a constitutional breach, thanks to the 
FFRF.

A concerned local resident informed 
FFRF that Graysville Elementary School 
gave students backpacks containing bi-
bles and other religious materials. Chil-
dren came home from school with a bi-
ble, a list of local Baptist churches, and 
a note asking them to “visit them and 
become part of the Catoosa Baptist Asso-
ciation family.” 

After FFRF Staff Attorney Chris Line 
wrote to Superintendent Denia Reese, 
the district’s legal counsel replied, “The 
school has been instructed to physical-

ly view the inside of any bags or similar 
items and to remove religious endorse-
ments before giving them to any other 
students.”

N.C. employee stops 
giving out pamphlets

After hearing from FFRF, a license 
plate renewal office in North Carolina 
told an employee to stop giving out 
pamphlets containing bible verses and 
“how-to” guides on “gaining salvation.” 

FFRF was informed by a concerned 
Morehead City community member 
about the unconstitutional religious 
distribution. Staff Attorney Christo-
pher Line wrote to the office, asking 
that it ensures that religious literature 
no longer be distributed in its office 
and to remind employees of their 
obligation to remain neutral toward 
religion. 

FFRF received a response from San-
dra Cannon of the Morehead City Li-
cense Plate Agency, who assured FFRF 
that she did not condone the distri-
bution of religious materials, told the 
employee to remove all religious lit-
erature from the office and promised 
that it would not happen again. 

School stops forcing 
religion on art projects

A Tallassee, Ala., art teacher has 
stopped an art project requiring stu-
dents to participate in religious as-
signments, such as making students 
draw a picture of a cross with graphite 
pencils. 

A concerned Tallassee community 
member notified FFRF that religious 
indoctrination could be occurring in 
an art teacher’s classroom, including 
encouraging kids to “add a creative say-
ing or bible verse on top” of projects. 

Staff Attorney Christopher Line’s  
letter to the Superintendent of Tal-
lassee City schools asked it to “take 
immediate action to ensure that (the 
teacher) is no longer giving reli-
gious assignments to students or in 
any way promoting or endorsing re-
ligion through their role as a district 
employee.”

In response to FFRF’s letter, the 
school district sent teachers a guide 
regarding religion in schools, and the 
teacher that was noted in the letter has 
retired. 

Don’t miss your next issue 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?

Please notify us of your 
address change promptly!

email: info@ffrf.org
or phone: 1-800-335-4021
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FFRF hails survey showing rise of ‘Nones’
The Freedom From Religion Foundation is cele-

brating findings that show a shrinking white Chris-
tian majority and a stable percentage of religiously 
unaffiliated Americans.

The Public Religion Research Institute’s “2020 Cen-
sus of American Religion” documents that white Chris-
tians, previously a supermajority, have declined by 
nearly a third in the last few decades, from 65 percent 
in 1996 to a low of 43 percent in 2017. Today, white 
Christians comprise 44 percent of the population.

The number of “Nones,” those with no religious af-
filiation, has tripled since the 1990s, to comprise 23 
percent of the U.S. population in 2020. “The increase 
in proportion of religiously unaffiliated Americans has 
occurred across all age groups but has been most pro-
nounced among young Americans,” the report states.

Ryan Burge, a researcher from Eastern Illinois 
University, said that Generation Z, those born after 
1996, are “the least religious generation we’ve had 
in American history.”

“At the same time, the rate of disaffiliation is con-
tinuing,” he continues. “However, Gen Z has a long 
way to go before they all show up in the data. It will be 
eight more years until the youngest members of this 
cohort reach adulthood.”

The “Nones” have made substantial inroads in all 
sectors. One in five Black Americans and one in five 

Hispanic Americans today is religiously unaffiliat-
ed. More than a third of multiracial Americans are 
religiously unaffiliated, as are 28 percent of Native 
Americans. Asian-Americans and Pacific Islander 
Americans are overall the most likely to be religiously 
unaffiliated, at 34 percent.

Burge says the age factor will only increase the 

number of Nones in the future.
“Consider this: every day in America, hundreds 

of people from the Silent Generation (19 percent 
Nones) and the Boomers (25 percent Nones) die off 
and are replaced by members of Generation Z (45 per-
cent Nones) having their 18th birthday,” writes Burge. 
“This, by itself, will make the United States much less 
religious in 2030 than it was in 2020.”

A majority of white Americans still identify as Chris-
tian, breaking down as 50 percent Protestant, 23 per-
cent evangelical, 27 percent mainline Protestant and 
19 percent Catholic. Jews are at 2 percent and Muslim, 
Buddhist, Hindu or other religions make up less than 
1 percent of the white U.S. population. 

Seventy-two percent of Black Americans, three-quar-
ters of Hispanic Americans, 34 percent of Asian Ameri-
can and Pacific Islander Americans and 60 percent of 
Native Americans identify as Christian.

“This groundbreaking study shows how important 
it is that we ‘Nones’ must flex our collective muscle, 
through our ballots and our lobbying presence, to 
ensure that our government and courts know we are 
here,” says FFRF Co-President Annie Laurie Gaylor. 
“White Protestant evangelicals represent only 14 per-
cent of the population, yet their views, which are often 
Christian nationalist, are so disproportionately repre-
sented in Congress, statehouses and on court benches.”

Survey stats
• Over the last few decades, the proportion of the 

U.S. population that is white Christian has declined 
by nearly one-third. As recently as 1996, nearly two-
thirds of Americans (65 percent) identified as white 
and Christian. By 2006, that had declined to 54 per-
cent, and by 2017 it was down to 43 percent.

• Since 2006, white evangelical Protestants have 
experienced the most precipitous drop in affiliation, 
shrinking from 23 percent of Americans in 2006 to 14 
percent in 2020. 

• Only 16 percent of Americans reported being 
religiously unaffiliated in 2007; this proportion rose 
to 19 percent by 2012, and then gained roughly a 
percentage point each year from 2012 to 2017. The 
proportion of religiously unaffiliated Americans hit a 
high point of 26 percent in 2018 but has since slightly 
declined, to 23 percent in 2020.

• Americans ages 18–29 are the most religious-
ly diverse age group. More than one-third of young 
Americans (36 percent) are religiously unaffiliated.

• White evangelical Protestants are the oldest 
religious group in the U.S., with a median age of 56, 
compared to the median age in the country of 47. Re-
ligiously unaffiliated people are among the youngest 
median age at 38, just behind Muslims (33), Bud-
dhists (36) and Hindus (36). 

• Both major political parties are majority Chris-
tian, with 83 percent of Republicans and 69 percent 
of Democrats identifying as Christian. Two-thirds of 
Republicans (68 percent) identify as white and Chris-
tian, compared to 39 percent of Democrats

• The share of religiously unaffiliated people among 
Republicans has increased dramatically. In 2006, just 4 
percent of Republicans identified as unaffiliated. That 
proportion more than doubled to 10 percent in 2013 
and continued to grow to 13 percent in 2020.

• The share of unaffiliated Democrats also more 
than doubled between 2006 (9 percent) and 2013 (22 
percent). From 2013 to 2018 (28 percent), the share 
of unaffiliated Democrats grew slightly each year, be-
fore dropping to 23 percent in 2020. 

Religious diversity
The religious diversity index is calculat-

ed so that a score of 1 signifies complete di-
versity — every religious group is of equal 
size — and a score of 0 indicates a com-
plete lack of diversity and one religious 
group comprises the entire population of 
a given county.

The average religious diversity score by 
county in the U.S. is 0.625.

Religious diversity is highest in urban 
areas. The five highest religious diversity 
scores are:

Kings County, N.Y. (0.897)
Queens County, N.Y. (0.896)
Montgomery County, Md. (0.880)
Navajo County, Ariz. (0.876)
Santa Clara County, Calif. (0.876)

Religious diversity is lowest in the south-
ern part of the U.S. and in rural areas. The 
lowest diversity scores among counties 
with more than 10,000 residents are:

Noxubee County, Mississippi (0.228)
Panola County, Mississippi (0.281)
Conecuh County, Alabama (0.283)
Amite County, Mississippi (0.284)
Marion County, Mississippi (0.284)

Religiously unaffiliated Americans are 
spread throughout the country but are 
most concentrated in the West and the 
Northeast. The five highest concentra-
tions of religiously unaffiliated Americans 
in counties with greater than 10,000 resi-

dents are (by percentage):
San Juan County, Wash. (49)
Multnomah County, Ore. (48)
Glacier County, Mont. (45)
Humboldt County, Calif. (45)
Tompkins County, N.Y. (45)
Nearly four in ten (39 percent) 

religiously unaffiliated Americans live in 
urban areas, 44 percent live in suburban 
areas, and 17 percent live in rural areas.

The Public Religion Research 
Institute has been collecting and 
aggregating data on religious diversity 
in America continuously since 2013. 
The combined dataset contains 
interviews with 459,822 Americans 
across all 50 states from 2013 to 2019. 
This dataset was merged with American 

Community Survey data on 3,142 
counties across all 50 states to produce 
a rigorous estimate of the religious 
demographics of every county in the 
U.S. This PRRI Census of American 
Religion is the most comprehensive 
resource available on religious diversity 
in America.

About this survey
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Meet the FFRF Legal Team’s summer interns
Each summer, the FFRF Legal Team 

hires law school students as full-time in-
terns to help with FFRF’s heavy workload 
in fighting state/church separation en-
tanglements around the country.

Here is a closer look at this year’s 
group.

James Aird
(University of Wisconsin Law School)
Where did you grow up?
Proctor, Minn., a small railroad town 

right outside of Duluth. 
Were you raised in a religious 

household?
I was raised Catholic, although I 

wouldn’t describe my parents as espe-
cially religious. 
My mom just felt 
it was her duty to 
raise us at least 
with some reli-
gious education. 
Our priest grow-
ing up was very 
well-liked, but 
when he rotat-
ed out to a new 
church, the new 
priest was much 

more dogmatic and he (along with a 
similarly orthodox catechism teacher) 
opened my eyes to the problems with 
church doctrine. At some point around, 
then I picked up some Hitchens and 
Dawkins books and never looked back. 

Where did you attend college as an 
undergrad?  

Ironically enough, the College of St. 
Scholastica in Duluth. My sisters had all 
attended previously, and I received a 
generous scholarship. While the college 
was founded by nuns, it has in recent de-
cades become much more secular in its 
day-to-day operations.    

Why did you want to be a legal intern 
for FFRF?

FFRF excited me because of its impact 
litigation. Going from processing real 
estate transactions to assisting with civil 
rights litigation was a huge step for me in 
feeling like the work I do really matters. 

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

I have really enjoyed working with the 
litigation team on their pending cases. 
Beyond learning a ton about the religion 
clauses and the merits of these cases, I 
have also learned a lot about civil pro-
cedure and motion practice in federal 
court.  

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I love to cook!  On the menu this week: 
spicy korean bulgolgi lettuce wraps.

Matthew Hansen
(University of Wisconsin Law School) 
Where did you grow up?
Wausau, Wis. 
Were you raised in a religious 

household?
My father was raised Catholic and my 

mother was generally irreligious. I was 
fortunate that my 
parents gave me 
the education, 
freedom and 
tools I needed to 
decide for myself 
the lens through 
which I wanted 
to view the world.  

Where did you 
attend college as 
an undergrad?

University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Why did you want to be a legal intern 

for FFRF?
One of the high school choir teachers 

in my hometown held a Christmas con-
cert where he required the public school 
choir to sing exclusively Christian music. 
The issue ruffled a lot of feathers on the 
school board and animated the local 
religious and secular populations. The 
controversy gained enough attention for 
FFRF to get involved, which is where I 
first heard about the organization. While 
in law school, I have had the honor of 
serving as a teaching assistant for under-
graduate classes on constitutional rights 
and political philosophy. Part of this ex-
perience allowed me to teach Establish-
ment Clause jurisprudence to political 
science students, which opened my eyes 
to the energy and enthusiasm young 
people have for the topic and the frus-
tration and confusion they have about 
more recent Supreme Court decisions. 
This experience solidified my passion 
for the topic and drove me to apply to 
FFRF to help combat Christian national-
ism, the theft of the court system, and to 
oppose the degradation of the high wall 
which has historically separated state 
and church. 

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

The staff at FFRF are all phenomenal, 
each one has a visible passion for what 
they do and want nothing more than to 
make their county a better, more toler-
ant and less dogmatic place. Being part 
of a meaningful movement is highly re-
warding and instills a sense of purpose 
in everything I do at FFRF. In many ways, 
FFRF feels like the front line in a rapidly 
changing legal and social battle over the 
religious character of our nation and it’s 
an honor to be a part of that.  

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I used to be a nationally ranked Kubb 
player. Kubb is a Swedish lawn game, 
sometimes called Viking chess, with a 
growing following in the upper Midwest. 

Raghen Lucy
(Hamline School of Law)
Where did you grow up?
Williston, N.D.
Were you raised in a religious 

household?
I was raised in a blended religious 

household (one Methodist parent and 
one Catholic 
parent).

Where did you 
attend college as 
an undergrad?  

M i n n e s o t a 
State University, 
Mankato, where 
I studied philoso-
phy, politics and 
economics.

Why did you 
want to be a legal 

intern for FFRF?
I was first introduced to FFRF when 

my Secular Student Alliance chapter in 
Mankato hosted Dan Barker for a debate 
in 2018. I wanted to spend my last sum-
mer before law school gaining practical 
experience in the legal field and contrib-
uting to the vital cause of state/church 
separation. This legal internship has al-
lowed me to do both!

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

My favorite part of working for FFRF 
has been working with such a great staff. 

Everyone has been nothing but friendly, 
helpful and forthcoming with advice for 
the future. I am thankful for this oppor-
tunity to work with individuals who serve 
as role models and inspirations for my 
own legal career.

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I made a playlist on Spotify that has 57 
hours worth of my favorite music.

Alex Moore
(University of Wisconsin Law School) 
Where did you grow up?
I grew up in a small conservative com-

munity in East Texas. 
Were you 

raised in a reli-
gious household?

Yes, I attend-
ed multiple reli-
gious activities a 
week for most of 
my childhood. 

Where did you 
attend college as 
an undergrad?

University of 
Texas at Tyler.

Why did you want to be a legal intern 
for FFRF?

Re-establishing the separation of state 
and church is vital to progress and equity 
in our country. I also deeply appreciate 
that FFRF makes a specific effort to pro-
tect the rights of children. 

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

I know that everything I am working 
on provides support to nonreligious 
people who often do not have a voice in 
their community. 

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I recently fulfilled a lifelong dream of 
learning how to solve a Rubik’s cube. It 
is very exciting!

Michael Sayle
(University of Arizona College of 

Law) 
Where did you grow up?
My family moved around a lot when I 

was growing up. But notable places would 
include Mem-
phis, Washing-
ton (both state 
and D.C.), Texas 
(San Antonio 
and Longview), 
Arkansas, New 
Mexico, Arizo-
na, and Suffolk 
(England). I also 
spent the first five 
years post-un-
dergrad teach-

ing English in Hunan Province, China. 
After finishing my graduate degrees, I 
spent four years in Qingdao, China, as 
the head of the English for Academic 
Purposes Program at the University of 
Arizona Global Campus (in partnership 
with Ocean University of China). Home, 
however, is Tucson, Ariz.

Were you raised in a religious 
household?

Very. We attended church at least ev-
ery Sunday, and for different stretches 
of time when my folks were feeling par-
ticularly compelled, we’d attend Sunday 
night and Wednesday night. I was bap-
tized at the age of 16, which is late for a 
lot of people in that denomination. I felt 
I had to go through a questioning stage 
before believing I had good reasons for 

“accepting the gospel,” and at the time, 
I thought reading through apologetics 
books was genuine questioning. I was, of 
course, mostly assuaging some cognitive 
dissonance by indulging in a heaping 
dose of confirmation bias. 

Where did you attend college as an 
undergrad?

I went on to attend a private Christian 
university in Arkansas, where I studied 
mission work with the intent of becoming 
a missionary. The more I studied the aca-
demic literature about its central text, the 
more ecumenical my outlook became. I 
feel this had more to do with how increas-
ingly untenable a literal interpretation of 
the text became. After graduation, as the 
years passed, I slowly came to realize that 
any truth in the religion was incidental 
to the human desire to understand the 
world they find themselves in.

Why did you want to be a legal intern 
for FFRF?

FFRF has been essential in protecting 
the Establishment Clause from erosion by 
religious actors, and I wanted to be help-
ful in that regard. I also knew it would give 
me good exposure to and experience in 
the way public interest law works.

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

I get to spend a lot of time research-
ing religious incursions into govern-
ment. It’s been fulfilling to be a part of 
holding government actors accountable 
for pushing their religious beliefs onto 
other people.

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I love working with and learning 
about languages and linguistics, especial-
ly where syntax and semantics intersect 
with second language acquisition and 
psycholinguistics.

Sukhvir Singh
(Rutgers Law School) 
Where did you grow up?
I was born and lived the first part of 

my life in Astoria, Queens, N.Y., and 
moved to Morris 
Plains, N.J., when 
I was 10.

Were you 
raised in a reli-
gious household?

Yes, I was 
raised in a Sikh 
household. 

Where did you 
attend college as 
an undergrad?  

I attended 
Rutgers University, majoring in cultural 
anthropology and American studies.

Why did you want to be a legal intern 
for FFRF?

I wanted to be an intern for FFRF be-
cause I wanted to contribute and be a 
part of its goals, but also to learn from 
very skilled attorneys who seek to ad-
vance secular objectives. 

What is your favorite part of working 
for FFRF?

My favorite part of FFRF is when I re-
ceive an email presenting a victory in a 
case or challenge FFRF was involved in 
because it shows the success and hard 
work of everyone involved. It reminds 
me of the tangible difference we make 
in the lives of secular individuals across 
the country. 

What is one thing that you think peo-
ple might not know about you? 

I love sports and one day hope to be 
in a position where I can have part own-
ership of a team of any kind.

James Aird

Matthew Hansen

Raghen Lucy

Alex Moore

Michael Sayle

Sukhvir Singh
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Buy It Online ffrf.org/shop

‘IN SCIENCE WE TRUST’ Self inking stamp

$20 postpaid — Item #ST02

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

Here is the month’s assortment of letters and cor-
respondence from the lesser side of humanity. Print-
ed as received.

Losers: You are a bunch of atheist who get of-
fended by religious people is absolutely hysterical. 
It sounds like you are all nothing but a bunch of 
lawyers trying to find ways to sue people and make 
money. As the saying goes.., the only good lawyer 
is a dead lawyer! Now stop bothering people you 
fucking assholes! When the time does come you will 
get what is coming to you! — John Barrington

Y’all should just mind your own business: 
Please leave people that want ti pray alone y’all 
just give it a rest yiur pokimg your nose inti things 
thats best left alone if people want ti pray let them 
it dont matter where they are or when just let them 
do it im a nonpracticing jew and if i should chosse 
ti pray i will and dint care where i am at. — Ed Co-
hen III

God is real: Dear atheist every single one of 
you know that God does exist. The truth of that is 
in your dna. It is still their so you will have zero ex-
cuses when you stand before God. God is not send-
ing you to hell. YOU YES YOU are choosing to go to 
hell. God is just giving what you want. Their is so 
much evidence of Gods Existence that you choose 
to ignore. More then just enough evidence will be 
made available that even you will know you are 
guilty. Come to your senses because you do know 
that GOD does exist. — Charles Deneveau

Get out: You may assist me--rather the RE-

SPECTABLE citizens of this country--by leaving it. 
Our forefathers came here, not to get away from 
religion, but to have the right to practice whatev-
er RELIGION they believed in. Atheism is NOT a re-
ligion. You do have the right not to believe in God 
but you do NOT have the right to try to change 
the foundation of this country. If you don’t like 
that religion is practiced here then GET THE FUCK 
OUT. I find it amusing that the only program that 
will air your ridiculous diatribe is that disgusting-
ly liberal CBS Sunday Morning, which I was forced 
to watch by a dear, but ignorant, friend (ignorant 
to how unbelievably stupid the liberal left is & 
how they, like you, are a danger to our country). I 
wish you this--you get a terminal case of the driz-
zling shits & live forever with it, with only coarse 
sandpaper with which to wipe your sorry ass. — 
Monica Bloedorn

Atheist: You atheist is so out of control. I have 
friends that is atheist and their pissed off at the 
ones that gets offended all the time or has a prob-
lem with something. Or wait mainly wants media 
attention. I told every local and national tv network 
including radio network to not broadcast your law-
suit against the school. I will also tell the judge to 
throw out the lawsuit and do not allow any appeals 
for your side. Atheist can’t win all the time. — Mike 
Dunbar

Stop Harassing Christians: You guys are pa-
thetic! Stop harassing judges and Christians over 
their beliefs. You are fighting a losing battle! How 

does it feel knowing that you pathetic scum are 
losing? You idiots enjoy killing babies? Well, your 
judgement will come and I hope you ALL burn in the 
pits of HELL for eternity! —  Daniel Davidson 

It’s too late: I need to know your official views 
on the death shot Covid Vaccine which is not a vac-
cine.  Also your views on extraterrestrial life, kun-
dalini energy, reincarnation, telepathy.  Moses was 
under the influence of ETs and displayed alien tech 
in his “miracles.”. 

Also, anyone who has studied it knows astrol-
ogy works.  It is mathematics and physics and fre-
quency and resonance. The USA is being swiftly 
taken over by Communists.. Every goddamn ad 
on TV promotes race mixing and marriage.  Ads for 
death dealing drugs are rife on TV.  White men are 
portrayed as dumb and weak  oafs. 

The USA has only a few months left to survive 
and in any case it will never go back to what it was. 
Stand to the line or be food for buzzards. — Kent 
Meyer

Your fate: Do you realize the founders could end 
up with the same fate as Madalyn Murray O’Hair? 
God is not mocked, what a man sows he shall reap! 
Google who she is and her fate. You’ll be surprised. 
— Connie Garvey

your nosy nose: Mind your damn business & 
your own state’s business & keep your fat nosy nose 
out of the Great State of Texas. You are now trying to 
bother UMC here in Lubbock, Tx. about a message 
they have on the UMC building & saying people who 

worked there complained about it & if that hap-
pened, it was probably some idiot who moved from 
Wisconsin to Lubbock & they just couldn’t accept 
what they were seeing. If you don’t believe in God, 
then why does it bother you so much. This country 
was founded on Christianity & you can’t convince 
me otherwise. Y’all are phony as the day is long, just 
shut up & mind your damn business! We don’t care 
what YOU think!! Laughing at your ignorance. — Sue 
Lankford 

We don’t care!: Hate to break it to y’all but we 
literally do not care what y’all think of us in our little 
podunk town. Nobody is pressured into anything 
here I can assure you that, but at the same time…. 
How can you earn respect if you don’t show it? This 
little town is built off that. It’s hard to understand 
our lives in this little town, if you’ve never lived it. 
To say they were forced is over exaggerated… to 
say they was pressured is over exaggerated. — Kev-
in Keen

Sad: U know this is not the country I grow up 
and lived in it’s a sad day when people turn their 
backs on praying in schools or anything else that 
has God in it . It’s a sad day the people who want 
prayer at games bibles in school has rights to . U 
should be ashamed of yourselfs I’m not saying I’m 
sorry for believing in god he’s my savior . What’s 
going on here . Is wrong I’ll pray for these people 
have mercy on their souls kids at this game prayed 
they did it bc that’s what they wanted to do — Bill 
Newman

CRANKMAIL 

AmazonSmile allows you to support FFRF
every time you make a purchase — at no cost to you!

When you visit smile.amazon.com 

select the Freedom From Religion Foundation  
to donate 0.5% of your eligible purchases to FFRF.

Donate to FFRF while you shop!

OVERHEARD
If they’re [the Catholic bishops] going 

to politically weaponize religion by ‘rebuk-
ing’ Democrats who support women’s re-
productive choice, then a ‘rebuke’ of their 
tax-exempt status may be in order.

U.S. Rep. Jared Huffman, in a tweet 
about the Catholic Church potentially not 
allowing communion to President Biden 
and other Catholic politicians who vote for 
pro-choice measures.

Twitter, 6-18-21

We’re beyond apologies, we need to 
talk about accountability. If Nazi war crimi-
nals can be tried at an elderly age for their 
war crimes, I think we should be tracking 
down the living survivors of the church — 
being the priests and the nuns — who had 
a hand in this.

Chief Jason Louie, Lower Kootenay 
Band, commenting on Pope Francis’ be-
lated plans to meet in December with 
Canadian Indigenous leaders about the 
church’s role in cultural genocide, neglect 
and abuse. Almost a thousand human re-
mains recently have been found at Catho-
lic-run residential schools for Indigenous 
children removed from their families.

The New York Times, 7-1-21

It’s like choosing which side of the flat 
Earth we’re going to jump off.

Infectious disease physician Luana 
Araujo, during Brazil’s parliamentary in-
quiry into the government’s (mis)handling 
of the pandemic. More than 520,000 Bra-
zilians have died of Covid-19. but President 
Jair Bolsonaro has promoted hydroxychlo-
roquine and other useless treatments. 

The New York Times, 7-6-21

I need you to understand something 
and I say it without any hyperbole: White 
Evangelicals need to be stopped, now. 
We’ve seen this play out throughout histo-
ry and we know how it ends. We know what 
unchecked religious extremist is capable 
of and we know the cost of the silence and 
inaction of good people. 

John Pavlovitz, longtime Christian pas-
tor, writer and activist.

Goodmenproject.com, 6-12-21

I was frightened by 
the Religious Right in 
its triumphant phase. 
But it turns out that the 
movement is just as dan-
gerous in decline.

Michelle Goldberg, 
in her column, “The 
Christian Right is in 
decline, and it’s taking 

America with it.”
The New York Times, 7-9-21

It is a world in which demons are real, 
miracles are real, and the ultimate mission 
is not just transforming individual lives but 
also turning civilization itself into their 
version of God’s Kingdom: one with two 
genders, no abortion, a free-market econ-
omy, bible-based education, church-based 
social programs and laws such as the ones 
curtailing LGBTQ rights now moving 
through statehouses around the country.

Stephanie McCrummen, author of the 
article “An American Kingdom: A new 
and rapidly growing Christian movement 
is openly political, wants a nation under 
God’s authority, and is central to Donald 
Trump’s GOP.”

Washington Post, 7-11-21

It isn’t bringing me closer to Christ, it’s 
giving me U.T.I.s.

Lindsay Perez, 34, a  young Mormon 
woman baring all about the gynecologi-
cal harm of itchy, scratchy, non-breathing 
Mormon “magic” underwear.

New York Times, 7-22-21

On almost every subject you can name, 
science is the answer, whether it’s the cli-
mate crisis, whether it’s a health crisis, 
whether it’s our preeminence in the world 
of technology, science, science, science, 
science. To say that wearing a mask is not 
based on science, I think, is not wise, and 
that was my comment.

Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, 
after calling House Minority Leader Mike 
McCarthy a “moron” over his objection to 
the return of a mask mandate on Capitol 
Hill.

Yahoo News, 7-28-21

It was clear the terrorists perceived 
themselves to be Christians. I saw the 
Christian flag directly to my front. Anoth-
er read ‘Jesus is my savior, Trump is my 
president.’ Another, ‘Jesus is King.’”

Washington, D.C., Officer Daniel 
Hodges, describing the pervasiveness 
of Christian symbols among those who 
attacked him and other police officers 
during the Jan. 6 insurrection.

Washington Post, 7-27-21

You were concerned that the governor 
was imposing his own religious beliefs on 
others?

“I was. I had a problem with that being 
imposed upon 6.8 million Tennesseans.”

Dr. Michelle Fiscus, in an interview 
with Phil Williams of Nashville television 

station News Channel 5, on how Tennes-
see Gov. Bill Lee’s delayed the rollout of a 
Covid-19 vaccine because he believed the 
Johnson & Johnson vaccine contained fe-
tal tissue. Fiscus was fired on July 12 as the 
top vaccine official in Tennessee, alleged-
ly to appease Republican state lawmakers 
who were angry about efforts to vaccinate 
teenagers. 

NewsChannel5.com, 7-28-21

While most people to the left of 
the Christian Right view the Project 
Blitz playbook with revulsion, I see it 
as a gift to democracy. The playbook 
and their accompanying briefings and 
events laid bare their intentions and 
their game plan. We were handed a 
vital tool for the defense of democrat-
ic values and, arguably, the wider de-
fense of democracy itself. The things 
that happened in response, I think, 
are underappreciated, even by some 
of those who should be taking great 
pride in their victories.

Researcher Frederick Clarkson, 
who first exposed the existence of 
Project Blitz, the secretive Christian 
nationalist playbook to enact Christian 
legislation in dozens of states. 

Salon.com, 7-24-21 

Today the question is whether these 
Christians only support democracy in 
instrumental ways. And the answer we 
are getting from many quarters is that 
they were supportive of democracy as 
long as they were in charge.

Robert Jones, CEO and founder of 
the Public Religion Research Institute, 
in an interview.

Religion Dispatches, 7-20-21

Michelle 
Goldberg
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FFRF awards $21,350!

Winners of FFRF’s high school essay contest
The Freedom From Religion Founda-

tion is proud to announce the winners of 
the 2021 William Schulz High School Essay 
Contest. FFRF is awarding $21,350 in schol-
arship money for this year’s contest!

College-bound high school seniors were 
asked to write an essay based on this prompt: 

“Write a personal statement about why 
you trust science over faith, and why you 
think society should do the same. Please in-
clude an example of how religious faith has 
obstructed science or analyze a historic or 
current issue related to religion vs. science.” 

After reviewing 220 essays, FFRF award-
ed 11 top prizes and 17 honorable mentions.

Winners are listed below and include the 
college or university they will be attending 
and the award amount. All students were 17 
or 18 when they submitted their essays.

FIRST PLACE
Ava Bertolotti, Northeastern University,

$3,500.
SECOND PLACE

Ellianna Thayne, University of 
Washington, $3,000.

THIRD PLACE (tie)
Jeremiah Brown, Rochester Institute 

of Technology, $2,500.
THIRD PLACE (tie)

Elizabeth Getty, University of 
Minnesota, $2,500.

FOURTH PLACE
Adam Pierce, University of 

California-Berkeley, $2,000.
 

FIFTH PLACE
Andrew Delaney, University of 

California-Berkeley, $1,500.
SIXTH PLACE

Alexis Martin, University of Miami, 
$1,000. 

SEVENTH PLACE
Laura Streminsky, Boston University, 

$750.
EIGHTH PLACE

Caleb Buell, University of Alabama, 
$500.

NINTH PLACE
Ashley Levstik, University of Texas-San 

Antonio, $400.
TENTH PLACE

Alaina Adderley, Plymouth State 

University, $300.
Honorable mentions ($200 each)

Ainsley Anderson, Tulane University.
Elizabeth Andraschko, University of 

Wisconsin.
Benjamin Ash, Arizona State University.
Neil Dervis, University of Central Florida.
Shamsul Haque, University of Virginia.

Trinitey Hayward, University of 
Arkansas.

Anna Hendrick, College of William
 and Mary.
Neha Kumar, New York University.
Isabel Li, Scripps college.
Adrianna Martinez-Lainez, Seattle 

University.
Eliane Odefey, Middlebury College.

Carlin Padgett, Western Washington 
University.

Haden Ringel, University of Chicago.
Gavin Ruby, University of 

Colorado-Boulder.
Garret Snitchler, University of Nebraska.
Josiah Wilson, Indiana State University.
Ares Zhang, University of 

Washington-Tacoma.

Those who are not named winners re-
ceive a complimentary FFRF membership 
for a year and are offered a book or free-
thought product as a thank-you for entering.

The high school contest is named for the 
late William J. Schulz, a Wisconsin member 
and life-long learner who died at 57 and left 
a generous bequest to FFRF.

FFRF thanks its “Director of First Im-
pressions” Lisa Treu for managing the 
details of this and FFRF’s other annual 
student competitions. And we couldn’t 
judge these contests without our “faith-
ful faithless” readers and judges, includ-
ing: Don Ardell, Dan Barker, Darrell Bark-
er, Bill Dunn, Annie Laurie Gaylor, Linda 
Josheff, Dan Kettner, Sammi Lawrence, 
Katya Maes, Amit Pal, Dave Petrashek, 
Sue Schuetz, Lauryn Seering, PJ Slinger, 
Karen Lee Weidig and Jenny Wilson.

FFRF has offered essay competitions to 
college students since 1979, high school stu-
dents since 1994, grad students since 2010, 
students of color since 2016, and law school 
students since 2019.

FFRF awarded Ava $3,500 for this essay.

By Ava Bertolotti 

S ince I first read Carl Sagan’s The 
Demon Haunted World: Science as 
a Candle in the Dark in middle 

school, Sagan’s observation that “it is 
far better to grasp the universe as it 
really is than to persist in delusion, 
however satisfying and reassuring” has 
become my debate catch-all. 

Science should be the bedrock of de-
bating: It is objective, it is logical, it is ev-
idence-driven and evolves with the facts. 
Especially in the emotionally fraught, 
combative political sphere, science 
clears the water rather than muddying 
it. Science is a self-correcting, self-criti-
cal process that professes no claim to 
perfection, unlike some religions.  

Climate change used to keep me up 
at night. Praying — in English, in Ara-
bic, staring at the ceiling, as branches 
were whipped past my window by the 
near-90 mile-per-hour winds of Hurri-
cane Sandy — did not make me worry 
less about a tree crashing through the 
walls at any moment. 

In my half-Catholic, half-Mus-
lim family, religion was more often a 
source of conflict than of comfort. We 
visited my extended family in Turkey 
in 2018, two years after a violent coup 
attempt. Turkey’s 2017 ban on teach-
ing evolution in schools was nearly as 
heavy a blow to my faith in the stabili-
ty of its secular democracy as the 2016 
press crackdown.  

I trust in science because it can ex-
plain the disconcerting changes I see 

in ecosystems: As mulberry groves and 
giant Turkish snails wither in the heat 
of record-hot summers, as frogs disap-
pear from the pond behind my high 
school in New Jersey, I find that cat-
aloging for citizen science databases 
feels more productive than wringing 
my hands. 

In seventh grade, I surfed Science 

News, only to plunge into debates 
over vaccines, abortion, stem-cell re-
search, evolution and climate change 
in the comments 
sections. I could 
understand — not 
empathize with — 
moral objections 
to certain issues, 
but the religious 
climate-change de-
niers confounded 
me. They were im-
pervious to facts 
and figures. Some invoked God’s will 
to justify their nonchalance; some ar-
gued my laptop use was an electrici-
ty-sucking sin; some touted the com-
ing of Judgment Day. They didn’t bat 
a virtual eyelash when I cited distribu-
tion maps that showed U.S. emissions 
wreaking havoc on Global South coun-
tries, the Majority World that contrib-
utes almost nothing to the crisis. They 
vociferated about sin but said nothing 

about justice. Internet trolls are not the 
worst offenders in the denial-sphere. 
Fossil-funded inactivists make the 

same arguments in 
Congress.  

Prayers might 
make some feel bet-
ter, but out of poli-
ticians’ mouths they 
are complacent 
platitudes. Science 
is a springboard for 
action; it is the best 
tool we have to com-

bat climate change.  
Ava, 17, is from Springfield, N.J., and 

attends Northeastern University.
“I’m a half-Italian-American, half-Ka-

rachai-Turkish climate justice and sci-
entific literacy activist,” Ava writes. “I 
will be majoring (possibly on the pre-law 
track) in international affairs and envi-
ronmental studies at Northeastern Uni-
versity next year, with minors in anthro-
pology and sociology.” 

FIRST PLACE

The prophets of doom have data

“ Science is a self-
correcting, self-critical 
process that professes 
no claim to perfection, 
unlike some religions. 

Ava Bertolotti 

What Is a Freethinker?
freethinker n. 
1 A person who forms opinions 
about religion on the basis of reason, 
independently of tradition, authority, 
or established belief.
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FFRF awarded Ellianna $3,000.

By Ellianna Thayne

When I was a little girl, I spent 
many nights at my grand-
parents’ home. I was old 

enough to kneel at the foot of their 
bed for prayer, but still too young to 
decide truth from fiction, belief from 
instruction. 

I would describe my relationship 
with the Christian god as short and 
sweet. Before the 
age of 10, I had 
bundled up the 
courage to stop 
praying, and when 
I didn’t fall vic-
tim to holy wrath, 
I moved past re-
ligion and devel-
oped an interest in 
science instead.

In the honors program at the Uni-
versity of Washington, I plan on pur-
su-ing a career in neuroscience. De-
spite moving forward into my future, I 
couldn’t help but feel that I’d plunged 

back in time when I learned that my 
grandparents, whom I had spent so 
much of my childhood with, were 
homophobic. 

I was undeterred, certain that when 
I told them about my girlfriend they 
would move past a few outdated vers-
es and accept me. Instead, my grand-
parents stopped speaking to me. “It’s 
not like they don’t love you still,” my 
mom told me. “They just don’t think 
God does. It’s the church, honey. It’s 
the church.” 

In the grand view of the world, I 
received a light 
punishment for my 
sexuality. Women 
like me have been 
persecuted in the 
name of the Chris-
tian doctrine for 
hundreds of years, 
executed for the 
supposed sin of ho-
mosexuality. When 

the church and state are one, we are 
victims of the law; when they are not, 
we are victims still of the church’s cul-
ture. While not all who follow Abra-
hamic religions believe that homosex-

uality is morally wrong, a significant 
number base their homophobia in 
faith. They say it’s not as God intend-
ed, that it’s unnatural.

In the eyes of science, however, ho-
mosexuality is entirely natural. Studies 
conducted over the past 50 years have 
found that human sexuality has many 
potential neurobiological sources, all of 

which indicate that sexual orientation, 
whether gay, straight, or in between, is 
an innate result of being human. Ho-
mosexual relations have been observed 
in many other species of animals as 
well. In fact, not so long ago, two male 
penguins “adopted” an egg and raised 
it together in a Berlin zoo. 

When it comes to acceptance of our 
sexual natures, I firmly believe that sci-
ence should be the determining factor. 
We should not, cannot, allow religion 
to dictate the morality of homosexual-
ity when we know it is neurologically 
natural. If we as a global community 
wish to truly evolve, we must move past 
the limitations of religion and realize 
that love is what binds humanity, no 
matter the orientation.

Ellianna, 18, is from Seattle and at-
tends the University of Washington.

“I have won three awards for writing, 
one through the Seattle Public Library and 
two through my school, and I am a soon-to-
be published author,” Ellianna writes. “My 
dream is to continue on to the neuroscience 
program and, after graduation, build a ca-
reer as a trauma psychiatrist working with 
international organizations, such as Doc-
tors Without Borders.”

FFRF awarded Jeremiah $2,500.

By Jeremiah Brown 

Religious institutions have hindered 
the spread of new ideas and knowl-
edge for centuries. Catholicism 

wielded near absolutist power in Europe 
until the Enlightenment, crushing dis-
sent, from science to schisms. Other reli-
gious institutions similarly fought against 
any ideas considered blasphemous. At 
its best, religion can motivate people to 
assist their community. However, at its 
worst, it can be used as justification to di-
vide, subjugate or exterminate those who 
are deemed heretical. 

Science often directly conflicts with reli-
gious ideas, especially in the United States, 
where religion is used to attack vulnerable 
groups. Christianity was used to justify slav-
ery. Mormonism, a Christian religious in-
stitution, used the concept of the “Mark of 
Cain” to discriminate against Black Ameri-
cans. Similarly, religion has been and is still 
used to attack and control LGBTQ+ peo-
ples, regardless of scientific inquiry into 

the normalcy of homosexuality. 
In addition, following the publication 

of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 
and the theory of evolution, religion at-
tacked and condemned the monumental 
advance in biological understanding. Re-
ligion in American policy has obstructed 
the natural progression of scientific under-
standing for the past century and longer. 

At every turn, religion has attacked advanc-
es in sociology, neuroscience and biology, 
due to conflicts with its teachings. 

Recently, regardless of public health 
guidelines and 
mandates, religious 
groups have attacked 
scientists and out-
right denied the ex-
istence of the global 
pandemic. From New 
York to Arizona, com-
munities have had to 
face outbreaks from religious extremists 
who actively put others at risk. 

In the United States, there has been a 
growing trend among religious groups 
increasingly distrusting the medical com-
munity. The country has seen this trend 
weaponized by those who seek to spread 
disinformation. QAnon is a prime ex-
ample. QAnon’s merger of religious and 
political ideals was used to oppose health 
measures and attack the U.S. Capitol in the 
name of a figure associated with God. 

Increasingly, religion is being used to 
dispose of facts and scientific data and to 
manipulate people and this is exacerbating 

the issues caused by the pandemic. 
Religious faith requires no backing for 

belief, no data, no evidence, no proof — 
which allows bad actors to hijack religion to 

manipulate people 
in the modern age, 
just as they have in 
the past. Scientific in-
quiry allows informa-
tion to be gathered 
and disseminated to 
the masses for the 
betterment of soci-

ety. Science exists to push humanity to a 
brighter tomorrow, while religious institu-
tions have time and again sought to hold 
us in the dark. 

Jeremiah, 18, is from Evans, Ga., and at-
tends the Rochester Institute of Technology. 
“I’m a military kid and have lived from Rhode 
Island and Maryland to Washington and Vir-
ginia,” Jeremiah writes. “While in high school 
I maintained a 3.7 GPA, took 10 AP courses, 
and lettered in both lacrosse and football. I was 
a member of Beta, NHS, FLAIR, Spanish Hon-
or Society, Space Club, Model United Nations, 
Principal’s Advisory Council, and was vice pres-
ident of Young Democrats.” 

FFRF awarded Elizabeth $2,500.

By Elizabeth Getty

Truth. The desire for a universal 
truth, the yearning for answers 
to the unknown is a deeply hu-

man affliction, and people have found 
different ways to satisfy this gnawing 
hunger. 

I, for one, subscribe to science, as it 

has provided me not only with rational 
explanations to my queries, but also 
peace of mind, since the doctrines of 
science are universal and adaptable, 
unlike the strict, autocratic tenets of 
religion. 

We need only look to the Scientif-
ic Revolution to see the intellectually 
stifling nature of religion. At the fore-
front of scientific discovery and inno-
vation was Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, 
who, with his letters on “the little 

creatures,” became known as the “fa-
ther of microbiology.” His discovery of 
bacteria and protozoa was not accept-
ed during his lifetime due to existing 
religious beliefs on the origins of mi-
crobes. Credence was given to the idea 
that disease was caused not by these 
unviewable specks, but by God’s wrath 
following sinful activities. 

Thus, Leeuwenhoek’s incredibly 

SECOND PLACE

Love in the face of faith

THIRD PLACE (tie)

Religious obstruction of progress

THIRD PLACE (tie)

Truth and consequences

“ We should not, cannot, 
allow religion to dictate the 
morality of homosexuality 
when we know it is 
neurologically natural.

“ Science exists to push 
humanity to a brighter 
tomorrow, while religious 
institutions have time and again 
sought to hold us in the dark. 

Ellianna Thayne

Jeremiah Brown 

Elizabeth GettySee Getty on  page 14
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important discovery was dismissed, and 
it would take centuries for his work to be 
praised. If this scientific breakthrough 
had been lauded appropriately during 
the late 17th century, we likely would 
have seen further developments in 
the study of germ theory, with great 
benefits to humankind, like the earlier 
implementation of sterilization and 
bacterial vaccination. But religion 
stood in the way. 

The Catholic Church desired to 

remain in power, and that meant the 
defenestration of potential threats, 
one of the biggest threats to religious 
sanctity being the 
emergence of sci-
entific pioneers. 

Rhazes (854-925 
AD) was among the 
first to question the 
Church’s teachings 
and suffer the con-
sequences. Per-
secuted and beaten to blindness for 
his medical teachings, Rhazes died 
disreputable and penniless. Similar 
abuse would be inflicted upon other 

scientists, including Ibn Zuhr, Andreas 
Vesalius and Michael Servetus. His-
tory is oftentimes cyclical, and there 

have been many 
instances of sci-
entific discoveries 
being spurned by 
religious officials 
to keep the status 
quo. But I believe 
that in the mod-
ern world, power 

should be vested in the hands of those 
who have proven themselves time and 
time again — the scientists. 

From the discovery of bacteria to 

the shift from geocentricity to helio-
centricity, the hard work of research-
ers has provided veracity in a world 
filled with unanswered questions. If we 
are to progress as a society, we need to 
put our trust in science, not the peo-
ple that have violated their own com-
mandment, “Thou shalt not kill,” in 
order to silence the truth. 

Elizabeth, 18, is from Minneapolis and 
attends the University of Minnesota. Eliza-
beth intends on pursuing a double major in 
history and political science before moving 
on to law school. Among her many hobbies 
are playing the cello, cycling with her dog, 
and rock climbing.

“ We need only look to 
the Scientific Revolution 
to see the intellectually 
stifling nature of religion. 

Getty
Continued from page 13

FFRF awarded Adam $2,000.

By Adam Pierce 

Both religion and science require 
one to defer to those with more 
knowledge about the world. I, for 

instance, do not have a working knowl-
edge of orbital dynamics. However, I still 
know that the Earth revolves around the 
sun, not the other 
way around. Be-
cause of this, it is 
often argued that 
science and reli-
gion have the same 
epistemological va-
lidity. Both require 
“faith,” so why should one be trusted 
over the other? The answer is quite sim-
ple. Science is worthy of deference. Re-
ligion is not. 

A quote from the physicist Richard 
Feynman sums up the rationality behind 
this statement quite well: “Religion is a 
culture of faith; science is a culture of 
doubt.” Religion claims it has all the 

answers. Science knows it does not. It is 
this constant pursuit of self-correction 
and change in science that leads to true 
progress. When we blindly have faith in 
any ideas, progress halts. 

The quintessential example of reli-
gious faith stopping science is Galileo 
Galilei’s house arrest by the Roman Cath-
olic Inquisition when he began support-
ing heliocentrism (the Earth revolves 
around the sun) instead of the geocen-

trist views support-
ed by the church 
(the sun revolves 
around the Earth). 
Religious faith is 
an unreliable way 
to understand the 
world, as it is resis-

tant to change, and correction. Galileo 
was officially prosecuted by the church in 
1616. It was not until 1835 that the book 
in which Galileo promoted heliocentrism 
was unbanned by the church. 

Science freely admits that it does 
not have all the answers. This is why it 
should be trusted over faith. Science has 
room to grow, room to correct itself, and 

room to be further proven by the bright-
est minds of the world. Religion, on the 
other hand, often views any contradic-
tion to its beliefs as an affront to its very 
nature. This is not conducive to any sort 
of system that can produce truths about 
the world. 

Religion can have value in providing 
a unifying spirituality to communities. 
But when religion is extended to any-
thing other than one’s personal spiri-
tuality, problems occur. When societies 
rely on religion rather than science to 
guide them, wars occur, progress is 
stalled, people are oppressed, and diver-
sity is undermined. Faith cannot adapt, 
so conflicts occur. Science, meanwhile, is 
based on change, and questioning, and 
doubt. It can be proven false to allow for 
new theories, it can provide meaningful 
and current analysis to guide society, 
and it can give accurate ways to predict 
the natural world. Science’s strength is 
religion’s downfall: the ability to adapt. 

Adam, 18, is from Camillus, N.Y., and 
attends the University of California-Berkeley. 
“In high school, I was an activist, advocat-
ing for increased staff diversity, increased 
anti-racist professional development, more 
districtwide support for students of color, and 
more,” Adam writes. “I was the salutatorian 
of my class, a member of the National Honor 
Society and the Spanish Honor Society, an AP 
Scholar with Distinction and the concertmas-
ter of my high school’s symphony.”

FFRF awarded Andrew $1,500.

By Andrew Delaney 

“Of course, you don’t believe 
in God. You’ve been brain-
washed your entire life by 

your atheist father,” said a Christian 
friend of mine, with absolutely no rec-
ognition of any irony. Nonetheless, her 
comment made me wonder, “What is 
the difference between brainwashing 
and educating?” My conclusion? One is 
based on fact. 

While others attended bible camp, I 
watched science shows like “Myth-Bust-
ers” and “Nova,” and, from a young age, 
I would become entranced in scientific 
thought for hours. I became fascinat-
ed by science because principles would 
demonstrate themselves in reality, from 
realizing that crescent moons prove a 
spherical Earth to understanding that 
human tailbones insinuate evolution. 
Meanwhile, my Christian peers were 
convinced that a god created the uni-
verse in six days. 

Science not only encourages ques-
tioning but requires it. In contrast, when 
a Christian inquires about the existence 
of God, they are told they lack “faith.” 

As someone who grew up with the nick-
name “Mr. What-If,” the imperviousness 
of religion to curiosity was depressing to 
me, while its embrace by science was ex-
citing. Thus, I chose to trust science. 

As I continue my education at the 
University of California-Berkeley, with a 
major in biochemistry, I am interested in 
a particular technology — CRISPR. How-
ever, I fear religion poses an obstacle to 
its success. CRISPR is a protein that acts 

as a gene-editing tool with the potential 
to cure nearly all genetic diseases. De-
spite its promising results thus far, CRIS-
PR remains underfunded, and the public 
is widely hesitant. Much of this skepticism 
is because CRISPR does not fall in line 
with Christianity. A theist may argue, 
“God created his children to be perfect. 
Why manipulate God’s creation?” 

Yet, as is evident from the millions 
of people who suffer every year from 
genetic disease, humans are not with-
out flaws. To provide an idea of the 
world’s priorities, in 2019, the Vati-
can’s net worth alone was 4 billion 
euros, while CRISPR Therapeutics, 
the largest CRISPR company by far, is 
worth 5 percent of that. This favorit-
ism toward an outdated community 
spreading baseless claims about a tech-
nology that aims to save millions of 
lives is an example of just how irratio-
nal religion can make humans. 

At times, science is accused of lacking 
appeal, but the intricate complexity that 
science weaves every aspect of the natu-
ral world into is nothing short of beau-
tiful. The idea that one does not have 
to defend scripture in the face of com-
pelling evidence otherwise is freeing. In 
turn, such freedom allows individuals to 
act more logically in every aspect of life. 

My hope for the future is that sci-
ence is understood not to be a field re-
served for geniuses, but rather a beau-
tiful story for the masses desperately in 
need of an ending. 

Andrew, 18, is from Chicago and at-
tends the University of California-Berkeley. 
“I grew up with a quiet atheist as a father 
and a Catholic mother,” Andrew writes. 
“I never was religious, although I’ve only 
publicly described myself as an atheist for 
about two years. In high school, I was the 
president of student council, co-captain of 
the basketball team, and an active member 
of the math team.” 

FOURTH PLACE

The strength of science is in change

FIFTH PLACE

‘Brainwashed’ into logic

“ Religion claims it has 
all the answers. Science 
knows it does not. 

Adam Pierce

Andrew Delaney

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

Provocative Pieces

—Published by FFRF. 80 pages / PB

Buy it from FFRF online
@ ffrf.org/shop
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FFRF awarded Alexis $1,000. 

By Alexis Martin 

While living in a Catholic house-
hold and protesting on behalf 
of Planned Parenthood, I could 

never escape the discussion of religion 
vs. science. Every Christmas, my fam-
ily and I would sit in our family room, 
adorned by small 
crosses on the banis-
ter, and watch “The 
Ten Command-
ments.” I always 
enjoyed spending 
time with my fami-
ly and watching the 
remarkable journey of Moses, until I be-
gan to formulate questions that neither 
my family nor the film could answer. As 
I grew older, I learned that Santa Claus, 
the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, and 
even princesses were all fairy tales, but 
how could I be so sure that Moses was 
not a fairy tale, too? I began to question 

the validity of the church’s teachings.  
Science provided me with hope that re-

ligion never could. At age 3, I survived Ka-
wasaki disease, a very rare heart condition, 
and fully recovered with little damage. 
Whenever I ask my mother about that dif-
ficult time, she always begins with “By the 
grace of God . . .”  However, God did not 
rush me to the hospital, provide me with 
an emergency IV, or perform an emergen-
cy echocardiogram. God also did not di-

agnose me with the 
disease that, if left 
untreated for two 
more days, would 
have left my heart 
muscles enlarged, 
the rhythm of my 
heart wavering,  and 

prompted six words a parent should never 
hear: “You should prepare for the worst.” 
During that time in which I was in critical 
condition, I had the science behind heart 
monitors, IVs and my doctors’ medical 
degrees to thank. Unfortunately, a large 
portion of the U.S. population still choos-
es religion over science.  

Recently, the Supreme Court agreed 
to hear the case of Dobbs v. Jackson Wom-
en’s Health, which debates the right of 
women to have abortions after 15 weeks. 
Jackson Women’s Health is the only li-
censed abortion clinic in the state of 
Mississippi and is constantly inundated 

by people carrying crosses and shout-
ing “Abortion kills, Jesus saves.” The 
religious defense argues that once con-
ception occurs, the embryo was creat-
ed by God and should be treated as a 
child; however, the embryo still has no 
brain function at 15 weeks. Science has 
undoubtedly proven the fetus is not yet 
a person, but the Supreme Court has 
agreed to listen to the religious stand-
point nonetheless. If religion super-
sedes science, this case could monu-
mentally set back women’s reproductive 
rights. I trust science not only because it 
provides material explanations, but has 
also provided safe abortions to women 
in need and saved my life when I was 3.  

Alexis, 18, is from Reading, Pa., and at-
tends the University of Miami.

“I am planning to double major in polit-
ical science and international studies on the 
pre-law track,” Alexis writes. “My career goal 
is to become a civil rights lawyer and avid ac-
tivist. I am a member of MoveOn and have 
participated in protests on behalf of Black 
Lives Matter and Pro-Choice, and want to 
continue to do so in college.”

FFRF awarded Laura $750.

By Laura Streminsky 

In February 2020, I sat in a small Brook-
lyn studio apartment listening to a rabbi 
attribute the Covid-19 virus to progres-

sive Jews. The virus, he said, is a sign of 
disapproval from God in response to the 
secularization of The Chosen People. His 
solution to the pandemic wasn’t masks or 
quarantines, but rather a religious awak-
ening. I looked around the room expect-
ing to find shared disbelief, but my fellow 
Jewish students didn’t seem at all fazed by 
the rabbi’s proclamation. 

When people are taught to believe in 
faith as unequivocal truth, suffering is inev-
itable. We saw this in 2018, when anti-vacci-
nation propaganda resulted in a large mea-
sles outbreak in Williamsburg’s Orthodox 
Jewish population. Even if rabbis encour-
age vaccinations (and many do), teaching 
people that religion has more merit than 

science breeds a distrust of institutions 
meant to protect public health. Similar 
circumstances are occurring now with the 
Covid-19 virus’ disproportionate impact 

on Orthodox Jewish communities. Gov-
ernmentally mandated precautions, like 
those regarding masks and social distanc-
ing, are repeatedly disregarded because 
insular communities function irrespective 
of federal or state 
law. They act based 
off of unfounded 
beliefs, even if those 
beliefs contribute to 
thousands of people 
dying. 

I’m fortunate that 
I wasn’t raised reli-
gious. My parents 
sent me to Hebrew school and synagogue 
for a few years, but they treated my early be-
lief in God just as they had my belief in the 
Tooth Fairy. For my parents, Jewish schools 
were more of a free babysitting service than 
anything else. So, after I eventually outgrew 
my faith and my peers didn’t, it shocked me 
to learn that many of them accepted dan-
gerous advice from our religious leaders. 
When I think of the rabbi’s words now, it’s 

hard not to think of my friends and family 
who followed their faith and then turned to 
God to heal their lungs. 

I trust science over faith because sci-
ence didn’t cause Borough Park’s hospi-

tals to overflow with 
patients. I trust sci-
ence over faith be-
cause science learns 
from mistakes, faith 
perpetuates them. 
I trust science over 
faith because science 
doesn’t wait for any-
one’s idea of god(s) 

to fix our problems. 
Laura, 17, is from Brooklyn, N.Y., and 

attends Boston University. “One of my biggest 
passions is animal rights,” Laura writes. “I will 
take any chance I can to fundraise for nonprof-
its that help neglected animals. As the leader of 
an animal rights club, I also advocate for envi-
ronmentalism as part of my effort to minimize 
animal suffering. I hope to major in biology and 
eventually become a primary care physician.”

FFRF awarded Caleb $500.

By Caleb Buell 

The phrase is brandished on al-
most everything of national 
importance. Currency, mon-

uments, capitols — all of these bear 
the four-word phrase signifying our 
nation’s motto: “In God We Trust.” It’s 
meant to encapsulate our faith in an 
“all-knowing, all-powerful protector,” 
one that we believe will guide us to 
our fullest potential. And yet, in hypo-
critical fashion, our nation often finds 
itself blaspheming scientific advance-
ments in an attempt to honor God. 

Take the HIV/AIDS epidemic, for 

example. Throughout the 1980s, hu-
man immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 
ravaged the United States. This disease 
attacks one’s im-
mune system, and 
if left untreated, 
goes on to become 
Acquired Immu-
nodeficiency Syn-
drome (AIDS), 
which then almost 
certainly result-
ed in death. By 
the end of 1984, 
roughly 8,000 Americans had con-
tracted HIV, with approximately 3,500 
succumbing to the disease. These 
numbers themselves are staggering, 
and it should have been enough to re-

ceive widespread attention and spark 
major efforts to find a cure. However, 
there was one problem: Most of the 

victims were gay. 
The timing 

couldn’t have 
been worse, as HIV 
wasn’t the only epi-
demic plaguing the 
country. So, too, 
was the epidemic 
of homophobia, 
one charged by 
Christian beliefs 

that were heavily prominent through 
the era. As a result, the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic was viewed as a punishment 

SIXTH PLACE

Thou shalt not mess with science

SEVENTH PLACE

God is the virus

EIGHTH PLACE

HIV and homophobia: Epidemics of a nation

“ Science provided 
me with hope that 
religion never could. 

“ I trust science over 
faith because science 
learns from mistakes, 
faith perpetuates them.

Alexis Martin

Laura Streminsky

Caleb BuellSee Buell on  page 16

“ There’s no doubt 
that efforts to find a cure 
[for HIV/AIDS] would have 
been accelerated had 
religious homophobia 
not stood as a barrier.
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from God, one meant to discourage 
homosexual behavior and reinforce 
biblical values, and thus any attempts 
to bring the issue to national light nev-
er gained traction.

In fact, it wasn’t until 1985, four 
years after the epidemic began, that 
President Reagan spoke about HIV, 

and it wouldn’t be until 36 years lat-
er that major breakthroughs would be 
made regarding a vaccine. 

While some of this is certainly at-
tributed to the period’s lack of scien-
tific knowledge, there’s no doubt that 
efforts to find a cure would have been 
accelerated had religious homopho-
bia not stood as a barrier.

And thus, the hypocrisy of “In God 
We Trust” is revealed. If we trust in an 
all-knowing, all-powerful God, then 

we should not have stood in the way 
of scientific advancements that had 
the potential to save lives, as such ad-
vancements must have been brought 
forth by “Him.” However, in a mis-
guided attempt to follow “Christian” 
values, our nation allowed thousands 
upon thousands to die at the hands of 
HIV/AIDS. 

Therefore, I do not subscribe to the 
motto “In God We Trust,” because it 
serves as a grim reminder of my count-

less fellow LGBTQ+ members who lost 
their lives to the two epidemics plagu-
ing this nation. Instead, in science I 
trust, because science is what has the 
power to end both of these epidemics, 
once and for all. 

Caleb, 18, is from Kingsport, Tenn., 
and attends the University of Alabama, 
where Caleb plans to study chemistry, with 
minors in research and liberal arts. Caleb 
hopes to attend medical school in order to 
pursue his passion for neurology. 

FFRF awarded Ashley $400.

By Ashley Levstik 

I remember the sticky thin paper, like 
pages from a bible, clinging to my 
face as I rested on my doctor’s exam-

ination table. I was 8 years old and had 
pneumonia. My dad, a devout Catho-
lic, did not take me 
to a priest when my 
fever passed 104 
degrees. He drove 
me to my pediatri-
cian, who gave me 
antibiotics, which 
I could have died 
without. As strong 
as Dad’s faith in 
God was, his faith in expertly studied, 
repeatable, scientific solutions to ease 
my suffering was stronger. 

Religion gives people a sense of 
community; a valuable asset in a cha-
otic and isolated world. But it cannot 
adequately address issues of physical 
human suffering, making religion an 
unacceptable schema to operate with-
in when making decisions to alleviate 
suffering. 

In fact, religion often suppresses 

our ability to help others in the name 
of blind faith in God and his edicts. 
Take, for example, embryonic stem-
cell research, which uses stem cells 
from an embryo before they have 
set upon a course of development, a 
trait only present in embryonic cells. 
While the Abrahamic religions were 
being developed, knowledge about 
gynecology and fetal development 

was severely lim-
ited. Today, some 
religious groups, 
like the Roman 
Catholic Church, 
ignore modern 
knowledge in favor 
of tradition. They 
oppose embryonic 
stem-cell research 

because they believe its equivalent to 
infanticide. 

To apply uneducated ideas about a 
field of research which helps people 
with spinal cord injuries, type 1 diabe-
tes, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s disease, 
heart disease, stroke, burns and can-
cer is just one example of how reli-
gious groups, who lack education and 
credibility in medicine, protest prog-
ress that would ease human suffering. 

A weak, unstable society resulting 

from miseducation also promotes hu-
man suffering. When we ignore cur-
rent scientific information in favor 
of unproven religious ideas, we pro-
mote ignorance and a society vulner-
able to fear-mongering. The Covid-19 
pandemic exemplifies the failures of 
religious teachings applied to public 
health. Because of the misinforma-
tion coming from religious groups, 
stating that the pandemic was punish-

ment for sin, it became very easy for 
people to blame Asian-Americans who 
supposedly brought the plague. Misin-
formation spread by the church was a 
contributing factor in the 150-percent 
increase in anti-Asian hate crimes, 
which caused many to suffer. 

While I believe religion can be a 
comfort to some, it is more important 
that we minimize human suffering by 
taking the guidance of credible scien-
tists rather than uneducated religious 
groups or individual leaders who en-
able and promote suffering. To help 
others and ease their pain is an essen-
tial part of our humanity; denying our 
humanity for the sake of religion is 
self-defeating. 

Ashley, 17, is from Colorado Springs, 
Colo., and attends the University of Tex-
as-San Antonio. “My interests include 
volunteer work for the group Too Little 
Children,” Ashley writes. “We sew and 
distribute menstrual pads to women and 
girls in developing countries so they can 
go to school. During high school, I made 
the dean’s list and president’s list for my 
academic performance. Outside of school, 
I work part time to support my family and 
my education.” 

FFRF awarded Alaina $300.

By Alaina Adderley 

A s a science-minded student, I 
can say without a doubt that 
I trust science over religion. I 

was raised to question the whys, hows 
and ifs of everything. Accepting some-
thing based on belief without proof 
goes against everything I am. Evi-
dence and proof are key. Blind faith 
is mind-blowing to me. 

I come from a nonreligious family, 
so my earliest memory of religion vs. 
science happened when I was 6 years 
old. I was spending the day with a 
friend whose family was extremely re-
ligious and there were tornado warn-
ings in the area. I have an extreme 
fear of tornadoes, so I was very scared. 
Instead of assuring me that we would 
be safe because of facts, like knowing 
that radar tracks tornadoes or that we 
would fol-low safety precautions by go-
ing into a safe room, the mother of my 
friend told me “It’s all in God’s hands 
. . . if it’s our time, it’s just our time.” 
That did nothing to ease my fears. I 
remember feeling scared that I was 
about to die because apparently “it was 

my time.” It made an impression on 
my young mind. Instead of focusing 
on ways we could be safe, religion en-
courages people to just trust that what-
ever happens is supposed to happen . . 
. don’t try to prevent it. 

Meteorology is a particular interest 
of mine and what I plan to pursue as a 
career, so when I read about how, for 
hundreds of years, people believed 

that any meteorological or geolog-
ical event was because of angering 
deities, my scientific brain short-cir-
cuits. Knowing that this is the belief 
that many religious people have, I 
wonder how many lives could have 
been saved if only these people had 
taken more precautions or heeded 
the scientific warnings? I feel that any 
religious leaders who continue to pro-
mote religious works as explanations 
for natural disasters should be held to 
blame for the deaths. Teaching peo-
ple that God will come for them when 
it’s their time and that nothing can be 
done to stop God’s will is reckless and 
dangerous. 

Impeding scientific meteorology 
with religious beliefs is a dangerous 
and deadly practice. Science provides 
us with all the tools that we need to 
understand meteorology and geology, 
and to prevent disasters from being 
worse than they already are. I hope 
that society will soon rely less on reli-
gious reasons for disasters and under-
stand the science behind them. 

Alaina, 18, is from Buckfield, Maine, 
and attends Plymouth State University. 
“I’m a science nerd who plans to become 
a broadcast meteorologist so that I can 
combine my love of weather, performing 

and travel,” Alaina writes. “My family 
has traveled and lived all over the United 
States, predominately the Bible Belt, and 
have now settled in Maine, where I have 
found my place in a nonreligious area that 
fits me very well.” 

NINTH PLACE

Empiricism as gospel: A hymn against suffering

“ Religion often 
suppresses our ability to 
help others in the name 
of blind faith in God.

Ashley Levstik

Alaina Adderley
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It’s not ‘my time to die’
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High school essay contest honorable mentions
FFRF awarded honorable mentions 

to 17 high school students, with each 
receiving $200.

Here are excerpts from their essays 
and their short bios. To read their entire 
essays, go to freethoughttoday.com.

Keeping Arkansas 
SAFE from religion 

By Ainsley Anderson
I have chosen to put my faith, or 

rather trust, into science. My rationale 
is simple — faith and religion has and 

continues to 
be detrimental 
to progress. In 
my home state 
of Arkansas, 
with a church 
on almost ev-
ery corner, our 
state Legisla-
ture takes great 
pride in legis-
lating in the 
name of God. 

In April, our legislature passed the 
Save Adolescents from Experimenta-
tion (SAFE) Act, putting Arkansas on 
the hate map again as the first state 
to pass a bill restricting access to gen-
der-affirming health care for anyone 
under 18. During the session, a sena-
tor directly quoted the bible, voicing 
her support for the bill targeting the 
LGBTQ+ community. 

These lawmakers often  ignore the 
document that they so proudly stand be-
hind when it supports their cause. The 
hypocrisy is pungent. 

Ainsley, 18, lives in Little Rock, Ark., 
and attends Tulane University. “I was pres-
ident of several clubs, including Junior Ci-
vitan, Women in STEM, and Young Dem-
ocrats, and was also captain of the varsity 
girls soccer team,” writes Ainsley. 

Aborting religious 
dominance 

By Elizabeth Andraschko 
Equity for minorities will not be 

achieved until scientific evidence re-
places religious influence in health 

care.
Continuing to 

withhold abor-
tions despite the 
research discour-
aging restric-
tions demon-
strates how 
religious leaders 
utilize spiritu-
ality to mask 
their intentions 
of maintaining 

dominance over people with the ability 
to give birth. 

Thoughts and prayers will not im-
pact maternal mortality prevention 
nor terminate fertilization by rape, 
but safe abortions can. Our leaders 
must replace their outdated, un-
founded religious beliefs with scien-
tifically authenticated legislation to 
promote equity of all genders and 
their rights to reproductive health 
care.

Elizabeth, 19, is from Spring Park, 
Minn., and attends the University of 
Wisconsin. “I intend to graduate and be-
gin my career in New Zealand,” Elizabeth 
writes. “Eventually, I would like to move 
back to the United States and have a lead-
ership role in the EPA, working toward 
the mitigation and replacement of fossil 
fuels with sustainable energy.”

In skepticism I trust 
By Benjamin Ash 
Religion must defeat skepticism and 

demand unquestioning faith from its 
believers or else it will eventually cease 

to exist. For this 
reason, faith is 
prioritized over 
scientific thought 
often because it 
seems to promise 
immovable cer-
tainty and celes-
tial security. 

Faith cannot 
co-exist with 
skepticism: When 
one admits that 

the whale didn’t swallow Jonah, it is a slip-
pery slope to the church’s irrelevance. 

My trust does not lie in those who say 
they are correct, but admit that they may 
be wrong. 

Benjamin, 17, is from Gilbert, Ariz., and 
attends Arizona State University. “I am an 
aspiring writer, having won an honorable 
mention at the National Scholastic Writing 
Competition and a second-place award in the 
National Youth Classical League essay con-
test,” Benjamin writes. “I aim to be a university 
history professor, with an undergraduate dou-
ble major in history and political science and a 
minor in East Asian studies.”

Ignorance leads to death 
By Neil Dervis 
My constant skepticism ensures that I 

make well-informed decisions and do not 
believe information at face value.

Some of the 
more religiously 
inclined indi-
viduals have put 
themselves and 
their families at 
risk by believing 
that God and 
faith in religion 
will protect them 
from the threat 
of the Covid-19. 
This false sense 

of security, while initially comforting to 
them, is dangerous because choosing to 
ignore the facts and science about the dis-
ease and relying on faith alone could re-
sult ultimately in sickness and death. This 
lack of trust in science and misplaced 
trust in religion could cost people their 
lives and the lives of those they love. 

Neil, 18, is from Oviedo, Fla., and attends 
the University of Central Florida. “My mother 
and stepfather created the Central Florida Free-
thought Community,” Neil writes. “As I grew 
up, they gave me responsibility for the organi-
zation’s sales of merchandise. Every summer, I 
visited my dad, who is a civil engineer, in the 
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus.”

Facts over fear 
By Shamsul Haque 
For centuries, civilizations have turned 

to religion to justify their actions and un-
explained phenomena. But when it comes 

to solutions to 
real-world issues, 
only science has 
been proven to 
provide us pro-
tection. In fact, 
religion proved 
to be a barri-
er to a swifter 
recovery from 
the Covid-19 
pandemic.  

If humans trusted facts over faith, 
thousands of lives could have been saved.

Despite all evidence proving the ef-
fectiveness of vaccines against the virus, 
many worshippers refuse vaccinations 
based on falsehoods. Many renounce vac-
cines believing that they are developed 
from aborted fetuses, contain pig gelatin 
or that vaccines decrease fertility.

Shamsul, 17, is from Springfield, Va., and 
attends the University of Virginia. “Ever since 
I was young, I have been interested in science,” 
Shamsul writes. “In high school, I tutored peers 
for three years and expect to continue tutoring 
while in college. I intend to major in engineer-
ing then pursue an entrepreneurship in the 
field to help those less fortunate.” 

Evolution and religion 
in Arkansas 

By Trinitey Hayward 
When a large portion of Americans 

disregard a repeatedly confirmed scientif-
ic theory, it has an impact on how quick-
ly the field can progress. Public opinion 

does affect how 
easily scientists 
can study a topic. 

Arkansas law-
makers passed a 
law that banned 
teaching evolu-
tion in schools be-
cause they feared 
it would make 
Christianity less 
credible. (Luck-
ily, a Supreme 

Court ruling made this unconstitutional.)
These actions are direct attacks against 

science and logic.
I trust in science because it does not 

require faith — it only needs objectivity. 
Trinitey, 18, is from Harrison, Ark., and 

attends the University of Arkansas. “My ma-
jor is in finance because I would love to spend 
my time helping the disadvantaged better their 
financial situations,” Trinitey writes. “I have 
not been allowed to attend protests due to my 
parents’ rules, but I plan on attending protests 
while living on campus.”

Science, sexuality 
and religion

By Anna Hendrick 
While growing up, I also began to 

understand and see how people who 
claim to follow faiths that preach kind-
ness and love use that same faith to 

perpetuate ha-
tred and back-
ward ideals that 
harm our soci-
ety’s progress.

Many people 
— most notably 
the very reli-
gious — refuse 
to accept homo-
sexuality as nat-
ural, advocate 
for discrimina-

tory laws and practices, and even turn 
to outright hate. It is frustrating to see 
a group of people who preach kind-
ness reject people so violently while 
also showing a complete disregard for 
scientific research and fact. This has 
made religion even more difficult for 
me to accept, and it has led me to be-
lieve that religion has no place in pol-
itics or in state or nationwide policy.

Anna, 18, is from Virginia Beach, 
Va., and attends the College of William 
and Mary. “I attended numerous summer 
camps for STEM, and took science courses 
at a local university instead of at my high 

school for two years,” Anna writes. “I am 
also a member of the International Youth 
Neuroscience Association, and I attended 
the 2020 International Neuroethics Soci-
ety Conference. I plan to pursue a double 
major in neuroscience and Japanese with a 
possible minor in biochemistry.” 

Why we should have 
‘faith’ in science 

By Neha Kumar  
Since its discovery, penicillin has 

been estimated to have saved 200 mil-
lion human lives. The same cannot be 
said about Jesus Christ. If it could, why 
build hospitals? Why educate doctors? 

If human life was 
in the hands of a 
god, it would not 
be necessary for 
the world to race 
to develop a vac-
cine for Covid-19 
as tens of thou-
sands of lives are 
lost daily. 

Science recog-
nizes that every 
life holds signifi-

cant value, we are not a pawn of any high-
er being, we are our own beings.

Devoting mental capacity to dated the-
ories that no longer apply to the world we 
have created for ourselves only prevents 
innovation.

Neha, 18, of Dover, Del., attends New York 
University. “I am a retired competitive gymnast 
of nine years and worked at my local gymnas-
tics facility, teaching toddlers the basics of gym-
nastics,” Neha writes. “I was part of my school’s 
varsity tennis team, was president of the DECA 
chapter, as well as an active member of the Busi-
ness Professionals of America (BPA), in which 
I won numerous state titles.” 

Religion: Unscientific 
stalling in the face 
of urgency 

By Isabel Li 
In the face of a scientifically support-

ed issue, they seek refuge in the bible, 
maintain that God is in control of the 
world and that rising temperatures are 
intentional.

Today’s world is in a dire situation 
where governments need to decide be-

tween climate ac-
tion and inaction 
in a scientifically 
proven climate 
crisis; the situ-
ation is far too 
urgent to involve 
religion while 
waiting for divine 
intervention. 

We constant-
ly rally and fight 

for systematic change supported by 
credible scientists and science-based 
organizations worldwide, but such 
widespread change cannot occur 
when heavy reliance on religion blurs 
the lines between fact and faith. 

Isabel, 17, is from Temple City, Calif., 
and attends Scripps College. “I was a vol-
unteer manager for the youth climate ac-
tivism organization This is Zero Hour,” 
Isabel writes. “As someone who advocates 
for systematic change in response to the 
climate crisis, I will also be studying en-
vironmental analysis along with media 
studies. In the future, I hope to produce 
film projects that emphasize the need for 
climate action, as well as promote green 
practices based in science.” 
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The repercussions 
of faith during 
the pandemic 

By Adrianna Martinez-Lainez 
From the beginning, my family and I 

took the pandemic seriously — my rel-
atives did not. 

They refused to wear masks, social 
distance and 
continued to 
travel. They 
went so far as to 
claim God was 
their vaccine.

It is the 21st 
century and 
we have more 
access to data 
than ever be-
fore, but people 
still choose to 

ignore science when it defies their re-
ligious beliefs. 

Because of this, I will always choose 
science over faith.

Adrianna, 18, of Phoenix, attends Seat-
tle University. “Through the Girls Who Code 
program, I learned what programmers do, 
how technology is shaping our future, and 
why it is important to have different perspec-
tives in tech,” Adrianna writes. “I partici-
pated in the Google Code Next Program and 
Google’s Computer Science Summer Insti-
tute, an intensive four-week introduction to 
computer science for rising college freshmen.”

Life before birth 
By Eliane Odefey 
Texas Gov. Greg Abbott went on to sign 

S.B. 8, widely known as the heartbeat bill 
into law, which banned almost all abor-
tions later than six weeks after conception. 
Science shows that, at six weeks, the em-
bryo is only as big as a grain of rice and 
barely recognizable as a growing life form.

Unfortunately, many religious people 
continue to push the idea that personhood 
begins at conception. Their persistence 
and roles in the lawmaking process have 
created laws, such as SB 8 in Texas, that 
stem from religious principles.

It is times like these, when the safety 
and freedom of all are compromised to 
cater to the beliefs of the few, that I ques-
tion the priorities of our country. In what 
world can science be so easily overlooked 
and discounted? 

Eliane, 18, of Waterbury, Vt., attends Mid-
dlebury College. “I plan to be an architectural 
studies major with a minor in Spanish,” Eliane 
writes. “I enjoy outdoor sports such as skiing and 
paddle boarding and also volunteer with local 
resettled people.”

Have faith in the facts 
By Carlin Padgett 
When faith and religion hold the 

trust of society, we see the misuse of 
power, and harm to humanity. 

The HIV/AIDS epidemic within the 
United States is a fascinating exam-
ple of scientific theory versus religion 

belief.
Before sci-

ence could 
develop any 
inkling of an 
u n d e r s t a n d -
ing for this dis-
ease, religion 
swooped in. Re-
ligious believers 
claimed that 
God brought 
down this dis-

ease to smite out homosexuality.
We have evidence that trusting in 

science saves lives. Trusting in faith 
without evidence is deadly.

Carlin, 18, is from Moxee, Wash., and 
attends Western Washington University. “I 
am currently planning on being a business 
and sustainability major, which combines 
economics with environmental science,” 
Carlin writes. “My family owns a strug-
gling small business that I often help out 
at in my free time. I also work part time at 
a winery.”

Evolutionary insight 
By Haden Ringel  
Faith fundamentally fails to explain 

the details and the nuance of the larg-
er questions of the universe and our 
existence in it.

While I can conceive of religion 
and science 
co-existing to 
answer different 
questions, ulti-
mately, I believe 
we must cham-
pion a scientif-
ic and rational 
worldview for 
the resolution 
of public policy.

Rigorous en-
forcement of the separation between 
church and state and a reliance on 
science represent the only effective 
means of furthering a fair, just and 
humane society for all Americans.  

Haden, 17, is from Denver and attends 
the University of Chicago. “I have always 
had a keen interest in politics and govern-
ment,” Haden writes. “I worked on a cam-
paign for governor in Colorado and then 
interned for a senator in the Colorado state 
Senate. I also paralleled my political inter-
ests with corresponding legal interests and 
participated in my school’s Constitutional 
Law Team and served as a student attor-
ney at a local Teen Court.” 

Religion: Salvation 
or weapon? 

By Gavin Ruby 
Religion is not some private, benign 

practice. It is a weapon wielded by the 
powerful. It is used to secure their po-
sition at the top of the hierarchy, legit-
imize harmful beliefs and actions, and 
oppress those they deem inferior.

Science has, 
and continues 
to be, the fore-
most expression 
of our under-
standing of our 
environment. It 
is through sci-
entific analysis 
and the appli-
cation of our 
findings that we 

continue to improve our standards of 
living and technological capabilities. 
The application of science put us on 
the moon and gave us electricity. The 
application of religion has given us 
seemingly endless conflicts.

Gavin, 18, is from Aldie, Va., and at-
tends the University of Colorado-Boulder. 
“I’m going to be an aerospace engineering 
student and I hope to pursue a master’s in 
the same field, and then work at NASA’s 
JPL facility in California,” Gavin writes. “I 
participated in NASA programs at Wallops 
Flight Facility and Langley Research Center 
in high school.” 

Facts vs. faith 
By Garret Snitchler
While many say that the times of sci-

ence and religion warring are behind 
us, events as recent as Covid-19 can 
prove that there is still a large group 
that chooses faith over science. 

Science is not a matter of faith. It 
is an interna-
tional, decen-
tralized force of 
social progress 
and learning 
that should not 
need to be “be-
lieved in.”

The world 
learned many 
things during 
2020, and one 

of the most important lessons was the 
importance of science. It can only be 
hoped that, with new leadership that 
listens to scientists, the United States 
can recover from the damage it has 
sustained. 

Garret, 18, is from Norfolk, Neb., and 
attends the University of Nebraska. “I am 
a software engineering major that has al-
ways wanted to program computers for a 
living,” Garret writes. “I also play tennis, 
and was on the Norfolk High School boys 
tennis team. I was a lifeguard for the past 
four years and have saved multiple lives.” 

The religious method 
By Josiah Wilson
Since science begins with observa-

tions, it is far more reliable than faith, 
which begins with its conclusions al-
ready set in stone.

Since faith-based religions claim that 
their conclusions are divinely inspired, 
they cannot afford to change their minds.

If a single “di-
vinely inspired” 
belief turned out 
to be wrong, it 
would invalidate 
all the others. 
Therefore, reli-
gion only seeks 
out evidence 
that justifies its 
conclusions. 

This is why 
science is more 

reliable than religion. When a scientifi-
cally reached conclusion is wrong, it has 
a good chance of being disproven.

Josiah, 17, is from Greenwood, Ind., 
and attends Indiana State University. “I 
have spent time as part of a troop in Trail 
Life USA scouting program, musical the-
ater, and have volunteered for an assort-
ment of causes,” Josiah writes. “My goal is 
to graduate debt free with a degree in infor-
mation technology.”

Duality 
By Ares Zhang
Defined by painstaking hypotheses 

rooted in fact, there is no judgment 
or variance in Newton’s Law or the 

periodic table. 
While religious 
leaders still 
struggle with 
uniting their re-
spective follow-
ers over modern 
issues incompat-
ible with the ar-
chaic beliefs of 
old, such as at-
tempts to merge 

religion and evolution, science is uni-
versal throughout, with institutions of 
science across the world able to collab-
orate on the same theories.

The debate over Jesus’ existence or the 
proper way to interpret the Quran contin-
ues, but the works of Galileo and Einstein 
live on because science is rooted in record-
ed results and evidence, not stories and 
speculations.

Ares, 17, is from Camas, Wash., and 
attends the University of Washington-Ta-
coma. “I was an outreach director at a 
nonprofit for remote tutoring, a varsity 
swimmer, a member of the Key Club, Na-
tional Honor Society, and Green Team,” 
Ares writes. “I hope to channel my love for 
teaching and serving others into the health 
care field.”

Adrianna Martinez-
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Freethought Matters returns  Sept. 5

Go To: ffrf.org/freethought-matters or visit
FFRF’s YouTube Freethought Matters playlist at bit.ly/37yVce9

Buy it from FFRF online
@ ffrf.org/shop

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

—Published by FFRF.
316  pages / PB

American Infidel: Robert G. Ingersoll
$5 Off!

Pansy Freethinker Mug

Prices include over 
$10 shipping per mug.

Buy it from FFRF online
ffrf.org/shop

Glazed brilliant blue ceramic 
handcrafted mug with 
pansy medallion (symbol 
of freethought). American-
made. 12 fl. oz. 
$35 each  Item #MU04
$60 for two   
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By John Compere

The U.S. Constitution will be 234 years 
old on Sept. 17th, which is Constitu-
tion Day. This annual national ob-

servance commemorates the day in 1787 
when our Constitution was signed by 39 
Founders at the Constitutional Conven-
tion in Philadelphia. It also celebrates 
American citizenship. 

Knowledge of constitutional history is 
lamentably lacking, although educational 
programming is federally mandated. Un-
derstanding begins with our original estab-
lishment and governing document — the 
Constitution itself. 

The Constitution’s Preamble states six 
secular reasons our 
nation was created 
by and for “We the 
People.” The Con-
stitution establishes 
our secular demo-
cratic government. 
The Bill of Rights 
(first 10 Amend-
ments) provides 
our individual lib-
erties (1791). The 

14th Amendment guarantees all persons 
born or naturalized in the United States 
are citizens and citizens of the state where 
they reside (1868). 

The Constitution created three sepa-
rate and equal government branches for a 
check and balance on power. The legisla-
tive branch enacts law (Article I), executive 
branch executes law (Article II), and judi-
cial branch interprets law with authority 
on all Constitution cases (Article III). 

Article V provides only two ways to 
amend the Constitution: (1) constitution-
al convention requiring two-thirds of state 
legislatures to convene and enact amend-
ment, then ratification by three-fourths 

of states (0 amendments); or (2) amend-
ment enactment by two-thirds of Congress, 
then ratification by three-fourths of states 
(27 amendments).

Many Americans do not know what our 
Constitution says regarding religion, ac-
cording to the Pew Research Center. The 
Constitution contains no deity reference 
and Article VI commands that “No reli-
gious test shall ever be required as a quali-
fication to any office or public trust under 
the United States.” (This lawfully separates 
religion from government and protects 
government from religion). 

The First Amendment provides our 
historic trinity of religious liberties: 1. Free-
dom from government established or en-
dorsed religion.

2. Freedom of religion or no religion.
3. Freedom for religious speech (law-

fully separating government from religion 
and protecting religion from government).

Government neutrality is required re-
garding religion (neither anti-religion nor 
pro-religion, but religion-neutral). The 
genesis of the First Amendment was the 
1785 Virginia Religious Freedom Statute, 
authored by Thomas Jefferson and James 

Madison, which mandated “No man shall 
be compelled to frequent or support 
any religious worship, place, or ministry 
whatsoever.”

The United States was the first nation in 
history that was independently established 
by and for the people, without acknowledg-
ing a higher authority (emperor, monarch, 
dictator, deity, religion, scripture, etc.). 
There were no public prayers opening or 
closing the 116-day Constitutional Conven-
tion. James Madison reminded delegates of 
the secular purpose: “This is derived from 
the superior power of the people.”

More than 80 percent of colonists did 
not belong to religion establishments in 
1776. More than 50 percent of Americans 
are not members of a church, synagogue 
or mosque today.

It is fact: History and law show that our 
Constitution created a secular republic, 
not one based on a religion. The 1797 
Treaty of Tripoli publicly proclaimed to 
the world: “The United States of American 
is not in any sense founded on the Chris-
tian religion.” This international legal doc-
ument was negotiated and written during 
President George Washington’s first ad-

ministration, unanimously ratified by the 
Senate and signed by second President 
John Adams.

World history records the human harm 
caused when governments and religions 
combine. Separation of church and state 
is a liberty of free people keeping gov-
ernment out of religion and religion out 
of government originating during the 
18th Century European Age of Enlight-
enment. It was clearly intended by our 
Founders as provided by their governing 
documents, indisputably documented by 
historic records, publicly acknowledged 
by presidents since the nation’s founding 
and judicially confirmed as the law of our 
land. Even Jesus allegedly separated gov-
ernment and religion (Matthew 22:21; 
Mark 12:17).

The United States became the first na-
tion to constitutionally provide freedom of 
belief and a model for the historic Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted 
by the United Nations in 1948, declaring 
“Everyone shall have the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and religion.” 

Native American contribution and 
influence have also been officially ac-
knowledged: “The contribution of the 
Iroquois Confederation of Nations to 
the development of the United States 
Constitution” and “the confederacy of 
the original 13 colonies into one repub-
lic was influenced by the political system 
developed by the Iroquois Confederacy 
as were many of the democratic princi-
ples which were incorporated into the 
Constitution itself.” (100th US Congress 
Resolution)

We are one nation under our Consti-
tution. It is the Constitution in which we 
trust. We celebrate with patriotic pride our 
American Constitution and citizenship. 

FFRF Member John Compere is a retired Tex-
as lawyer, retired U.S. judge and Texas rancher.

Happy birthday to our secular Constitution!

John Compere
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THEY SAID WHAT?
The bible and the Constitution are not 

supposed to be separate.
Josh Mandel, candidate for U.S. Senate 
and former Ohio state representative.
Twitter, 7-2-21

It would be a real pleasure to lacerate 
your body with my nicest knife and leave it 
to rot in the woods.
N’Aissita, an 18-year-old female psycholo-
gy student reacting to a post by a 16-year-
old French girl for saying, “I hate religion. 
The Koran is a religion of hatred.” Thir-
teen people are being tried for online ha-
rassment of her.
The New York Times, 7-6-21

He’s helped out where he could. He’s 
offered to call donors. We actually had our 
first D.C. march because he called me and 
he said, “You need to go to the Supreme 
Court.” I said, ‘”All right, my captain.”
Far-right activist and devout Catholic 
Ali Alexander, leader of the “Stop the 
Steal” movement, praising U.S. Rep. 
Paul Gosar, who has ties to racists, 
white supremacists and the white Chris-
tian identity movement.
The New York Times, 7-6-21

There’s a big misconception when 
it comes to separation of church and 
state. It never meant that Christians 
shouldn’t be involved in politics. It’s 
just loving the city. Being engaged. 
Our children are in public schools. 
Our cars are on public streets. The 
reality is that people who don’t align 
with the church have hijacked every-
thing. If I ever get elected, my only al-

legiance will be to the Lord.
Steve Penate, former Fort Worth may-
oral candidate, in the article, “An 
American Kingdom,” with the subhead 
“A new and rapidly growing Christian 
movement is openly political, wants a 
nation under God’s authority, and is 
central to Donald Trump’s GOP.”
Washington Post, 7-11-21

I don’t know about you guys, but I think 
climate change is — as 
Lord Monckton said — 
bulls---. By the way, it is.
Wisconsin Sen. Ron 
Johnson, referring to 
British conservative 
climate change de-
nier Lord Christopher 
Monckton, when John-
son was speaking to 

Republican Women of Greater Wiscon-
sin Luncheon in Wauwatosa, Wis.
Wisconsin State Journal, 7-8-21

Do you believe in God?
Sen. John Kennedy, questioning assis-
tant attorney general nominee Hamp-
ton Dellinger, who had said, “If there 
were no Republican men in elected of-
fice, there would be no abortion bans.” 
Salon.com, 7-28-21

It’s happening. When more scientists 
are saying there’s an intelligence behind 
the universe, that’s basically what the 
Templeton Foundation is about: We 
don’t live in only a materialistic world. 
Francis Collins drove home that in every 
single cell in your body there’s a code of 

several billion instructions. Could that be 
chance? No. There’s no actual reason why 
things should be the way they are, and 
chance mutations couldn’t possibly lead 
to the complexity of life on earth. This 
blurring between science and religion is 
happening more and more. Scientists are 
more willing to talk about it.
Famed biologist Jane Goodall, after 
receiving the 2021 Templeton Foundation 
Award.
Salt Lake Tribune, 5-21-21

The easiest way to make the delta 
variant go away is to turn off CNN. And 

vote Republican.
U.S. Rep. Lauren Boebert, in a since-
deleted tweet.
Forbes, 7-12-21

Think about what those mechanisms 
could be used for. They could then go 
door-to-door to take your guns. They 
could go door-to-door to take your bibles.
U.S. Rep. Madison Cawthorn, speaking 
of the Biden administration’s plan to go 
door-to-door to reach millions of unvacci-
nated Americans.
The New York Times, 7-19-21

Ron Johnson
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Thanks to those who 
pay for FFRF billboards

The newest FFRF billboards are 
eye-catching and brilliant!  

It’s possible that another mem-
ber-funded billboard also caught my 
eye a couple of Decembers ago when 
I was riding in a taxi. From a distance, 
I recognized a classic FFRF billboard 
illustration and tingled with frisson 
as the taxi drew close enough to read 
the header. I was harshly prevent-
ed from reading, when the driver 
shrieked, “Don’t look at that!” She 
took her eyes off the road for so long 
that, fearing a collision, I bellowed 
back “Keep your eyes on the road!” 
It was a terrifying moment. So, when 
Freethought Today reported on the 
member who received death threats 
after funding an anti-religious bill-
board, I wondered whether it was 
the same one. If it was, then I offer 
my profound thanks. I regret that we 
never met. Thank you and best wish-
es to the new billboard patron, too.
Wisconsin

Book highlights how 
religion got us into war

I highly recommended the book 
by Laurence Moore and Isaac Kram-
nick, Godless Citizens in a Godly Repub-
lic, whether you “believe” or not!

From the book, with reference to 
Guardian newspaper records:

Then President George W. Bush 
pointed to his faith as the reason for 
embarking on war: “I am driven with 
a mission from God. God told me, 
‘George, go and fight these terrorists 
in Afghanistan.’ And I did. And then 
God would tell me, ‘George, go and 
end the tyranny in Iraq.’ And I did.”

Indeed, Bush did, backed by lies 
about Iraq’s WMDs and his desire to 
get Osama bin Laden, which he soon 
lost interest in, leaving it to Presi-
dent Obama to neutralize.

Where is “God” now to help clean 
up the mess that he inspired godly 
G.W. Bush to make worse in his name? 
California 

Editor’s Note: Godless Citizens is 
available at ffrf.org/shop.

Puzzle in paper made me 
crossword enthusiast 

I recently became a member of 
Freedom From Religion Foundation. 
After quickly scanning through my 
copy of Freethought Today, I im-
mediately return to the crossword 
puzzle [created by FFRF Member 
Katya Maes]. I’ve never been a cross-
word puzzle enthusiast, but this puz-
zle gets me every time! It’s a gem!  
California

Red Pill Festival is 
by and for oddballs 

In Helena, Mont., the “Red Pill 
Festival prescribes conservatism, 
conspiracies,” according to the local 
newspaper headline. The Red Pill 
event pushes for the community to 
adopt Christian values by running 
conservative candidates for school 
boards, city councils and county 
commissions.

During the festival, you’ll hear 
opinions that the government 
spread Covid-19 in the air, much like 

crop-dusting, that the government is 
planting microchips in people via the 
vaccine, and that civil war could be 
averted if women stayed where they 
belong — at home, and presumably, 
pregnant. I am relieved that only 
200 oddballs went to the festival. But 
even 200 oddballs are too many. 

It is gratifying that church atten-
dance is down and membership in 
FFRF is up.
Montana

Give ’em a taste of 
their own medicine

FFRF’s two most recent Free-
thought Today papers were excep-
tional. Especially loved, in the Au-
gust issue, was Gary Wills’ column 
on U.S. bishops being wrong about 
Biden and abortion, and Sage Mill-
er’s essay about when he found his 
irreligion. And the page 1 article 
about the Trump White House work-
ing with Ralph Drollinger’s Capitol 
Ministries is positively hair-raising.

In commenting on Lee Leimberg’s 
letter to the editor, I’d like to add 
how I handle unwanted religious 
proselytizers who appear at my door.  
When I answer the door, and they 
(always two) identify themselves, I 
exclaim cheerily, “Oh, I have some-
thing I’d like to read to you!’’ They 
always smile hopefully. I then com-
mence reading Marilla Ricker’s fine 
words: “A religious person is a dan-
gerous person. He may not become 
a thief or a murderer, but he is lia-
ble to become a nuisance. He carries 
with him many foolish and harmful 
superstitions. That is what makes 
trouble. Nothing is so worthless as 
superstition.”

By this time, the abashed visitors 
are slowing backing away. If they back 
away before I have finished reading 
the piece, I follow them down the 
driveway. This stops the unsavory in-
terruption in my day.
Wisconsin

Jan. 6 Capitol attack was 
religionist insurrection 

Regarding the Jan. 6 insurrection, 
failed coup, and lethal attack on the 
U.S. Capitol, perhaps you remember 
the flags, banners and signs reading 
“Jesus Saves” and “Trump Is Presi-
dent, Christ Is King.” 

Those folks holding those signs 
weren’t separated from their tour 
groups; they were there to represent 
a very broad contributing factor to 
that traitorous action: religion. We 

know that Rep. Liz Cheney is missing 
or disregarding this fundamental el-
ement of that day because in her re-
marks to the committee investigating 
that incident, she stated, “But, in the 
end, we are one nation under God.”

No, we are NOT one nation under 
God, no matter how much believers 
want to make that true. Our rights in 
America are based on the U.S. Con-
stitution, which has no more to do 
with Jesus than our country has to 
do with Allah, Jupiter, Kali, Shiva or 
Thor. 

I believe we must directly con-
front the threat of white Chris-
tian supremacy to our nation. 
Hawaii

Why should churches 
get a tax exemption?

I enjoyed reading the winning law 
student essays on issues concerning 
the Establishment Clause of the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion. While doing so, it occurred to 
me that I have long been disturbed 
by the IRS tax exemption granted to 
churches, which seems to be an ar-
rangement that intrudes upon the 
separation of church and state, at 
least insofar as the rationale for do-
ing so involves considering churches 
to be some form of charitable orga-
nization. Are they? I think not, since 
the revenue they collect goes mostly, 
if not entirely, to promote and main-
tain their own self-serving needs.

While doing a bit of research on 
the tax exemption question, I found 
an article from the Los Angeles 
Times (Sept. 23, 2008), and thought 
that it would be of interest to Free-
thought Today readers. You can read 
it here: lat.ms/2TKuewY

I’m looking forward to attending my 
first FFRF convention in November. 
California

Superintendent deserved 
to be chastised by FFRF

I just wanted to thank you for chas-
tising the Miami-Dade Public Schools 
superintendent for his outrageous 
religious graduation speech. I am 
a product of that school system. My 
parents taught in it, my friends teach 
in it, and I am still an active property 
taxpayer in that county. I want every-
one I know to see this as an outrage.

I used to think he was a good su-
perintendent, but no longer. I don’t 
think this would have happened in 
1973 when I graduated high school, 
however. The religious groups, in-

cluding the American Association for 
Christian Athletes, were given free 
rein to operate on school grounds.

I hated it then, and I hate 
it today. Thank you for the 
great work you do in protecting 
our democracy and freedoms.  
Florida

Insect’s name just needs 
one letter changed

Just catching up on my reading of 
the May issue and saw the letter from 
Dave Glenn in response to the pray-
ing mantis cartoon from the March 
issue. Dave suggested a new name for 
this insect, focusing on how its front 
legs, which resemble praying hands, 
in fact are claws used to grip victims 
so they can be eaten alive.

I see no need to change the 
name, just one letter of the spell-
ing. Instead of praying mantis, 
preying mantis. That would also 
serve us well when clergy or lead-
ers say, “Let us pray,” when per-
haps their intention is “let us prey.” 
New York

Not everything is black 
or white, up or down

In general, much of humankind 
has not learned to critically think in 
the “gray zone.”

Many bipolar positions that are 
emphatically touted take on the es-
sence of being right or wrong, good 
or evil, always or never, left or right, 
up or down, everything or nothing, 
atheistic or theistic.

The motivation to live life with 
extreme convictions may be an un-
conscious attempt to reduce existen-
tial fears and anxieties surrounding 
and understanding the ultimate un-
known — death. 

People often take a firm position 
of belief rather than accept that most 
of life’s challenges fall in the “in-be-
tween or sometimes” category. Many 
answers that we seek will probably re-
main unknown. The trick to achiev-
ing peace of mind is to not stop pon-
dering, but rather to stop concluding.   
Pennsylvania

The Christian god’s name 
is not God, it’s Jealous

I wish to make a clarification: 
“God” is not a personal name.

It is what one is alleged to be, not 
whom one is alleged to be. Just like a 
CEO is a CEO, like a car is a car, and 
a dog is a dog.

People, by and large, are truly ig-
norant of the fact that the “Abraham-
ic” deity has a name. “Do not worship 
any other god, for the lord, whose 
name is Jealous, is a jealous god.” 
(Exodus 34:14) 

Jealousy is a petty human emo-
tion. Therefore, the man-made, 
flawed deity figure, is not a god. 
Texas

Communion just anoth-
er of the fictions of bible 

The Catholic Church’s commu-
nion ritual has always baffled me.  

According to the bible (Matthew 
5:17), Jesus (a devout Jew) spoke 
these words: “Do not imagine that I 
have come to abolish the law. . . In 
truth I tell you, until heaven and 

LETTERBOX

FFRF placed this provocative message on two billboards outside Dickson, Tenn., 
thanks to local member Frank Stiver.
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Crossword answers Cryptogram answer

I have examined all the 
known superstitions of the 
world, and I do not find in 
our particular superstition of 
Christianity one redeeming 
feature. 

— Thomas Jefferson

Write to us
To send a letter to the editor 
for Freethought Today, please 
email it to editor@ffrf.org.

Earth disappear, not one dot . . . is to 
disappear from the law.” 

Well, Mosaic law forbids drink-
ing blood. Isn’t it reasonable then, 
to surmise that not even figurative-
ly would Jesus invite his disciples 
to drink his blood? Even supposing 
that the Last Supper actually took 
place, that repulsive, cannibalis-
tic juxtaposition of the wine of the 
Eucharist turning into the blood 
of Jesus is just another among 
the bible’s many fictional stories.  
California

Best, worst to uphold 
state/church separation

The best record for upholding the 
separation of church and state goes 
to Thomas Jefferson.

While James Madison was the 
workhorse in terms of the separation 
of church and state, Jefferson was the 
trailblazer, making the defense of re-
ligious liberty one of the hallmarks 
of his career. Jefferson was consid-
ered a Deist who valued reason over 
revelation and rejected traditional 
Christian doctrines, including the 
virgin birth and resurrection of Je-
sus. Jefferson won the presidency 
in 1801 after a vicious campaign in 
which he was vilified as an atheist. 
A man of contradictions, even today 
the slaveholding Jefferson is seen as 
an icon of individual liberty. 

The worst record for upholding 
the separation of church and state 
goes to Dwight D. Eisenhower.

A deeply religious man, Eisenhow-
er was the first and only president 
to write and read his own prayer at 
his inaugural ceremony. In 1954, Ei-
senhower signed into law adding the 
phrase “under God” to the Pledge 
of Allegiance. Two years later, Ei-
senhower signed a law officially de-
claring “In God We Trust” to be the 
nation’s official motto (supplanting 
“E Pluribus Unum”) and also man-
dating that the phrase be printed 
on all American paper currency.  
Ohio

Abortion choice shouldn’t 
need any explanation

I’m a new Lifetime Member. Thank 
you for the opportunity to contribute 
to the discourse!  

And thank you to letter writer Bri-
anna Knoppow (August issue) for 
making the excellent point that we 
shouldn’t be supporting rape/in-
cest exceptions to anti-abortion laws. 
Not only do they codify the idea that 
women should have a reason that is 
approved by someone else in order 
to have an abortion, the incest clause 
doesn’t even make sense. Is it about 
a biblical injunction against incest? 
Is it coded language for a fetus who 
may have genetic differences that re-

sult in a disability? If the latter, then 
it is ableist, and inconsistent — why 
isn’t the right supporting abortion 
exceptions for disabilities in general 
(which we also shouldn’t support)?

Abortion should be a woman’s 
right and a woman’s choice, without 
explanation or excuses. The term 
‘rape or incest’ has been in the ex-
ception language for so long that I 
think we often forget to question it.  
Minnesota

Georgia sheriffs ram 
religion down our throats

Thank you all for getting on the 
sheriff of Polk County, Ga., regard-
ing his religious proselytizing. He, 
and my sheriff in Bartow County, Ga., 
continue to ram all this religion stuff 

down our throats. Every time I see 
a government (county) vehicle with 
“In God We Trust” on it, I cuss. And I, 
as a 38-year resident, helped pay for 
it. Why should that be there?
Georgia

Making abortion illegal 
won’t stop abortions

Many thanks to the FFRF staff for 
consistently bringing timely and in-
teresting articles to us with each edi-
tion of Freethought Today. I found 
the article “Pro-lifers disregard for 
pregnant people” by Monica Hesse 
in the August issue to be very infor-
mative and thought-provoking.

It’s important for us to understand 
that the Religious Right is actually 
waging a war on a woman’s right to 
obtain a safe and legal termination 
of her pregnancy, all the while be-
lieving that they will be stopping all 
abortion procedures. But abortion 
will still not be stopped.

We need to remember what that 
was like before Roe v. Wade. Many will 
die or suffer from severe infection 
with resulting infertility. Women who 
are found out and the providers who 
performed the procedures will face 
fines and prison time. 

As Hesse pointed out so well, it 
ultimately comes down to denying 
women the right to decide for them-
selves what is best for them both 
physically and mentally. In no other 

area of medicine is a person forced 
to undergo risky procedures or med-
ical treatment without their consent 
after the risks and benefits have been 
clearly explained. Once a woman is 
denied the right to terminate a preg-
nancy, she is in effect being forced 
to undergo a process/procedure that 
has very real risks and life-changing 
consequences.

Will the majority of the U.S. pop-
ulation allow the minority to force 
this upon us? I can only hope not! 
Florida

How does God justify 
its existence?

Thank you for Freethought Today. 
I read it religiously.*

The article by Ann L. Lorac in the 
June/July issue raised an interest-
ing point which triggered a question 
which I have never heard addressed. 
Her sibling asked, “What is the pur-
pose of living if there is no god?” But 
I have never heard anyone ask what is 
the purpose of God? How does God 
justify its existence?

You previously received a letter 
suggesting that you reduce or elim-
inate the Crankmail** and Black 
Collar Crime sections. Please do not 
do that. I always enjoy reading them, 
even though they are often horrify-
ing. Apparently, no one can hate like 
a really religious person. Similarly, 
no one can justify cruel or vicious 
conduct like a really religious person.
Keep up the good work!
New York
* Sorry, I could not resist.
** I see it as hate mail.

Freethinkers’ voices 
still being dismissed

Relating to James A. Haught’s col-
umn in the August issue, he gives us 
examples of how and why freethink-
ers’ voices are not welcome in most 
media. But one thing stands out in 
his column and the historical record: 
Religions fight dirty.

Christianity alone has shoved its 
doctrines on innocent children and 
societies for centuries. During most 
of that time, it has killed, suppressed, 
jailed and banished individuals who 
have not agreed with its interpreta-
tion of reality. 

In all that time, however, it has 
never proven its claim to be true. Yet, 
we have been made to hear only its 
side of things, while our voices are 
still being dismissed and denied. 
Isn’t it time we demand equal time?

Thomas Jefferson regarded reli-
gions as “opinions” and said, “No 
man has a right to force his opinions 
on another.” Yet, here we are in the 
21st century, dealing with religious 
privilege, exceptions to laws and the 
allowance to discriminate based on 
religion, supported by a government 
and legal system established to pre-
vent anyone’s opinions from claim-
ing exemptions to the laws made to 
protect everyone. 
Maine

Centenarian celebration

FFRF Member Darrell Barker, right, celebrates the 100th birthday of atheist 
Ken Lyon on July 31.

“I met Ken while attending a philosophy club in Olympia, Wash., in 2017,” 
Darrell writes. “My wife Suzi and I were impressed with how lucid his mind 
was at age 97. Ken told me that when he was 14, he attended many churches 
and then thoroughly thought through the smorgasbord of religions to con-
sider. At age 18, Ken abdicated his belief in a God and embraced the morality 
of atheism.” 
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44TH CONVENTION REGISTRATION FORM
Or register online: ffrf.org/convention-2021 

REGISTRATION FEES
Member ___$75 $_____

Spouse or Companion (Non-member accompanying member) ___$80 $_____

Child (High school or under accompanying registrant) ___Free $_____

College Student with ID   ___$25 $_____
☐ I am interested in hotel, meal or travel scholarship

Non-member  ___$130 $_____

☐ Or, I will join FFRF for $40 (and save $15) ___$115 $_____

OPTIONAL AUTHOR RECEPTIONS

VIP Dessert Reception / Fundraiser with Margaret Atwood ___$500 $_____
Friday night  |  Includes author book (Limited to 100)  

VIP Book Signing / Fundraiser with Gloria Steinem ___$500 $_____
Saturday afternoon  |  Includes author book (Limited to 50) 

OPTIONAL MEALS / EVENTS

Friday, November 19
Box Lunch Wraps  ___$60 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Grilled Chicken ☐ Turkey BLT ☐ Grilled Vegetable (vegan)
Registrant 1  ☐ Grilled Chicken ☐ Turkey BLT ☐ Grilled Vegetable (vegan)

Friday Dinner Buffet  ___$65 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free
Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Saturday, November 20
Non-Prayer Breakfast ___$45 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free
Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

Saturday Dinner ___$95 $_____
Registrant 1  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free
Registrant 2  ☐ Regular ☐ Vegetarian ☐ Vegan ☐ Gluten Free

⊲ Total $__________

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

Please enclose separate note indicating any ADA or food allergy accommodations needed in 
order to fully participate.

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

☐ I attest that I and my guests will be fully vaccinated for Covid-19 as of 11/18/21.

☐ I attest that I have a physician's order against vaccination.

Name of Registrant 1

Name of Registrant 2
☐ I am including additional registrants (enclose your additional list, with meals, if any).

Address

City   State / ZIP

Phone*  Email*

Credit Card Number  Expiration Date / Security Code

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

Pre-registration deadline Oct. 31, 2021 (Unless event is sold out)
No refund after pre-registration deadline.

Number Registering Cost

Convention information
Photo by Bruce Johnson

The Boston Park Plaza is site of FFRF’s 2021 national convention, Nov. 19-21. 

Hotel reservations
The convention hotel is the Boston Park 

Plaza, 50 Park Plaza at Arlington St., Bos-
ton. The convention rate is $189 single, 
double, triple or quad. Suites are $389 and 
up. Attendees should call the Central Res-
ervations Office (617-379-7129). Please ask 
for “Freedom From Religion Annual Con-
vention.” The hotel will discount self-park-
ing to $30 per day at Motor Mart Garage.

The cut-off date for reserving rooms is 
5 p.m. Eastern on Oct. 18, 2021. FFRF urg-
es you to plan ahead and reserve early to avoid 
disappointment.

Meals
In addition to offering several com-

plimentary food or dessert receptions, 
the convention will include four option-
al group meals. FFRF does not mark up 
meal prices, which include 17 percent gra-
tuity, 10 percent taxable administrative fee 
and 7 percent sales tax.

A robust and tasty box lunch, $60, will 
be offered at Friday noon for participant 
convenience, concurrent with Andrew Se-
idel’s Christian nationalism workshop.

Choices include:
• Grilled Chicken Caesar Wrap
• Turkey BLT Wrap
• Grilled Vegetable Wrap
Wraps will be served with roasted veg-

etable penne salad, Cape Cod potato 
chips, a piece of whole fruit, a freshly 
baked cookie and choice of assorted soft 
drinks or bottled water.

A Southern barbeque buffet, $65, 
with vegetable chili and cornbread muf-
fin, rotisserie chicken with BBQ sauce 
and greens, carved brisket with mac and 
cheese and fruit kabobs will take place 
from 5–7 p.m. Friday.

FFRF’s Non-Prayer Breakfast, $45, in-
cludes scrambled eggs, bacon and break-
fast potatoes, assorted pastries, juice, coffee 
and tea, with vegetarian/vegan options.

The Saturday banquet dinner of $95 
will include Maple Glazed Statler Breast 
of Chicken with buttermilk mashed po-
tatoes, seasonable autumn baby green 
salad with roasted beets, quinoa, goat 
cheese, apple cider vinaigrette, and Bos-
ton Cream Pie. The vegetarian option is 
Butternut Squash Ravioli.

A two-hour lunch on your own is sched-
uled for Saturday to permit some fresh air, 
sightseeing or relaxation between events.

The Boston Park Plaza itself of-
fers a variety of dining options: Kozy 
Korner for drinks, lunch or dinner in 
Off the Common, the uber-modern 
steakhouse Strega Italiano just off the 
lobby, and classic Irish pub J.J. O’Con-
nor’s, just outside the entrance. The 
Back Bay Boston neighborhood offers 
a variety of restaurants.

Plan time to sightsee
The Boston Park Plaza is in the official-

ly recognized neighborhood of Back Bay 
Boston, built on reclaimed land in the 
Charles River basin. It’s home to a num-
ber of restaurants, glitzy stores, skyscrap-
ers, the commercial strips of Newbury 
Street and Boylston Street, the residen-
tial brownstones of Marlborough Street 
and Copley Square, a grassy plaza within 
walking distance. The hotel is about a mile 
from the Charles River Esplanade, a wa-
terfront haven for runners.

You may wish to take a self-guided Free-
dom Trail tour of historic Boston sites, or 
sign up on your own for a guided tour on 
Thursday or Sunday at thefreedomtrail.org or 
choose any number of other tour options.

The event is limited to FFRF mem-
bers and their guests who are fully 
vaccinated* for Covid-19. Please be 
sure to indicate on the registration 
form whether you have been vaccinat-
ed. FFRF reserves the right to request 
proof of vaccination. *Only exception: 
If you are under a physician’s explic-
it instructions not to be vaccinated for 
Covid-19 due to health/immunity issues.

The great news is that atheists as 
a group in the United States are the 
most likely and willing to be vaccinat-
ed. We fully expect the event to reach 
“herd immunity.” FFRF staff mem-
bers are fully vaccinated.

Please note that the Boston Pla-
za Hotel is adhering to all federal, 
state and local guidelines and does 
not at this time require its staff to be 
vaccinated.

The hotel has indicated it will 

follow whatever protocol, as yet un-
known, is required by the government 
at the time of FFRF’s convention.

Although FFRF will not require 
masking for vaccinated individuals, 
unless CDC, Massachusetts or Boston 
rules change and require them, con-
vention participants of course are free 
to wear masks. FFRF will be offering 
its popular masks, with the slogans 
“FFRF,” “Science is Golden” and “In 
Science I Trust,” at no cost during the 
convention.

The conference room will be set up 
for about 800 seats in the usual theater 
format, which does not allow for social 
distancing. 

However, FFRF will inform 
participants of any requirements 
requested by authors during book 
signings, such as masking or social 
distancing.

Covid-19 rules – vaccinations required




