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Chester County Commissioners 
Reject the Tree of Knowledge 

by Margaret Downey  

If a Tree of Knowledge were to fall in West Chester, Pennsylvania, would there be any 
sound of protest?  
     The answer is “Yes!” And the sounds of protest are vibrating around the nation! For 
the second year in a row, the Freethought Society (FS) was prevented from placing a 
cherished symbol of the nontheist community – The Tree of Knowledge – on the grounds 
of the Chester County Courthouse. In October 2011, FS requested that the Tree of 
Knowledge be given a place of respect during the winter holiday season. FS asked for 
equality and only wanted to enjoy the same basic Constitutional principle of freedom of 
expression during the winter season. The right to freedom of expression is given without 
question to the Christian and Jewish community, so why would freethinkers be denied? 
Prejudice, that’s why! Prejudice prevails in West Chester, Pennsylvania and it is pro-
moted, supported and endorsed by the Chester County Commissioners. 
     In spite of written and verbal pleas for inclusion from the nontheist community and its 
supporters, Chester County Commissioners decided to merely meet the minimum re-
quirement of secularizing a winter display instead of allowing the placement of a Tree of 
Knowledge.  
     As seen in the photo below, the Chester County Commissioners placed a fat plastic 
Santa, a red sleigh and a wire train made of white lights in an area facing High Street. 
The “secular” items were placed on the right side of the Chester County Courthouse’s 
main entrance. The so-called “secular” display is set apart from the rest of the holiday 
decorations by a large concrete and marble stairway.  



     On the left side of 
the concrete and marble 
stairway passersby will 
see a crèche, a large  
“Christmas”  tree and a 
Menorah (placed in the 
area weeks after the 
other items).  
     The crèche is lo-
cated almost touching 
the tree topped by a 
large star, which glows 
brightly at dusk. The 
star on top of the tree 
makes it look as if the 
tree itself plays an 
integral role in the 
manger scene.  
     In Christian tradition, the Star of Bethlehem, also called 
the Christmas Star, revealed the birth of Jesus to the magi, 
and later led them to Bethlehem. The star appears in the 
nativity story of the Gospel of Matthew, where magi "from 
the east" are inspired by the star to travel to Jerusalem. Many 
Christians see the star as a miraculous sign to mark the birth 
of Christ (or messiah). Prominent scholars question the his-
torical accuracy of the story and argue that the star was a 
pious fiction created by the author of the Gospel of Matthew. 
     The star located at the top of the Christmas tree, which is 
situated as close as possible to the crèche, entangles the tree 
into the Christian display. It is also proof that the County 
Commissioners endorse and support the myth that three wise 
men were led to a manger by a bright star. There is 
favoritism toward the Christian religion and absolutely no 
recognition of the nontheist community. 
     Childish items such as a plastic Santa, a sleigh full of 
gifts and a wire train can’t possibly convey the values, 
principles and tenets of the nontheist community. It is an 
insult to nontheist citizens to have silly symbols designated 
as “secular” representations. We want the symbol of our 
community to be the Tree of Knowledge! 
     While a 1984 Supreme Court case (Lynch vs. Donnelly 
465 U.S. 668) is used as a standard guideline for holiday 
displays, FS seeks ways in which to challenge the decision. 
In 1984, the nontheist community did not have a symbol. 
The nontheist community has one now and all around the 
nation the Tree of Knowledge concept is being adopted. The 
ruling in Lynch vs. Donnelly was based on a different set of 
facts and this country has changed. The nontheist community 
has become more organized and is demanding equality. The 
nontheist community seeks to enjoy the Constitutional 
freedoms currently afforded exclusively to the Christian and 
Jewish religious communities. 
     There are several nontheist “religions,” however. Ethical 
Humanism, for instance, is a recognized religion. Officiants 
from the American Humanist Association (AHA) are also 
recognized as belonging to a religious organization. While 
some might question whether FS and its supporters are quali-

fied to demand First Amendment Rights of “freedom of 
religion” and “freedom of expression,” there is no doubt that 
AHA and Ethical Humanism are within recognized 
“religious” guidelines. Both AHA and the Ethical Humanist 
Society of Philadelphia (EHSP) fully endorse the Tree of 
Knowledge as a representational symbol.  
     EHSP hosted a Tree of Knowledge display for one month 
at its Rittenhouse Square location. On Sunday, December 4, 
2011, members of EHSP and FS supporters erected a nine 
foot Tree of Knowledge in the lobby area of the EHSP 
building. EHSP leader Hugh Taft-Morales and I hosted the 
Tree of Knowledge decorating ceremony. FS has a huge 
collection of ornaments from which to select.  
     Unused ornaments were lent to anyone interested in 
creating their own Tree of Knowledge. Pictured below is Taft
-Morales and his wife Maureen Taft-Morales helping to 
distribute the ornaments for hanging on the tree. 

     

National Public Radio (WHYY) highlighted the Tree of 
Knowledge decorating ceremony and aired an informational 
announcement every hour from 1:00 AM until 10:00 AM on 
Sunday, December 4, 2011. Below is a transcript of the an-
nouncement: 
 

“A different kind of holiday tree will be dedicated in 
Philadelphia tomorrow (Sunday 12/4). Margaret 
Downey of the Freethought Society of Philadelphia 
will present the so-called Tree of Knowledge to the 
Ethical Humanist Society on Rittenhouse Square. 
     “Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader of the Ethical 
Humanist Society explains the importance of the tree:  
     “’To me the most important thing that the Tree of 
Knowledge represents is openness to learning. It 
shows an appreciation to the gift of knowledge and the 
writings of many people over generations that share 
what they've learned.’ 
     “The tree will be decorated with book covers from 
various writers ranging from Aristotle to Charles 
Darwin. The ceremony begins at 11:00 AM on South 
Rittenhouse Square. 
     “The tree will likely remain up until January.” 

 



     The EHSP Tree of Knowledge was beautiful. The photo 
below was taken on December 17, 2011 during the Delaware 
Valley Americans United (DVAU) fund raising event held at 
the Ethical Society Building. Pictured with me is Janice 
Rael, the vice president of DVAU.  

     A portion of the ten-foot long Tree of Knowledge banner 
can be seen in the background behind Rael.  
     I also conducted a radio interview about the Tree of 
Knowledge. I was a featured guest on WCHE-AM, a local 
West Chester, Pennsylvania station. The “Morning Maga-
zine” show host, Bill Mason was friendly, but tried to throw 
a few curves at me. Having been a guest on quite a few 
conservative talk radio shows, I was prepared. The night 
before the show, I brushed up on some possible questions and 
re-examined details about the Treaty of Tripoli. I also pre-
pared a few sound bites and talking points. I was happy to 
have done my homework as the preparation paid off. I 
pushed back with facts that could not be countered by Mason. 
I was proud of representing FS on the program and would 
look forward to doing another show on WCHE. 
     On the show, I told listeners that FS was happy to report 
that one small positive step had taken place. In 2010, not one 
person from the Commissioners office ever bothered to 
contact FS about decisions that were being made regarding 
the winter display. FS was forced to learn facts through 

journalists even though I tried many times to connect with a 
live person. In 2010 emails, phone calls, fax messages and 
letters went unanswered. In 2011, however, Commissioner 
Terrance Farrell left a personal voice mail message on 
November 11. Below is a transcript of his message: 
 

“Margaret, this is Terrance Farrell returning your 
call from yesterday. I am in the office (610) 344-6625. 
I am heading out in about an hour and will be out of 
town early next week at our CCAP convention, but the 
short update is that we have not changed our policy 
from last year and so we are going to adhere to the 
Supreme Court guidelines. If you would like further 
discussion, please give me a call (610) 344-6625. I will 
be able to get my voice messages away and I will try 
and give you a call back probably early next week or if 
you reach me this afternoon we have that 
conversation. Thank you.” 

 

     Commissioner Farrell and I were not able to connect due 
to our busy holiday and travel schedules, but the personal call 
showed progress in improving communications between FS 
and the Commissioner’s office. I plan to attend more Sun-
shine Meetings throughout 2012 in order to stress the fact 
that the nontheist community has a symbol that is being left 
out of a public winter display. It is my hope that nontheists 
will eventually convince the Chester County Commissioners 
to include nontheist representation in winter holiday displays 
this year and each year forward.  
     Some FS supporters took action as soon as they learned 
that the Tree of Knowledge application was rejected by the 
Chester County Commissioners. Laura Rothkopt received 
permission to place a mini Tree of Knowledge in the lobby of 
Ann’s Choice located in Warminster, Pennsylvania. Not all 
the residents of the retirement village were happy about it, 
however. When Rothkopt left the location for a few days, an 
unknown person threw the tree into a storage closet. 
Rothkopt complained to the manager and the tree was imme-
diately placed in its original position. 
     Pictured right is a photo of the mini Tree of Knowledge. 
The tree was also displayed at 
the Sunday, December 15, 
2011 HumanLight celebration 
hosted by the Humanist Asso-
ciation of Greater Philadel-
phia. 
     Readers of The Free-
thought News will be asked to 
help with the 2012 Tree of 
Knowledge project. Please 
watch for future activism sug-
gestions in upcoming newslet-
ters.  
     If you or your organization 
used the Tree of Knowledge 
symbol during the 2011 
Winter season, please send a 
photo to FS for publication.  l 

 



On December 3, 2011, approximately forty intrepid 
Freethought Society (FS) supporters braved the cold to make 
a public statement to the people of Chester County. The 
public gathering was organized in response to a 
discriminatory decision made by the Chester County 
Commissioners against the nontheist community’s winter 
holiday symbol, the Tree of Knowledge.  
     Many people walking and driving by the corner of 
Market and High Streets in West Chester, Pennsylvania that 
Saturday afternoon were able to see and hear the protest 
rally. The event included speeches and nontheist song 
singing. The highlight of the event was the forming of a 
“Human Tree of Knowledge.” The protest rally group stood 
on the steps leading to the “Old Glory” statue located on the 
lawn of the Chester County Courthouse. We stood in 
(roughly) the shape of a tree with each person holding at 
least two laminated book covers of their choosing. 
     The event went well. Many energetic people attended and 
FS received media attention. Other than being a bit cold and 
windy, the weather cooperated. 
     As if by request, to make it seem even more like a real 
protest rally, there was a counter-protester on the opposite 
street corner from where FS had gathered. Across the street, 
one lone protester stood holding a sign in support of the 
Chester County Commissioners’ decision. As there was only 
a single protester on that side of the issue, it was easy for us 
to outnumber him – forty to one! 
     Below is a brief summary of events that led to the FS 
protest rally. 
     The Chester County Commissioners established some 
years ago a tradition of allowing religious groups to put up 
winter holiday displays on the grounds of the Chester 
County Courthouse, which is public property. Over the 
years, the winter holiday displays included a Menorah, a 
crèche, and a Christmas tree decorated with lights and 
brightly colored ornaments and a sign wishing passers-by 
"Merry Christmas." 
     As representatives of the nontheist community in Chester 
County, most FS supporters are fine with winter holiday 
displays on public property (otherwise known as a “Free 
Speech Zone”), and would actually like to see more 
participants. Many religious communities have winter 
holidays (Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, etc.). There are 
several secular holidays that should also make use of the 
Free Speech Zone (HumanLight, Kwanza, etc.). In keeping 
with the important principle of freedom of expression, FS 
contends that nontheists should also to be permitted to place 
a secular symbol in Free Speech Zones. 
     The founder and president of FS, Margaret Downey, is a 
resident of Chester County. In 2007, she petitioned the 
Chester County Commissioners for permission to place a 
Tree of Knowledge on the lawn of the Courthouse in the 
same area designated for other winter holiday displays. The 

FS board of directors had voted to 
accept the Tree of Knowledge a few  
months earlier as an appropriate 
and beautiful symbol of the 
nontheist community. Downey is 
pictured at right preparing for her 
rally speech on December 3, 2011. 
     The Chester County Commis-
sioners reluctantly agreed, and for 
three consecutive years allowed FS 
to put the Tree of Knowledge on the 
Courthouse lawn. The tree is deco-
rated with laminated color copies of 
book covers representing a wide 
range of subjects including humor, 
philosophy, skepticism, critical 
thinking, history, and much more 
including religious books. 
     In 2010, apparently bowing to pressure from unknown 
persons who objected to the Tree of Knowledge display, the 
Commissioners took over the Free Speech Zone and refused 
display space to FS. The decision was not a surprise since 
two of the three Commissioners are conservative Republi-
cans. 
     There is plenty of display space on the grounds of the 
Chester County Courthouse. There is no good reason that the 
FS Tree of Knowledge should be banned from the area. The 
Commissioners decided that the placement of a plastic Santa 
Claus, a wire-lit choo-choo train and plastic candy canes 
would satisfy an obligation to represent the secular 
population of the county. 
     Due to a Supreme Court decision (Lynch vs. Donnelly), 
religious displays on public property are fine as long as they 
are balanced by a secular display. “Thanks” to the 5-4 
decision in Lynch vs. Donnelly, the secular requirement can 
be fulfilled with the use of childish symbols and a Santa 
display. 
     The Chester County commissioners abided by the most 
minimally acceptable legal standard, and did not want to 
allow FS to place a symbol that represents the secular 
community — a symbol of our own choosing. The religious 
community is permitted to select their symbol; the secular 
community should be allowed that same privilege. 
     The Chester County Commissioners repeated their 2011 
decision and FS was, once again, not permitted to display a 
Tree of Knowledge. FS board members decided that the best 
way to protest the commissioners' decision was to form a 
Human Tree of Knowledge on the courthouse steps. 
     A video showing highlights of the protest rally can be 
found at: 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LHEp41d1fSg 
 

     Secular communities around the United States liked the 
idea of a Tree of Knowledge, and there are displays in about 
a dozen public locations around the country. It will likely 
take some time to reach a “tipping point,’ but secular groups, 
families and individuals are helping to establish the Tree of 

 Chester County Protest Rally 
by Glen Loev 



Knowledge as a symbol of the nontheist community. 
     Houses of worship and homeowners are free, of course, to 
put whatever symbols they want (within reason) on their 
lawns. We have no problem with religious communities 
putting up their displays on public property either. The 
philosophy adopted by the FS board of directors is “the more 
the merrier,” but we deserve equal space and respect for our 
symbols as well. Unfortunately, conservative religious 
citizens of Chester County, together with a majority of the 
Chester County Commissioners simply object to sharing the 
space with us. 

     Personally, I wonder if they are jealous that we might 
steal some of their thunder. They appear to be insecure and 
intimidated by the sight of a tree with book covers on it. 
Perhaps the fear is that adherents of religious doctrine might 
be seduced away from their faith by the siren song of a 
rational world-view. I am hard-pressed to come up with any 
other explanation. 
     FS intends to continue to demand an equal place to 
express Constitutional freedoms during the winter season. 
Please plan to help by donating your time or earmarking a 
financial donation for this effort.                                           l 

Pictured below is the Freethought Society “Human Tree of Knowledge” formed by enthusiastic supporters during the 
December 3, 2011 protest rally at the Chester County Courthouse in West Chester, Pennsylvania. Thirty people are pictured, 
but more supporters joined later. There are too many people in the photo to identify each one individually. Rally organizers 
appreciated the attendance of everyone. One person traveled to rally from Toronto, Canada demonstrating that the unique and 
interesting Tree of Knowledge can draw visitors to West Chester. FS has long claimed that if a nontheist symbol were 
included in a winter holiday display, it could benefit local business!  
     Most of the people pictured below continued the camaraderie by having dinner together at Kildare’s Irish Pub located on 
Gay Street. While everyone in attendance expressed disappointment about not having equal rights with the religious 
community, the group enjoyed being together and at least feeling a part of the holiday season — even if it was for just a few 
hours. 
     During Margaret Downey’s speech on the day of the rally, she said that just like the religious community, the nontheist 
community should have a place to bring their families to publically celebrate our heritage, heroes and love of learning. The 
Tree of Knowledge is a symbol that would provide valuable teaching moments for many. Downey also told the crowd about a 
call she received from a family in Media, Pennsylvania who wanted to bring their young daughter to the Tree of Knowledge 
location in order to place a copy of the Constitution on its branches. Downey was sad to deliver the bad news to the father of 
the child that there would not be a Tree of Knowledge on the grounds of the Courthouse for a second year in a row. 
Hopefully, the rally will show the Chester County Commissioners that freethinkers will not remain silent about this issue.  



How did something come from nothing? How did the 
universe begin? How will it all end? On January 11, 2012 
the public had an amazing opportunity to hear these 
questions addressed by renowned physicist and author Dr. 
Lawrence M. Krauss.  
     The Ethical Humanist Society of Philadelphia (EHSP)
and the Freethought Society (FS) co-sponsored a free and 
open to the public lecture by Dr. Krauss at EHSP’s beautiful 
Rittenhouse Square building. 
     A sense of excitement was palpable as the packed 
audience listened to Monty Python’s Galaxy Song while 
they waited for the lecture to begin. Many attendees had 
purchased Dr. Krauss’ latest book, A Universe From 
Nothing, which was released on Tuesday, January 10, 2012 
— the day before his appearance in Philadelphia. Everyone 
was anxious to hear the author explain how modern physics 
supports the theory of the spontaneous formation of matter 
and life without the existence of a divine being. As Richard 
Dawkins said, “If On the Origin of Species was biology’s 
deadliest blow to supernaturalism, we may come to see A 
Universe From Nothing as the equivalent from cosmology.”  
     The lecture offered a fascinating glimpse into the history 
of our universe and its future as well as our infinitesimally 
tiny place in it. Dr. Krauss spoke for more than an hour 
before taking questions and then signing copies of his book 
for audience members.  
     Behind the scenes, a number of volunteers worked dili-
gently to make this event a success. Dan Hoffman served as 
the sound technician, while Sally Flynn helped to set up the 
buffet in the green room. Flynn also took the time to cross 
out “In God We Trust” on currency before giving change to 
those who needed it. Tom Schottmiller and Adrienne 
Moss greeted people at the donations table and sold books. 
Only five books were left unsold of the original forty 
ordered. The left-over books were signed by Dr. Krauss and 
FS is offering them to interested buyers for $30 each 
(includes tax, shipping and handling). Please contact FS to 
reserve a book for yourself (610 793-2737). 
     In the green room, Margaret Downey provided delicious 
refreshments for Dr. Krauss, FS board members, journalists 
and invited guests. Downey found a wine to fit the occasion 
and proudly served a Napa Valley Cabernet Sauvignon 
labeled “Educated Guess.” Hosting Dr. Krauss in a green 
room setting provided a great opportunity for people to meet 
with Dr. Krauss before the lecture. Everyone enjoyed 
speaking to him and he graciously signed books that 
included personal inscriptions. 
     The story of how this lecture came about is testament to 
the communication within the freethought community. 
     Faye Flam, a science writer for The Philadelphia 
Inquirer and author of the popular blog Planet of the Apes, 
noticed an opening in Dr. Krauss’ book schedule and  
notified Downey. Downey immediately contacted Dr. 

Krauss and asked him to speak in Philadelphia. Fortunately, 
the EHSP facility was available. Flam also wrote an article 
about Dr. Krauss’ book and a description of the his up-
coming presentation. Flam’s article was published in the 
newspaper a few days before the event and was instrumental 
in notifying the public about this educational event. Flam 
can be followed on Twitter at: twitter@fayeflam. Her blog 
(with more information about Dr. Krauss’ book and thesis 
than can be included in this article) is located at:  
 

www.philly.com/apes 
 

     The EHSP facility provided the perfect forum for the 
meeting. The building is beautiful and well maintained. The 
auditorium is big enough to fit a large number of people and 
this event certainly drew a crowd. There were not enough 
chairs to accommodate approximately 250 attendees. Some 
late-comers needed to sit on the steps in the lobby area. 
Despite the difficulty of viewing the wonderful slide show 
from that vantage point, everyone clearly enjoyed the event. 
     After the event, Chris Kleinsasser, Greg White, and 
Shawn McGonigal helped to clean up the green room and 
many boxes of meeting paraphernalia were loaded into 
Downey’s vehicle.  
     Hugh Taft-Morales, the leader of EHSP, pointed out to 
me in a later conversation that EHSP and FS share many 
common values and principles. Both groups are commit-
ment to freedom of speech and the search for knowledge. 
These similarities provide common ground for future joint 
ventures. “If there is any message that I would like 
supporters of FS to have from me,” Taft-Morales says, “it is 
that I hope we continue to work together!” 
     FS thanks Dr. Krauss for taking time out of his busy 
schedule to travel to Philadelphia. Even though he had just 
spent a busy day in Washington, DC, he caught a train to 
Philadelphia from Union Station — only to rush back to 
Washington, DC later that same night. The day after his 
presentation in Philadelphia, Dr. Krauss spoke at The 
Smithsonian — once again, to a packed house. And a few 
days later he was a special guest on National Public Radio’s 
Science Friday program.  
     This event was made possible by generous donations 
from FS sponsors. Without financial help, the costs of 
hosting speakers like Dr. Krauss would be prohibitive. With  
continued financial contributions from supporters, FS can 
look forward to hosting many more such programs in the 
future! Please consider earmarking a donation to use for 
events such as this one. 
     Many FS supporters missed out on the event because it 
was organized so quickly. FS recommends that readers join 
the FS Discussion List, the FS Facebook page and the FS 
Meetup Group. Details about signing up for these Internet 
connections can be found on the FS website. Sign up soon 
so that you never miss spur-of-the-moment events.             l 

A January Evening With Dr. Lawrence Krauss 
by Tracy McPherson 



1. Dr. Lawrence Krauss is pictured in the green room with Tracy 
McPherson (center) and Sally Flynn (right). 

2. Hugh Taft-Morales is holding his autographed book in this 
photo of he and Dr. Krauss. 

3. This photo of  volunteers Tom Schottmiller and Adrienne 
Moss and  was taken before the rush of people arrived to enjoy 
the lecture and purchase books. 

4. Philadelphia Inquirer science writer Faye Flam (left) is pic-
tured with Dr. Krauss and Margaret Downey (right).  

Photos From the January Evening With Dr. Krauss 

1. 

2. 

3. 4. 



Evidence that the U.S. is not a “Christian Nation” 
by Dom Nozzi  

There was a time when the Christian religion ruled Europe 
and people were forced to comply with the intolerant laws of 
Christianity. That time was known as the Dark Ages.  
     The United States’ Founding Fathers – most or all of 
whom were Deists, not Christians – were well aware of the 
horrors of the Christian-inspired Dark Ages (up to the 17th 
and 18th centuries). Some Founding Fathers had even lived in  
Europe and knew all too well about Christian cruelty, oppres-
sion of the people and suppression of freedoms. As a result, 
when they founded America, they worked very hard to 
separate church from state so that religious intolerance 
(particularly that of Christianity) would not afflict the new 
American nation as it had done in Europe. 
     The U.S. Constitution does not mention a god anywhere, 
and the First Amendment to the Bill of Rights clearly states 
that church and state are to be separate. Listed below are 
some of my favorite quotations from our Founding Fathers: 
 

Thomas Jefferson: 
 

“Religions are all alike – founded upon fables and 
mythologies.” 
 

“The Christian god is cruel, vindictive, capricious, and 
unjust.”  
 

“The day will come when the mystical generation of Jesus by 
the Supreme Being of his father, in the womb of a virgin, will 
be classed with the fable of the generation of Minerva in the 
brain of Jupiter.” 
 

Benjamin Franklin: 
 

“Revealed religion has no weight with me.”  
 

James Madison: 
 

“In no instance have...the churches been guardians of the 
liberties of the people.”  
 

“What has been Christianity's fruits? Superstition, bigotry, 
and persecution.”  
 

Thomas Paine: 
 

“Accustom a people to believe that priests, or any other class 
of men, can forgive sins, and you will have sins in 
abundance.” 
 

“I disbelieve all holy men and holy books.”  
 

“A long habit of not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a 
superficial appearance of being right.”  
 

“Infidelity does not consist in believing, or disbelieving; it 
consists in professing to believe what he does not believe.”  
 

“The most detestable wickedness, the most horrid cruelties, 
and the greatest miseries that have afflicted the human race 
have had their origin in this thing called revelation, or 
revealed religion.”  

     The Treaty with Tripoli (1796), written under the 
presidency of George Washington and signed during the 
presidency of John Adams states that the United States was 
“not in any sense founded on the Christian religion.” The 
Treaty was submitted to the Senate and received unanimous 
ratification from the U.S. Senate on June 7, 1797. The Treaty 
of Tripoli became effective as the law of the land on June 10, 
1797. The Treaty of Tripoli was actually a routine diplomatic 
agreement, but it has attracted modern day attention because 
the English version includes a clause about religion in 
America. The Treaty of Tripoli states: 

 

“As the Government of the United States of 
America is not, in any sense, founded on the 
Christian religion, — as it has in itself no 
character of enmity against the laws, religion, 
or tranquility, of Mussulmen, — and as the said 
States never entered into any war or act of 
hostility against any Mahometan nation, it is 
declared by the parties that no pretext arising 
from religious opinions shall ever produce an 
interruption of the harmony existing between the 
two countries.” 

 

     Please note that the words “Mussulmen” and 
“Mahometan” in the above quotation, were the terms used at 
the time in reference to Muslims and Islam. 
     Washington, the father of this country, was very private 
about his beliefs, but it is widely considered that he was a 
Deist like his colleagues. He was a Freemason. Historian 
Barry Schwartz wrote:  
 

“George Washington's practice of Christianity was limited 
and superficial because he was not himself a Christian... He 
repeatedly declined the church's sacraments. Never did he 
take communion, and when his wife, Martha, did, he waited 
for her outside the sanctuary... Even on his deathbed, 
Washington asked for no ritual, uttered no prayer to Christ, 
and expressed no wish to be attended by His 
representative.” [New York Press, 1987, pp. 174-175]  
 

Paul F. Boller states in his anthology on Washington:  
 

“There is no mention of Jesus Christ anywhere in his 
extensive correspondence.” [Dallas: Southern Methodist 
University Press, 1963, pp. 14-15]  
 

     In 1792, George Washington wrote a letter to Edward 
Newenham and his words are revealing: 
 

“Religious controversies are always productive of more 
acrimony and irreconcilable hatreds than those which spring 
from any other cause. Of all the animosities which have 
existed among mankind, those which are caused by the 
difference of sentiments in religion appear to be the most 
inveterate and distressing, and ought most to be depreciated. 
I was in hopes that the enlightened and liberal policy, which 



has marked the present age, would at least have reconciled 
Christians of every denomination so far that we should never 
again see the religious disputes carried to such a pitch as to 
endanger the peace of society.” 
 

     This glimpse of Thomas Jefferson’s view of religion 
comes from his private journal in an entry he wrote in 
February 1800: 
 

“Gouverneur Morris had often told me that 
General Washington believed no more of that 
system (Christianity) than did he himself.” 

 

     Clearly, far from being devout Christians who enshrined 
theocratic values into the Constitution, the Founding Fathers 
were skeptics who knew the dangers of religion and strove to 
build a barrier between a secular state and private matters of 
faith. As freethinking Americans, we must continue to fight 
for the ideals set forth in the First Amendment. It is, after all, 
what the Founding Fathers would have wanted.                     l 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FS Supports Building Bid 
by Margaret Downey 

Philadelphia real-estate investor and philanthropist Mel 
Heifetz recently submitted a $2 million bid to the City of 
Philadelphia in order to purchase the building located at the 
corner of 22nd and Winter Streets currently occupied by the 
Boy Scouts of America (BSA).  
     Heifetz is a well-known gay activist and has stated that he 
would turn the building into a community center to benefit 
groups that do not discriminate. The building’s lease and 
ownership was called into question when the City of 
Philadelphia attempted to evict BSA because the organiza-
tion’s rules exclude gays from membership and leadership 
roles. 
     The fact that BSA also excludes nontheists was never 
mentioned in the original complaint, but the Pennsylvania 
Human Relations case of Margaret Downey-Schottmiller v. 
Chester County Council of the Boy Scouts of America (Docket 
# P3986) established that concern in 1992. 
     The following letter was sent to the attention of Mayor 
Michael Nutter, the Philadelphia City Council and the City 
Solicitor. It was also copied to the press:    
   

The Freethought Society congratulates Mel Heifetz for his 
courage and insight into the complicated issue of the Boy 
Scouts of America’s (BSA) relationship with the City of 
Philadelphia. 
     Mr. Heifetz's generous bid to purchase the building 
currently occupied by BSA would put an end to the battle for 
ownership of the property located at 231-251 North 22nd 

Street. The sale will also result in an ethical use of the 
spacious and beautiful building currently in the hands of BSA. 
The noble plans envisioned by Mr. Heifetz include turning the 
building into a place of acceptance, tolerance and brotherly 
love, and  will better service all citizens of Philadelphia.  
     Should the building remain in the hands of BSA, it will 
continue to stand for intolerance and bigotry against many 
citizens including homosexuals, nontheists, members of 
minority religions and the disabled.  
     In order to legally maintain their policy of exclusion, BSA 
is now a “private” organization and their corporate office 
dictates national and local policies. These policies include 
bigoted membership rules, negative stereotyping and intoler-
ance of diversity. The City of Philadelphia, the “City of 
Brotherly Love,” must not be represented by such behavior, 
nor should the city appear to endorse actions that teach 
youths that prejudicial tenets are acceptable.  
     The time has come to put a stop to this bigotry! Mr. 
Heifetz's plan, when implemented, is better suited to convey 
the overall positive philosophy of the city and will comply 
with anti-discrimination statutes currently in place to protect 
its citizens. Freethought Society executive officers and board 
members implore Council members, the City Solicitor and 
Mayor Nutter to protect all citizens from discrimination by 
accepting Mr. Heifetz's bid. 
 

Freethought Society, Executive Officers and Board Members 

Dom Nozzi has a BA in environmental science from State 
University of New York Plattsburgh and a Master’s in 
planning from Florida State University. 
     Nozzi is a former city planner for Gainesville, Florida 
and Boulder, Colorado. He maintains an independent con-
sulting practice in which he writes, edits, and speaks about 
street design, urban design and the quality of life. Nozzi is 
in Who's Who for the South and Southwest.  He has writ-
ten The Car is the Enemy of the City and The Road to 
Ruin: An Introduction to Sprawl and How to Cure It. 
     Nozzi is a Complete Streets Instructor for the National 
Complete Streets Coalition, and an adjunct professor for 
the University of Colorado at Boulder. He is formerly the 
president of the Humanist Society of Gainesville, Florida. 



January 23  
On Monday, January 23, 2012, Dr. 
Andrew Newberg will present “God 
and the Brain.” His presentation will 
discuss current knowledge about brain 
processes as they relate to religious and 
spiritual phenomena. Topics will include 
religious belief systems, the experience 
of God, and practices such as prayer and 
meditation. The implications of this 
research for both science and religion will also be presented.  
     The presentation will take place at 7:00 PM in the 
Montgomery Auditorium, located in basement of the Free 
Library of Philadelphia (1901 Vine Street, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania).  
     Dr. Newberg is the Director of Research at the Myrna 
Brind Center of Integrative Medicine at Thomas Jefferson 
University and Hospital in Philadelphia. He is also a 
Professor in the Departments of Emergency Medicine and 
Radiology at Thomas Jefferson University. FS is pleased to 
host Dr. Newberg as the January meeting speaker. 

February 21  
FS’s “Dinner and a Movie” 
event format is back by popular 
demand. Please bring your own 
dinner to the Norristown Li-
brary Community Room on 
February 21, 2012 to view 
Bondage and the Bible. 
      The address of the library is 
1001 Powell Street, Norris-
town, Pennsylvania. For in-
formation about public trans-
portation please see the follow-
ing website:  
 

http://www.septa.org/stations/
rail/norristown.html  
 

     The movie will start at 6:00 PM. Attendees are 
encouraged to arrive between 5:30 and 5:45 PM to socialize 
and set up their dinner tables. FS will provide bottled water, 
napkins and paper plates.  
     Bondage and the Bible is a 60 minute independent film 
by Eric Harmon. This film includes the critical analysis of 
the Bible’s endorsement of slavery and examines the 
inconsistent message in the New Testament, which supports 
slavery and inequality. View the trailer at:  
 

www.filmbaby.com/films/3052  

March 24  
FS encourages readers to attend the Reason Rally taking 
place on Saturday, March 24, 2012. The Reason Rally will 
take place on the Washington Mall in Washington, DC 
(10:00 AM-4:00 PM). FS was one of the very first sponsors 
of this exciting event. Reason Rally activities are free and 
open to the public.  
     Attendees will enjoy music, comedy, speakers, and much 
more. Speakers include scientist and author Richard 
Dawkins, blogger and professor P. Z. Myers, women’s 
rights activist and author Taslima Nasrin and magician and 
author James Randi. Entertainers include comedian Jamie 
Kilstein and rock group Bad Religion. Please see the bus 
service ad and hotel information flyer located elsewhere in 
this newsletter. For more information, please visit:  
 

www.ReasonRally.org  

April 9 
FS is pleased to announce that folk singer and political 
satirist Roy Zimmerman will be performing on the campus 
of West Chester University on Monday, April 9, 2012 at 
Sykes Auditorium (110 W. Rosedale Avenue West 
Chester, PA 19383). The show starts at 7:00 PM. Please see 
the concert flyer located elsewhere in this newsletter for 
more details. 
     FS has hosted Zimmerman several times over the years to 
rave reviews. This is the first event that will be co-hosted by 
FS and the Political Science Club of West Chester Univer-
sity. FS thanks student 
Nicholas Stark for co-
ordinating with Univer-
sity officials for use of 
the auditorium and for 
helping to promote and 
advertise this wonderful 
concert. 
     Zimmerman lives in 
California. He visits the 
East Coast only a few 
times a year. Get a taste 
of Zimmerman’s music 
and terrific sense of 
humor by watching his 
clips on YouTube, but 
it’s not nearly as fun as 
a live Zimmerman per-
formance! 
   Please plan to attend!   

The Freethought Society’s (FS) 
2012 Four-Month Activities Calendar 

 





Dubbed the finest writer in English 
and most formidable debater of our 
time, Christopher Hitchens self-
identifies as a convinced atheist 
whose roots of iconoclastic rejec-
tion of all religious belief dates 
back to his early public (“private” 
in American English) school days. 
Hitch 22 (his memoir) reveals 
many interesting facts about his 
life. 
     Chapel attendance was rigidly 
required, but his overseers were 
impotent to enforce active par-
ticipation in these devotional exer-
cises. One of the other students 
duly impressed him by sitting there 
unbowed like all the others who 
dutifully bent forward at the call to 
prayer, so the two of them became 
fast friends.  
     Since Hitchens already viewed 
the state-mandated Anglican 
Church (the Church of England) as 
a national absurdity, he began to 
emulate his newfound mate by also 
declining to engage in the event.  
     This defiant act of total disdain 
for the humiliation of supplicating 
to an unseen and non-existent deity 
presaged a much later appearance 
in court on a charge of “inciting to 
riot” when he steadfastly refused to 
swear on the Bible as he took his oath to tell the truth during 
the hearing.   
     When asked by the magistrate to explain his action, he 
responded: “I am an atheist and a Marxist.” But linking his 
blatant unbelief with the world's foremost purveyor of 
religion as the opiate of the masses was just too irritating and 
politically incorrect for the judge who imposed a dispropor-
tionately hefty fine on the impecunious student defendant. 
     From the get-go, this scribe's political activism has always 
kept pace with his flourishing journalistic endeavors and 
prolific literary output, from his very first gig on the staff of 
the British social journal The New Statesman, followed by the 
United States bicoastal magazines Mother Jones and The 
Nation, and capped in 1992 with his appointment to 
prestigious Vanity Fair. His peripatetic assignments have 
taken him to such remote and extremely dangerous locations 
as Afghanistan, North Korea, Iraq, Lebanon and many others. 
As accustomed as the writer was to living on the edge, it was 
no big deal for him to invite his close friend, the highly con-
troversial and fatwah-condemned writer Salman Rushdie, to 

be his houseguest with all the 
attendant security nightmares in-
volved. 
     His intrepid in-your-face style 
stood out in boldest relief when he 
voluntarily submitted himself not 
once but twice to the experience of 
water-boarding and under the igno-
miny of insisting that the profes-
sional water-boarders treat him 
like any other prisoner, his second 
try did outlast the first by a few 
seconds.  
     In one of the most touching 
passages in the book, Hitchens at-
tempts to reconcile his feelings of 
grief with the reality of an Ameri-
can soldier who died in Iraq having 
been greatly influenced to join the 
military in the misbegotten war 
and inspired by the reporter's writ-
ing from the front lines of the 
conflict. 
     Although he was already 24 
years old at the time, the trauma of 
his beloved mum Yvonne's death 
has haunted him throughout his 
life. It occurred as part of a suicide
-murder pact with her illicit lover 
and left behind the shameful and 
scandalous dual legacy of her 
choosing to have an adulterous 
affair and to end her own life. 

     He has always deplored the nickname “Chris” which he 
considers an unjust circumcised shortening of his given name. 
However, since his naval officer father (referred to as the 
“Commander”) was always known as “Hitch,” that same 
moniker has caught on with him as well. 
     He concludes by stating that defense of science and reason 
becomes the greatest imperative of our time and whereas 
unbelievers must have unalterable convictions and even be 
willing to fight for them, they must simultaneously keep an 
open mind with continuous doubt and self-criticism. This 
dilemma, this conundrum, this catch-22 our peerless pundit 
cleverly parodies as his own Hitch-22, hence the title chosen 
for his magnum opus. 
     Lamentably, Hitchens died on December 15, 2011 of 
esophageal cancer at the age of 62; cruel fate has allowed 
lightning to strike twice in the same family since his father, 
the Commander, suffered from the same affliction.  
     Consequently, these wonderful reminiscences have be-
come an especially poignant, extensive, extended and self-
composed epitaph.                                                                  l 

Review of Christopher Hitchens’ Book Hitch 22  
by Ben Ackerley 

Hitch 22 was only one of many books written by 
this prolific and profound author. He was a hero 
to many in the freethought community.  
     The above painting of Christopher Hitchens 
was lovingly created by artist,  Ilona Knudson, 
who was a long-time fan. She misses him 
greatly. Knudson was able to send Hitchens a 
copy of the painting in August of 2011 through 
connections at the Freethought Society. 

 



Helping Hands Committee 
by Margaret Downey 

The Freethought Society’s (FS) Helping Hands Committee 
project to collect gently worn jeans and shoes for the home-
less community was announced in the July/August 2011 
newsletter. Several large boxes of jeans and shoes were col-
lected at meetings and events and FS was proud to deliver 
them to Safe Harbor of Chester County in December 2011.  
     Safe Harbor is located at 20 North Matlack Street in West 
Chester, Pennsylvania. The facility has been open for 15 
years. During my frequent visits to the facility, I have never 
noticed religious literature or symbols. I had also specifically 
asked if the facility was secular or religious. I was pleased 
with the answer that not only was there no religious testing 
for services, the facility does not promote, endorse or support 
any particular religious belief. All visitors are welcome. Safe 
Harbor is a secular facility.  
     There are many jobs to do at Safe Harbor. Volunteers are 
needed for laundry duty, health advocacy (scheduling doctor 
appointments, providing transportation to doctors and hospi-
tals, etc.), cleaning and maintenance of the facility. Please 
visit www.safeharborofgwc.org to learn more about volunteer 
opportunities. Plans are in the making for an FS volunteer day 
at Safe Harbor. Please watch the newsletter for details.  
     FS is continuing to collect various items to donate to Safe 
Harbor. FS is still accepting jeans and shoes but would also 
like to provide some of the following items needed at Safe 
Harbor: 
 

Cleaning Supplies 
(Windex, bleach, toilet bowl cleaner, Clorox wipes, all-
purpose spray cleaner, dish detergent, Brillo pads, Magic 
Erasers, cleaning rags) 
 

Women’s Needs 
(panties, sports bras, socks, slippers, feminine hygiene prod-
ucts, pajama pants) 
 

Personal Care Items 
(deodorant, razors, shaving cream, Tylenol/Advil, cold medi-
cine, cough drops/lozenges) 
 

Food Items 
(individual snack packs, coffee, creamer cups, sugar/sugar 
substitute packets, powdered juice mix, iced tea mix) 
 

Men’s Needs 
(boxers, undershirts, socks, hooded sweatshirts, sweat pants, 
pajama pants) 
 

Miscellaneous 
(bus tokens, paper towels and napkins, tote bags, duffle bags, 
back packs, hats, scarves, gloves) 
 

     Donations can be given to West Chester residents and FS 
supporters Margaret Downey, Carol Everhart Roper and/
or Tracy McPherson at any FS meeting. The items will be 
delivered to Safe Harbor at the earliest convenience and a tax-
deduction receipt will be provided to donors requesting one. 

 Supporters and Donors 
Betsy Bates                                                                          $80 
Kathy Blumenauer                                                           $150 
C. S. Chester                                                                       $30 
George Erickson                                                               $200 
Bob Hoffman                                                                    $250 
William D. Hughes                                                             $10 
Glen Loev                                                                          $220 
George Marks                                                                     $30 
Marshall Martin                                                                 $75 
Richard C. Miller                                                             $100 
Gladys Pfaff                                                                      $100 
Shawn K. Robbins                                                             $50 
Laura L. Rothkopt                                                             $30 
Tom Schottmiller                                                             $500 
Jim Stix                                                                               $50 
Levin Tilghaman                                                                $30 
Mark W. Zacharias                                                           $30 
Mark Ziss                                                                            $50 

Caricature artist Emily Anthony was shocked to hear rapper 
Cee Lo Green alter the cherished words of John Lennon’s 
Imagine at the 2011/2012 New Year’s Eve event in New 
York City. Her outrage is exemplified in the clever cartoon 
printed exclusively in the Freethought Society’s newsletter 
The Freethought News. 
     Anthony has agreed to regularly submit cartoons about 
issues of concern to the freethought community. FS thanks 
Anthony for allowing the publication of her original artwork 
and recommends that readers keep her in mind for carica-
tures and other artwork. She is available for party venues, 
book illustration and portrait work. Contact Anthony at:  
 

www.emilyarts.com 







The Freethought Society (FS) promotes freedom of thought, expression and choice. FS also advocates separation of re-
ligion and government. 
     FS publishes a quarterly newsletter (The Freethought Society News). The newsletter is delivered as an ezine via email 
only. The newsletter is complimentary to supporters, donors, like-minded individuals and those who are interested in 
learning more about freedom of thought.  
     Monthly events take place in many locations across the nation, with emphasis in the tri-state area of Pennsylvania, 
Delaware and New Jersey. FS activities and services depend on the financial contributions of supporters. Funds may be 
sent using this form or via the FS website (www.FtSociety.org). All contributions to FS are tax-deductible to the fullest 
extent of the law (EIN Number: 23-2738574). Please donate generously. 
 

Yes! I want to: 
 

(  ) become a supporter of FS (Please enclose checks payable to the Freethought Society):  
      $30 Individual Supporter             $35 Family Supporter             $20 Student            $1,000 Supporter for a Lifetime 
 

(  ) become a “Freethought Star” by setting up an automatic monthly donation to FS from my bank or through 
     PayPal in the amount of (circle one): $5    $10    $15    $20    $25    $30    $35    $40    $45   $_____(other per month) 
     This type of automatic monthly donation can be set up through your bank. Please contact them directly. 
 

(  ) earmark a donation to (insert project, event or committee name): __________________________________________ 
  
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Street Address: ____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
City, State and Zip: _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Email Address: ____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Phone: __________________________________________Cell: ____________________________________________ 
 

(  ) Check here if you prefer your sponsorship to remain anonymous. 
 

FS will email a complimentary newsletter to potential supporters. Please provide contact information for anyone who 
might be interested in receiving an FS newsletter. 
 
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Email: ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Mail donations to: Freethought Society, P.O. Box 242, Pocopson, PA 19366-0242 or email: newsletter@FtSociety.org 

The four men in the adjacent photo are members of the Free 
Thinkers of Haiti (FTH). They are shown visiting a village 
near Port-au-Prince to teach residents about solar box cooking. 
The cooker in the photo is one of eight that was sent to FTH 
thanks to the fund raising efforts of the Freethought Society 
during 2011.  
     The men are wearing “Good Without God” T-shirts 
supplied by EvolveFISH. The message on the shirts help 
convey the mission and purpose of the group. They are proud 
to teach about science and the natural world as they educate 
the public about solar box cooking. The names of the men are 
(from right to left) Feder Myrtil Marcelus, Stanley 
Larosiliere, Billy Almoza and Pierre Esnor Pierre. The 
name of the woman in the photo is not known. 


