Leadership Summit and Lobby Day 2026

by Margaret Downey

Each year the Secular Coalition for America (SCA) hosts a Leadership Summit where
affiliate leaders can meet, socialize, and share ideas. The 2026 Leadership Summit was held
in Washington, D.C., March 6-9. I was pleased to represent the Freethought Society (FS) as
its President. Actor, producer, and director Jon Huertas attended as a representative of the
FS Diversity Outreach Committee. The FS newly-elected Vice-President David Condo was
also able to attend on the last day of the Summit.

Huertas delivered an inspiring speech, giving attendees sound advice about ex-
panding outreach efforts and insights into future possibilities. As a member of the Hispanic
community, he also emphasized the importance of finding ways in which secularists could
help with the problems taking place through ICE raids. Secularists can be of assistance by
continuing to educate the public about basic human rights, due process, and equal
protection under the law. Huertas made many friends during the event and hopes to become
even more involved in the secular community.

If you are interested in keeping up with Hispanic legislators, please sign up to receive
updates from the Congressional Hispanic Caucus (CHC). CHC is 44 members strong and
serves as a forum for the Hispanic Members of Congress to coalesce around a collective
legislative agenda. The Caucus is dedicated to voicing and advancing, through the legis-
lative process, issues affecting Hispanics in the United States, Puerto Rican citizens, and
people in the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands. For more information,
please visit the following website: https://chc.house.gov/

Perhaps because we must band together to face a dangerous foe, many attendees
noticed that the level of cooperation between affiliates has grown. Concerns about Donald
Trump and the secular community center on policy direction, judicial influence, and the
increased merger of religion and government.

One major issue is the appointment of federal judges and Supreme Court justices.
During his first presidency Trump appointed three justices, shaping a Court that has been
more receptive to arguments expanding the role of religion in public life and weakening
traditional boundaries between religion and government. Secular advocates worry that this
trend could lead to increased public funding for religious institutions or greater religious
expression within government settings.

The perceived danger we face is less about any single policy and more about a
cumulative shift, including increased entanglement between religion and government,
potential erosion of neutrality, and unequal application of laws affecting religious and
nonreligious groups.

Another area of concern involves executive policy and rhetoric. Trump has expressed
support for weakening or eliminating the Johnson Amendment, which restricts tax-exempt
organizations from endorsing political candidates. Secularists argue that repealing it could
enable religious institutions to engage more directly in partisan politics while retaining tax
advantages, potentially amplifying religious influence in elections.

Additionally, some policies associated with the Trump administration are expanding
religious exemptions in healthcare, education, and employment. These exemptions have
been viewed by secular organizations as privileging religious beliefs in ways that could
limit access to services or equal treatment for others. For example, expanded conscience
protections for religious employers or contractors may create tension between religious
liberty claims and anti-discrimination policies. It’s also worth noting that supporters of
Trump often frame these same actions differently. They argue that such policies protect
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religious freedom and correct what they see as an overly
restrictive interpretation of religion and government sepa-
ration.

The Trump administration (following Project 2025
guidelines) is trying to weaken or totally repeal the Johnson
Amendment. Enacted in 1954, the Johnson Amendment is a
provision of the United States tax code that applies uniformly
to all 501(c)(3) organizations — religious and secular alike.
Its purpose is straightforward: to ensure that institutions
benefiting from tax-deductible donations operate in a
nonpartisan manner.

By prohibiting these organizations from endorsing or
opposing political candidates, the Amendment protects both
the integrity of the charitable sector and the public’s trust in it.
Tax-exempt status is not merely a privilege; it is a public
subsidy. Donations to 501(c)(3) organizations are effectively
supported by taxpayers, who forgo revenue so that these
institutions can serve educational, religious, scientific, and
charitable missions. In return, such organizations are expected
to remain focused on those missions rather than functioning
as vehicles for partisan political activity.

Allowing tax-deductible funds to be used for political
campaign purposes would blur this line and undermine con-
fidence in the entire nonprofit system.

Compliance with these standards already requires
significant transparency and accountability. Secular nonprofit
organizations, for example, must file detailed annual reports
documenting their finances, activities, and governance.

FS adheres to these requirements, providing compre-
hensive disclosures that account for how every dollar is raised
and spent. This level of oversight helps ensure that organi-
zations remain true to their stated purposes and do not misuse
public support.

Repealing or weakening the Johnson Amendment
would create a serious imbalance. It could allow certain
organizations to retain the financial advantages of charitable
status while engaging in partisan campaigning — an outcome
that would effectively open a new and largely unregulated
channel for campaign finance. A black hole of money going to
candidates through churches is a bleak prediction and one can
imagine a donor using monetary donations to endorse a
candidate of the donors choice, with no accountability!

Basically, tax-deductible contributions could be re-
directed, directly or indirectly, to support political candidates,
including through houses of worship or other charitable
entities that are less rigorously monitored in practice. Such a
change would not expand individual freedoms.

The Johnson Amendment, however, does not restrict
the political speech of individuals, including clergy or non-
profit leaders. They remain free, as private citizens, to express
their views, endorse candidates, and participate fully in
civilian life. The restriction applies only to the institution
itself when it operates under the benefits of tax-exempt status.
If an organization wants to engage in electoral politics it can
do so by forming or supporting a separate political entity,
such as a political action committee, which is the proper way
to avoid leveraging taxpayer-subsidized charitable contribu-
tions.

All of the above was conveyed during the SCA Lobby
Day event which took place March 10, 2026 — the day after
the conclusion of the SCA Leadership Summit. Downey,
Huertas, Kevin Bolling (Secular Student Alliance executive
director, Christina Magallanes-Jones (Atheists United
president), Evan Clark (Atheists United executive director),
and Neil Polzin (City of Covina elected treasurer) visited
California government representatives and emphasized that
preserving the Johnson Amendment is essential for main-
taining fairness, transparency, and constitutional balance.
Equal treatment under the law ensures that no organization,
religious or secular, receives special permission to mix
charitable resources with partisan politics. Upholding this
standard protects the nonprofit sector from politicization,
safeguards public trust, and reinforces the boundary between
religion and government that is central to a pluralistic
democracy. In short, the Johnson Amendment is not a con-
straint on free expression; it is a guardrail that preserves the
integrity of both charitable work and the democratic process.

Condo, Marjorie Goldman (FS board member), Sally
Wenzel, Dana Morganroth, Emma Falls, and Karl
Nordstrom presented information as noted above about the
Johnson Amendment to representatives in Pennsylvania.

We thank SCA for providing a training folder that
included talking points and soundbites for successful Lobby
Day visits.

Pictured left is Jon Huertas (actor,
director, and producer) flanked by
Nnenna Onwukwe (Communications
Manager for the Secular Coalition for
America) left, and Margaret Downey
(Founder and President of the Free-
thought Society) right.

The group is pictured at the 2026
Leadership Summit welcome dinner held
at the Phoenix Park Hotel in Washington,
D.C., March 6-9.

Huertas socialized with everyone in
attendance and thoroughly enjoyed
making new friends. After meeting so
many like-minded individuals he hopes to
volunteer more of his time to secular
efforts.



Photos from the 2026 SCA Lobby Day and Summit

Pictured above are 2026 Secular Coalition for America Lobby Day Pennsylvania participants (left to right) Karl Nordstrom,
David Condo, Marjorie Goldman, Emma Falls, Sally Wenzel, and Dana Morganroth.

The group is standing in front of the iconic white, neoclassical Washington, D.C. Capitol building. It is widely recognized as a
symbol of American strength and freedom as that is where the United States Congress meets to write laws. The building
construction started in 1793. It was burned down in 1814 by British troops, rebuilt, and expanded. On January 6, 2021,
thousands of right-wing rioters breached multiple police perimeters and occupied parts of the building for several hours.

Pictured above left is the California lobby group after visiting the office of Congressman Gilbert Ray Cisneros, Jr. Cisneros
is currently serving in the 119t Congress. Left to right are Kevin Bolling, Neil Polzin, Jacob B. Edwards (Cisneros’ staff
member), Margaret Downey, Evan Clark, Christina Magallanes-Jones, and Jon Huertas. During the lobby day meeting
the group emphasized the importance of Congressman Cisneros joining the Congressional Freethought Caucus (CFC). He did
so a month later! Readers should ask their Congressional representative to join, too. To learn more about CFC, please visit:
https://freethoughtcaucus-huffman.house.gov/

Pictured above right are participants at the Secular Coalition for America (SCA) Leadership Summit. Left to right are David
Condo, Margaret Downey, Jon Huertas, and Steven Emmert. Emmert is the executive director of SCA.
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Philadelphia, PA Sites to Visit in Celebration of the
Founding of the United States of America

by David Condo

As the country prepares to celebrate the 250t
anniversary of the Declaration of Independence this
summer, several places are highlighting Thomas
Paine’s influence on the American Revolution and
his legacy as an advocate for freedom.

One of the most prominent celebration exhibits
can be found at the National Constitution Center’s
(NCC) building entitled “America’s Founding.” The
location of NCC is: 525 Arch Street, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.

The NCC exhibit opened on February 16, 2026, which
coincided with Presidents’ Day. NCC takes visitors on a
journey from the colonies’ growing tensions with Great
Britain to the drafting, ratification, and adoption of the
Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of
Rights. As part of that journey, the beginning of the exhibit
features an original copy of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense
pamphlet. His famous quote, “We have it in our power to
begin the world over again,” is highlighted.

Two of the exhibit’s new sections are ‘Patriot or
Loyalist?” and “Federalists vs. Anti-Federalists.” These
sections emphasize how divided America was during its
Founding Years. Many of the colonists did not want to rebel
against the English monarchy, and Paine’s words both before
and during the Revolutionary War were crucial to convincing
significant numbers of people that true independence was the
best way forward. It was refreshing to see Paine get recog-
nition at the NCC for his efforts to advance freedom,
democracy, and resistance to tyranny.

As part of its promotion for their new exhibit, and to
celebrate the 250t anniversary of the publication of Common
Sense, NCC organized a webinar on February 9t that featured
Paine experts Gary Berton and Scott Cleary as guest
speakers. A recording of the webinar can be viewed at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bh8BzCLCL4

Paine is highlighted in several other locations at NCC.
During their flagship in-person presentation titled “Freedom
Rising,” NCC combined a few passages from Paine’s The
American Crisis No. I, featuring his famous words, “These
are the times that try men’s souls...Tyranny, like hell, is not
easily conquered...but if there be trouble, let it be in my day,
that my child may have peace.” Freedom Rising is held
multiple times a day.

Copies of Common Sense are for sale at NCC. Other
works from Paine are included in their gift shop’s “Founding
Fathers” section. Their children’s section had the illustrated
book Thomas Paine and the Dangerous Word for sale, and
Paine is even listed on a wooden ruler entitled “American
Patriots” on its front.

NCC has also reopened its “First Amendment” gallery,
complete with a section on what religious freedom does and
does not mean in America. In May of 2026 NCC will open
another new exhibit entitled the “Separation of Powers and
Federalism Gallery.”

Located near NCC is the Museum of the
American Revolution (MAR). The Museum
address is 101 South 3t Street. I was pleased to
see even more references to Paine’s role in the
Revolutionary War. For example, a prominent des-
cription of Washington’s army fleeing through
New Jersey in November 1776 is labeled as “The
Times That Try Men’s Souls.”

An extended version of Paine’s famous quote,
and an overall description of his work The American Crisis
No. 1, is also featured on a gallery wall.

Paine’s most prominent mention is featured in a timeline
of the Revolution, along with his famous quote of “We have
it in our power to begin the world over again.” Included in
this section is an original printing of Common Sense, along
with a publisher’s advertisement for it.

Within MAR’s “Revolutionary Place” exhibit, located on
the first floor, Paine’s Common Sense and The American
Crisis No. 1 pamphlets are featured on a shelf in a section
about Philadelphia’s many taverns that existed at the time of
the Revolutionary War. The taverns are noted as places where
people “drank, read newspapers, talked business and politics,
and had fun.”

A copy of Common Sense, as well as the aforementioned
book Thomas Paine and the Dangerous Word, was also found
in the Parlor Room section of this exhibit. This exhibit has a
revolving display of items. A MAR employee admitted that
people sometimes take items on display; thus, the pamphlets
and books in the tavern and the parlor room are subject to
change.

Finally, a picture of Paine and his “times that try men’s
souls” quote is featured in Revolution, a 15-minute film
shown in the MAR theater. The film explores the origins,
experiences, and ongoing legacy of the Revolution.

Unfortunately there is no specific mention of Paine in the
MAR’s feature exhibit about the Declaration of Independence
on the first floor, in spite of Paine’s potential involvement as
illustrated by the Sherman copy. See:

https://thomaspaine.org/the-sherman-copy/

The Declaration of Independence exhibit itself shows
how the document inspired many other subsequent move-
ments in history, including advances in civil rights that Paine
would likely have applauded. Paine’s legacy is also honored
in other places in Philadelphia, including the Common Sense
historical marker a few blocks south of MAR; a mention at
the Independence Visitor’s Center; and a large collection of
Paine memorabilia at the American Philosophical Society.

For the full easy-to-follow Thomas Paine Philadelphia
Walking Tour document, visit the Freethought Society’s
Thomas Paine Foundation/Memorial Committee link at:

https://www.ftsociety.org/menu/thomas-paine-memorial-
committee/
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The Freethought Society 2026 Pi Day Event

by David Condo

Dessert and discussion were on the menu when the
Freethought Society (FS) cohosted a Pi Day event with the
Philadelphia Ethical Society (PES) on March 14, 2026. The
event took place at the beautiful PES building located at 1906
Rittenhouse Square. For FS and PES, Pi Day is a wonderfully
secular celebration that blends the famous mathematical
constant with the appeal of pie consumption.

Attendees enjoyed various pie selections (topped with their
choice of ice cream or whipped cream). Pictured below is the
FS serving table and me dressed as the official FS patissier.

While enjoying their pie, attendees were able to meet and
and greet the special Pi Day guest, Fish Stark. He is the
Executive Director of the American Humanist Association
(AHA). His father, Fortney Hillman “Pete” Stark, Jr., was a
member of the United States House of Representatives from
1972 to 2013.

The formal program officially started at 6:30 PM, after
people had selected their pie desserts and settled into the large
round table setting. After I made some opening remarks, Stark
provided an update on the mission, accomplishments, and
future plans of AHA while actively listening to feedback and
experiences from attendees.

Stark covered a wide range of topics, such as AHA’s
increased organizational resources and local chapters; their
legal engagement in specific areas; their research into what is
important to the country’s diverse nonreligious sector; and
their growth strategy for the coming years. He also talked
about the multiple initiatives AHA is leading in 2026, which
included their American Empathy Project.

The AHA’s American Empathy Project is an undertaking
as a nationwide counter-offensive of defiant empathy through
service by putting $100,000 directly into the hands of
humanists and AHA allies to take a stand for our neighbors
and for goodness. Beyond the grant program, AHA is
encouraging humanists across the country to put empathy into
action every year around the dates of May 2-4, whether by
joining a volunteer opportunity, hosting their own local
project, or doing individual acts of empathy.

Stark also provided an explanation on the origins and
meanings of humanism. The projects, AHA accomplishments,

and historical review of humanism were particularly insightful
for attendees who had previously not been familiar with the
movement.

One of the most informative — and concerning — parts of
the evening were Starks’s examples of how religious ex-
tremists are assaulting our rights and freedoms with increasing
regularity and impact. Stark, however, was hopeful and
inspiring in his messaging. He provided practical advice about
what each person can do to push back on multiple fronts
against these attacks. He suggested:

* Report claims of discrimination to the AHA, so their legal
department can act on them.

* Join the Center for Freethought Equality for free to learn
more about the humanist movement’s lobbying and electoral
work (https://www.cfequality.org/). At their website, sign
up for their corps of hundreds of volunteers who are willing
to meet with their state and federal representatives.

* Talk about humanism as a movement that’s fighting for a
more compassionate world, representing empathy, com-
passion, open-mindedness, and honesty. During your
conversations encourage people to join as many freethought
and humanist groups as possible to connect with others who
are looking for a way to make a difference.

Stark’s presentation was followed by a very interactive
question and answer session — as well as a second round of
pie for some! The entire event was a wonderful blend of
learning, discussions, and socializing. Many people who were
introduced to FS that night registered to begin getting email
notices that the online ezine has been published.

I was pleased to give Stark an FS Challenge Coin to thank
him for his visit. He is pictured below holding the coin.

If you are interested in hosting an event in your area but
are unsure how make it happen, let us know! Grassroots
organizing is a foundation of the FS community. Any day can
be a good reason to enjoy the company of fellow freethinkers
— with or without pie.

T
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No Kings Day Past Event and Future Plans

The Freethought Society (FS) was founded to promote
freedom of thought, expression, and cooperation as well as
supporting separation of religion and government. To this
end, FS fully endorses the efforts of the national No Kings
Day protest rallies.

American Opposition, based in Colorado, is one of the
main organizations behind nationwide protests. Carlos
Alvarez-Aranyos founded the group, which operates as a
coalition of over 200 progressive organizations, heavily
supported by the nonprofit group Indivisible. Indivisible,
according to their website, is “a nationwide movement of
everyday people organizing on the ground in all 50 states to
stop the rise of authoritarianism in the United States and to
build a real democracy that works for all of us.”

Since the inception of both Indivisible and No Kings
Day, citizens have peacefully mobilized to take to the streets
and declare with one voice: America has No Kings. Thanks
to excellent media attention from unbiased networks, the
world has seen the power of the people.

In 2025, President Donald Trump’s “birthday parade”
was overshadowed by nationwide and international protests.
His attempt to turn June 14t into a celebration of his power
became a story of “people power,” proving that the strength
of a movement against authoritarianism lays in the citizenry.

On October 18, 2025, over seven million Americans
demonstrated national resistance to tyranny, spreading from
small towns to city centers and across every community
determined to defend democracy, protesting not only the No

Kings concept but also protesting the efforts of the United
States Immigration and Customs Enforcement (aka: ICE).

The Trump administration has sent masked ICE agents
into public streets, terrorizing communities, and even killing
protestors. ICE 1is targeting immigrant families, using racial
profiling, arresting, and detaining people without warrants or
due process. Trump is also threatening to overtake elections
using ICE agents as polling place monitors all the while
rigging maps to silence voters. Trump may view himself as a
dictatorial King, but as Thomas Paine would say, “In
America the law is king.”

The peaceful anti-King movement is only getting bigger.
“No Kings” is more than just a slogan — it is the foundation
upon which our nation was built. It was born in the streets,
shouted by millions, carried on posters, and chanted from big
city settings to rural towns — helping to unite people across
this country.

The United States of America does not belong to kings,
dictators, or tyrants — it belongs to the people. If you feel
this issue is of importance, and would like to participate in
future protests, please visit both the Indivisible website and
the No Kings website to stay informed and ready. Below are
the links:

Indivisible
https://indivisible.org/

No Kings
https://www.nokings.org/

Pictured left is Margaret
Downey, president of the
Freethought Society (FS),
participating in the
Huntington Beach, California

March 28, 2026

No Kings Day rally.

She is holding two signs — one
is held on behalf of FS board
member Sally Flynn, who could
not participate that day.

The monarch theme was
duplicated by several others at
the rally as exemplified by the

unnamed person

pictured with Downey.

Pictured upper right is FS
member Tom Schottmiller.
He is standing with an unnamed
rally participant who also used a
Thomas Paine quotation
on her protest sign.

Pictured below right are
Julia Sweeney Blum,
Mulan Sweeney Blum, and
Michael Blum attending the
March 2026 No Kings Day rally
in Los Angeles California.
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Know Your Rights: How to Protest Safely and Effectively

by Margaret Downey

Protesting is one of the most powerful tools people have to
make their voices heard. Whether you’re marching in a No
Kings Day, Hands Off, and/or Anti-ICE protest, or any
demonstration dealing with the separation of religion and
government, knowing your rights can help keep you and
others safe while exercising free speech. The safest and most
legally-protected spaces for demonstrations are traditional
public forums, such as streets, sidewalks, and parks.

According to the ACLU, as long as you are not blocking
driveways or building entrances, you have the right to be
there. Private property, however, is another matter. You may
not protest or gather on private property unless the owner or
manager gives explicit permission. You can, however, record
happenings on private property if your situated on public
property. If you are unsure, always stay on public sidewalks
or designated public areas.

You have the right to photograph or film anything in plain
sight in public spaces, including police and ICE agents. This
right is protected under the First Amendment. Keep an arm’s
length safe distance and document peacefully. Approach the
person you intend to film slowly, as fast and sudden moves
can be interpreted as aggressive behavior.

If an officer tells you to stop filming, calmly state, “I am
exercising my right to record in public.” Keep that arm’s
length safe distance and document peacefully.

Generally, you don’t need a permit to protest, march, or
assemble on sidewalks. If your demonstration intends to
block streets or disrupt vehicle traffic, authorities can request

you move to the sidewalk or require a permit for road
closures.

When possible, coordinate with organizers or local
officials in advance. Having clear communication can help
avoid unnecessary conflicts and ensure your safety.

If a police confrontation occurs, remember your key
rights should you be detained or singled out at the site of the
protest:

*  You have the right to remain silent.
*  You have the right to make a phone call if arrested.
*  Ifyoucall a lawyer, officers cannot legally listen in.

Keep your hands visible at all times and avoid sudden
movements or actions that might be misinterpreted as threats.
Staying calm and composed helps deescalate situations.

The best way to stay safe is to attend a protest with a
group and share your location with a trusted contact and
always carry written emergency contact information.

Ahead of a protest create signage and chants to commu-
nicate your message clearly and peacefully. Humorous and
thoughtful signs can draw attention to your message and
make onlookers think differently about the issue.

Individuals should bring their own water, snack, and basic
first-aid supplies. Exercising your right to protest is a
cornerstone of democracy. By staying informed, calm, and
united with others, you can stand up for what you believe in
— safely and effectively.

Whistling With Caution to Protect and Protest

Concerned citizens are using whistles to sound an alert that
the United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) agents are in a nearby area. Those who hear the sound
have time to stay inside, avoid the area, call family or legal
help, and keep themselves safe.

The Freethought Society encourages civic actions while
also stressing safety. If you see ICE activity, move to a safe
distance. Blow the whistle using short loud bursts. Text or
call people nearby that you know. In preparation, it is
advisable to enter contact information in your phone ahead of
time. Be prepared to share where ICE was seen and at what
time. Remember that you are warning, not engaging.

Do not approach agents and do not try to interfere. You
should not put yourself at risk. Whistle alerts and protests are
about community protection, not conflict.

Texting Trees are a good alternative to the use of a
whistle. This silent cell phone alerting approach carries less
risk of being construed as obstructive.

The use of a whistle acts as an instant alert system and is
much faster than social media. Purchase your own whistle to
help turn silence into community action. Voices are stronger
together and a whistle is recognizable and impossible to
ignore.

There are a few whistle codes that you can learn and
teach to your family, neighbors, and fellow protesters. They
can be used when ICE is sighted. There are two whistle codes
that can help communicate situations:

Code One
Blowing in a broken rhythm means ICE is
nearby.

Code Two

Blowing in a continuous and steady rhythm
means that ICE is detaining someone. Form
a crowd to record and stay loud. Stay non-
violent, but stay loud.

Using whistles at a protest can serve different purposes
depending on intent and context, so it’s important to think
carefully about safety, legality, and optics. The key distinction
is expression versus interference.

Using whistles to coordinate evasion of law enforcement
activity during an active enforcement operation could poten-
tially be interpreted as interfering or obstructing. Authorities
may interpret coordinated signaling as intent to impede oper-
ations. In chaotic moments, loud signals can cause crowd
panic or sudden movement.

Peaceful and disciplined protest behavior will often
strengthen media and public support. Anything that can be
framed as “interference” may shift the narrative away from an
important civil rights and anti-ICE message.

Please weigh all risk factors prior to attending any protest
effort. Being prepared and educated insures successful messa-
ging, a full expression of your thoughts, and safety for all
involved.



No Gods in Office

by Olga Bourlin

There is a portrait entitled “Declaration of Independence”
(1819) by John Trumbull hanging in the Capitol Rotunda.
The portrait can viewed at:

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?
curid=1800691

It is the most famous painting of the Founders, depicting
the five-man drafting committee of the Declaration of
Independence presenting their work to the Congress. It does
not represent a real ceremony; the characters portrayed were
never in the same room at the same time. It’s all legislators,
philosophers, and civic actors. No altar, no bishop, no cross.
Pure secular self-governance.

The American Constitution has nothing ambiguous to say
about religion. It does not hint, gesture, or leave room for
creative reinterpretation when it comes to the role of faith in
public power. It draws a line, and means it. Unfortunately, that
line hasn’t held.

Across the political spectrum, far too many elected
officials treat the First Amendment as a matter of emphasis
rather than a boundary. Some claim Christianity as civic
inheritance, as if tradition were its own justification. Others let
personal religious commitments drive public policy, encoding
them into law as though no further argument were needed. The
vocabulary shifts, but the constitutional problem doesn’t go
away.

What matters here is authority. The moment state power
is used to carry belief, something fundamental goes wrong.

The First Amendment contains two clauses related to
religion. One bars the state from establishing or endorsing
religion; the other protects the individual’s right to practice —
or refuse to practice — freely.

Together, they amount to a disciplined arrangement:
government abstains, and religion remains uncoerced.

Far from a slight against faith, this is a safeguard for it.
When religion attaches itself to power it doesn’t simply stay
“religion” in any pure sense but begins to serve the interests of
that power. It becomes shaped by what power needs: legiti-
macy, loyalty, control, and compliance. And once that shift
happens the relationship runs both ways. Power begins to use
religion, but religion — recast as an instrument of power —
can also reinforce and entrench that power, especially when it
is no longer accountable.

The Framers had seen enough of that to be wary. State-
backed religion in Europe and the colonies had meant taxes,
exclusions, and penalties for dissent. Their solution was to
deny government any role in choosing a preferred doctrine at
all.

In 1802, Thomas Jefferson wrote to the Danbury Baptist
Association — a group worried about religious liberty in
Connecticut — assuring them that the First Amendment built
“a wall of separation between church and state.” The letter was
brief, but bracing in its message that government has no
jurisdiction in matters of faith.

The problem surfaces when officials speak as though they
are still private citizens, forgetting that their words now carry
institutional weight. Republican Congressman Mike Johnson,
present Speaker of the House and a self-described creationist,

has described church-state separation as a “misnomer,” while
at the same time promoting governance grounded in a “biblical
worldview.”

At a Pentagon press briefing on March 10, 2026, after
telling reporters that day would be “our most intense day of
strikes inside Iran,” Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth recited
Psalm 144:

“Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for war
and my fingers for battle.”

The irony needs no commentary: the United States was
bombing a country for being an Islamic theocracy while its
Secretary of Defense opened a military briefing with scripture.

At a March 19, 2026 Pentagon briefing on Operation Epic
Fury, the U.S.-Israeli military operation against Iran, Hegseth
honored six U.S. service members killed in a plane crash with
these remarks:

“May almighty God continue to bless our troops in this fight.
Please pray for them, every day, on bended knee, with your
family, in your schools, in your churches, in the name of Jesus
Christ.”

Hegseth has characterized U.S. military operations as
rooted in Christian ethical principles, implying they carry a
sense of divine approval. During his opening remarks at the
first “Secretary of Defense Christian Prayer & Worship
Service,” held in the Pentagon auditorium on May 21, 2025,
before a required to attend crowd he said:

“This is precisely where I need to be, exactly where we need to
be as a nation at this moment, in prayer, on bended knee,
recognizing the providence of our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ.”

Hegseth’s statements would not sound out of place in a
church. That is precisely the point. Government is not a
church. The Constitution does not concern itself with whether
the religion invoked is familiar, majority-held, or sincerely
expressed. It concerns itself with whether the state is doing the
invoking.

If the right tends toward one kind of overreach, the left
has its own version. Sometimes the language is less doctrinal,
more personal, but the constitutional result is similar.

On February 28, 2023, at his administration’s annual
Interfaith Breakfast in Manhattan, New York Mayor Eric
Adams said this:

“Dont tell me about no separation of church and state. State
is the body. Church is the heart. You take the heart out of the
body, the body dies. I can't separate my belief because I'm an
elected official. When I walk, I walk with God. When I talk, 1
talk with God. When I put policies in place, I put them in with
a God-like approach to them. That’s who I am.”

It is difficult to improve on the clarity of the claims. It is
also difficult to reconcile them with the Constitution.

Civil liberties groups, including the New York Civil
Liberties Union and Americans United for Separation of
Church and State, objected promptly. Their concern was not
that a mayor has beliefs, but that he appeared not to understand
the distinction between personal conviction and public
authority. Adams later clarified that he accepts the legal
separation between church and state, while maintaining that
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his faith informs his values. That distinction is real. It is also
where the discipline lies.

The Constitution does not ask officials to shed their
beliefs. It asks them not to govern as representatives of those
beliefs. There is a meaningful difference between being
guided by faith and presenting policy as its instrument. There
is also a more practical concern. When policy is justified in
explicitly religious terms it ceases to speak to those outside
that tradition. It asks for agreement on grounds that are not
shared. In a democracy that is not a small problem.

The same tension appears in other forms. Zohran
Mamdani, the Democratic mayor of New York City mayor,
has faced criticism for incorporating elements of Islamic
observance into official and campaign channels, and for
invoking religious concepts in proximity to policy positions.
Critics have pointed to social media posts blending faith and
governance, and to public appearances where the line
between personal practice and political signaling has not
always been clear.

Legally, such cases are often less clear-cut. Courts have
allowed religious motivation behind otherwise secular policy.
But the broader concern remains: at what point does the
office — or the candidacy — begin to signal affiliation rather
than neutrality?

The Supreme Court addressed part of this in Lee v.
Weisman, noting that even subtle, government-sponsored
religious activity can carry an element of pressure. One need
not be compelled outright to feel that participation is
expected. In public institutions, especially hierarchical ones,
the difference between invitation and expectation is not
always obvious to those on the receiving end.

If these episodes shared only a constitutional flaw, they
might be easier to resolve. What gives them their persistence
is the way they are received.

Objections tend to depend on whose religion is being
advanced. Christian references are often treated as cultural
background noise by those who would object loudly to
Islamic ones. The reverse discomfort appears elsewhere.

A constitutional principle applied this selectively is no
longer a principle, but a preference in disguise. A genuinely
neutral reading would ask only whether the state is promoting
religion at all. The Freedom From Religion Foundation, to its
credit, has been consistent — filing complaints against
Christian and Muslim officials alike when they use state
authority to promote religious observance. That consistency is
the correct model, and it is notable because it is so rare.

Separation of church and state means “separation.” What
else could it possibly mean?

Part of the problem is a persistent misunderstanding.
Many officials act as though separating church and state re-
quires them to become secular in their private lives. It does
not. It requires discipline in their public role.

Another part lies in habit. American political life has long
been saturated with religious language — ceremonial,
familiar, identity-reinforcing, and rarely questioned. Over
time, it has trained many people to see official religiosity as
normal, even necessary. And part lies in advantage. Religious
language signals belonging. It reassures some constituencies
while marking others as outsiders. The benefits to those it
favors are immediate, while the constitutional costs seem
distant enough to dismiss. There is also, at times, something
more calculated. Recasting neutrality as hostility to religion is

politically useful. It converts a limit on power into a claim of
persecution.

The separation of church and state is an act of caution,
not indifference. When government aligns itself with religion,
even implicitly, it divides the civic space into those who are
addressed naturally and those who must translate. That divi-
sion may be subtle, but it accumulates.

The solution is not elaborate. Officials may believe and
practice as they wish. What they may not do is use the
authority of their office to give those beliefs public standing.
This protects those outside the majority, certainly. It also
protects religion from becoming an accessory to power —
invoked when convenient, ignored when not.

A constitutional principle cannot depend on which
religion is being advanced or which party is doing the
advancing. Once it does, it ceases to function as a principle at
all.

The First Amendment offers a simpler arrangement. The
state does not take sides. Citizens are left free to do so. In a
society as varied as the United States that restraint is not
especially dramatic. It is simply necessary. And it has one
further virtue: it asks less of human nature than the
alternatives. It does not expect agreement. It requires only
that power refrain from declaring a winner.

In a diverse democracy the state belongs to everyone.
That is precisely why it must belong to no religion at all.
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America Beyond 250

RECLAIMING
THE PROMISE
oFr PLURALISM

America Beyond 250: Reclaiming the
Promise of Pluralism is a half-day event that
will push back against the dangerous and
exclusionary narratives of the White Christian
Nationalist movement and advance a vision of
a more inclusive and democratic future.

Saturday, May 30

Arch Street Meeting House
Philadelphia

americabeyond250.org



Freethought Society Calendar Page

To receive notices about Zoom events, become a member of The Freethought Society Meetup group. Join at: https://
www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/. Each listing will have a unique Zoom link listed in the description of the
event. FS meetings have security features and will be recorded for replay on social media. Those who join the meeting consent
to be recorded and agree to abide by the FS Anti-Harassment and Code of Conduct Policy found at the FS webpage: https://

www.ftsociety.org/freethought-society-code-of-conduct/

May 17
On Sunday, May 17, 2026 at
3:00 PM PDT/6:00 PM EDT,
the Freethought Society (FS)
and the Humanist Society of
Santa Barbara will host Dr.
David Orenstein, professor of
anthropology, as he presents
“Humanity’s Debt to Africa:
Evolution, Humanism and the
Legacy of 8 Million Years of
African Descent.”

Orenstein will take the au-
dience on a journey through the
evolutionary process using a powerful slide show filled with
scientific facts, an overview of the scientists who confirmed
those facts, and information that viewers will be able to
convey easily should social conversations benefit from a
defense of evolution.

The link to view this event is:

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833

May 30

An FS Philadelphia Walking Tour will be taking place in
conjunction with the “America Beyond 2507 afternoon
conference, organized by American Atheists.

If you are interested in either joining the morning walking
tour or attending the afternoon speakers and panel
discussions, visit the following link to obtain tickets:

https://americabeyond250.org/

FS board members will also be hosting a table at this
event which will have information about our organization’s
initiatives.

The morning walking tour will be a casual stroll in
historic Philadelphia, starting at the Arch Street Meeting
House (320 Arch Street).

Travel by foot to see a few iconic reminders of brilliance,
courage, and freedom as we meet new friends, learn the
significance of the area, and have some good conversations
along the way. Please wear comfortable walking shoes as

some streets still have cobblestone walkways. The walk is a
total of approximately 1.3 miles on city sidewalks. David
Condo, the vice-president of FS, will be your tour guide. The
tour route will include the following locations for outside
viewing only:

1. National Constitution Center
(which has the new exhibitions “America’s Founding” and
“Governing the Nation™)

2. Independence Visitor Center

3. President’s House
(site of the recent legal battle over the removal of slavery
exhibits by the National Park Service)

4. Liberty Bell

5. Independence Hall
(newly renovated in preparation for Summer 2026 events)

6. American Philosophical Society
(which has a new exhibition, “These Truths: The Declarations
of Independence®)

7. “Common Sense” Historical Marker
(where the first edition of Thomas Paine’s historical pamphlet
was published)

8. Museum of the American Revolution
(which has a new exhibition, “The Declaration’s Journey”)

9. Franklin Court and Museum.

Participation in the walking tour is not needed to attend
the afternoon event — and vice versa, although FS is excited
to be participating in both. For questions about the walking
tour, contact Condo at: davidcondo@ftsociety.org

June 7

The Thomas Paine Historical Association
(TPHA) is hosting the popular Thomas
Paine Day on Sunday, June 7, 2026. The
event hours as 2:00 PM until 5:00 PM
Eastern and will take place at the Thomas
Paine Memorial Building located at 983
North Avenue, New Rochelle, New York.

The indoor and outdoor program will include a reading of
excerpts from the Declaration of Independence; various
presentations about the publication of Thomas Paine;
Collected Writings, an imagined dialogue between Paine and
Jesse Jackson on progress toward fulfilling the promises of
1776; and outdoor entertainment with time to socialize.

No registration is needed for this free and open-to-the-
public event, but donations at the event are appreciated. A
video recording will be available for those who are unable to
attend in person. For updates and additional information,
please visit the TPHA website at: https://thomaspaine.org


https://www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/
https://www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/
https://www.ftsociety.org/freethought-society-code-of-conduct/
https://www.ftsociety.org/freethought-society-code-of-conduct/
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88193881833
mailto:davidcondo@ftsociety.org
https://thomaspaine.org

The Freethought Society (FS) promotes freedom of thought, expression, and choice. FS also advocates for separation of religion and
government. We assist nontheists, educate the public about nontheism, and provide social opportunities where like-minded
individuals can meet, socialize and share ideas.

FS publishes The Freethought Society News every other month. The publication link is sent in an email notification and is
complimentary to supporters, donors, and those who are interested in learning more about freedom of thought.

Monthly events take place in locations across the United States via Zoom or in-person when possible. FS activities and
services depend on financial contributions from supporters. Funds may be sent using this form or via the FS website
(www.FtSociety.org/donate/). All contributions to FS are tax-deductible (Tax ID Number: 23-2738574). Donations can be
earmarked for use in a committee (see list below), project, and/or an event. Donations not earmarked will be applied to a general
fund which finances office-related expenses. Please donate generously. Check below if you would like to:

() become a supporter / renew support of FS (Please enclose checks payable to The Freethought Society):

$35 Individual Supporter $45 Family Supporter $25 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 $50 $55 $ other (per month)
() 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 send a complimentary ezine to potential supporters. Please provide contact information for anyone who might be interested
in receiving an FS publication. FS will never share or sell a subscriber’s contact information.

Name: Email:

Mail this form to: Freethought Society, 19744 Beach Blvd. #140, Huntington Beach, CA 92648 or scan and email this form to:
Ezine@FtSociety.org

Volunteer Opportunities Through The Freethought Society

Supporters of FS often want to do more than just make a financial contribution. Listed below are committees designed to fulfill the
mission, goals, and vision of FS. Volunteers are needed in all committees listed. Please contact FS to volunteer at:

volunteers@FtSociety.org

Anti-Discrimination Educational Committee Meetup Committee
(nontheism explained in classroom settings) (planning events)
Community Outreach Monthly Meeting Coordinators
(locate tabling opportunities) (schedule, manage speakers, and venues)
Diversity Outreach Committee Secular Celebrations
(developing programs to appeal to underrepresented groups) (develop new nontheist celebrations)
Free Speech Zone Committee Sole Searching
(research and implement displays in public venues) (collection of athletic shoes for donations)
Freethinkers Supporting Safe Streets Southern California Secular Coalition
(fosters communication with law enforcement) (connect, share, and grow together)
Helping Hands Speakers Bureau
(provides helpers to seniors in emergency situations) (provide FS a resume, photo, and speech subjects/titles)
Jump Into the Jean Pool Thomas Paine Memorial Committee
(collection of jeans for donations) (work on themed events)
Literature Placement for the Incarcerated Tree of Knowledge/Winter Display Committee

(provides freethought literature to prison libraries) (promote and support the concept nationwide)
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