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Each year, The Freethought Society (FS) promotes the use of a Tree of Knowledge as a 
winter holiday symbol for the nontheist  community. The Tree of Knowledge made its 
public debut in 2007 when it was installed on the lawn of the Chester County Courthouse 
in West Chester, Pennsylvania. At that time, the area was known as a “free speech zone.”
 For three wonderful years, The Tree of Knowledge was placed among winter holiday 
display items that  included a creche, giant menorah, the Chamber of Commerce holiday 
tree, Santa with his sleigh of presents, wire choo-choo train, and candy canes. In 2007, 
The Tree of Knowledge was vandalized eight times. In 2008, it  was vandalized only four 
times. In 2009, there were no incidents of vandalism at  all. It  appeared that  the community 
was getting used to the presence of nontheist  citizens and peace had come to Chester 
County. Alas, that  harmony was shattered when Chester County Commissioners Kathy 
Cozzone, Terrance Farrell, and Carole Aichele, in office at  the time, passed Resolution 
58-10. The Resolution, in essence, took away the public use of the free speech zone 
(Courthouse lawn area) during the entire month of December. The Commissioners 
purchased winter holiday-themed items, making sure to follow permissible descriptions 
found in the 1984 United States Supreme Court case Lynch v. Donnelly. 
 FS supporters, officers and board members have objected to Resolution 58-10 every 
year since 2010. The goal each year: To demand equality and put an end to the status 
relegated to the nontheist community—that of second-class citizens! 
 Another inclusion effort took place in 2013, but, once again, FS was denied 
participation in the annual winter holiday celebration. Commissioners Farrell, Cozzone 
and Ryan Costello would not  overturn Resolution 58-10 even though gallant  efforts were 
made by supporters and representatives of FS. Below are texts of the speeches delivered at 
the Tuesday, November 19, 2013, Chester County Commissioners’ Sunshine Meeting. A 
video at of the meeting can be seen at: http://bit.ly/SunshineMeeting

Margaret Downey:
 A Secular Jew, a Hispanic Freethought  representative and a Rationalist  Leader from 
India walk into a Chester County Commissioner Sunshine Meeting…
 This sounds like the opening of a joke, but it  really happened last year, on October, 9, 
2012. 
 Unfortunately, that year, it seems the statements from representatives of the Hispanic, 
Jewish, and Indian communities were not taken seriously; their questions were left 
unanswered, and their simple requests for the right  of equal representation during the 2012 
winter holiday season were denied. Several members of the public who were in attendance 
that day ridiculed their statements, disrespected their titles and even voiced objections to 
their standing as representatives of a growing and vibrant  nontheist  community. You too, 
Commissioners, seem to have closed your ears and minds to their positions supporting 
equal rights for nontheist  residents of Chester County. Every year since 2007, the non-
theist  community has requested inclusion in the Chester County Courthouse winter season 
public display.
 It  was an honor to have our symbol, The Tree of Knowledge, recognized equally in 
holiday displays for three years. In 2010, it  came as a shock to be denied access to, or to 
put it more bluntly, ousted from the free speech zone located at  the Chester County 
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Courthouse grounds. Each year, since then, we appear in this 
chamber to request that you reconsider that decision.
 One year we presented the results of an online petition 
with over 350 signatures supporting the inclusion of our 
Tree of Knowledge holiday display. Since we have not  been 
told the reason for your decision, last  year I presented to you 
a compromise. I suggested that  should your major objections 
to The Tree of Knowledge be the book cover ornaments, 
your input  would be used to hand-select  the ornaments we 
would use from our collection of ornaments that include 
subjects such as history, philosophy, biography, and science.
 Commissioners, the Freethought  Society board of 
directors made that 2012 proposal in good faith, yet our 
suggested proposal was ignored, and you dismissed the 
compromise without explanation.
 For three years, you’ve heard testimony from business 
people and residents of Chester County who want The Tree 
of Knowledge back on the grounds of the Chester County 
Courthouse during the winter holiday season. Today, you’ll 
hear more testimony to that  effect. Before supporters of The 
Tree of Knowledge speak, I ask you to set  aside any personal 
biases you may have, and hear the voices of nontheist 
citizens. 
 Hear our voices as clearly and loudly—just  as you 
would carefully and thoughtfully consider an inclusion 
proposal from a group requesting a Kwanza display, Lenape 
Native Americans seeking to publicly celebrate “Lowan,” 
Buddhists wanting to participate with the observance of 
Bodhi Day, and the many other minority groups that  also 
have their very own symbols and rituals. If they asked, 
would these other minorities get their symbol approved for 
inclusion? Please, take a moment  to think about  that 
question, Commissioners…
 The nontheist  community is simply asking to be taken 
seriously. This year, we don’t want our testimony to be 
dismissed as if it were a joke. The nontheist  winter holiday 
symbol is The Tree of Knowledge, and so I ask—as a citizen 
of Chester County, and as the president  and founder of the 
Freethought Society—that you allow the display of our 
symbol this year, proving that you, do indeed, strive to 
include and honor the diverse citizenry of Chester County.

Below is additional  commentary presented by Downey 
after some banter took place  between  Commissioner 
Costello and supporters of The Tree of Knowledge:

 We simply want  The Tree of Knowledge placed amongst 
the other winter holiday symbols in 2013. Nontheists who 
do not  reside in the area would visit West Chester to see it, 
bringing business to shops and restaurants. Our effort  is not 
a battle in the so-called “War on Christmas.” This is a battle 
for diversity appreciation, equal rights and respect  for 
minority opinions.
 On this, the 150th anniversary of the Gettysburg 
Address, I ask the Chester County Commissioners to give 
back to the entire community the use of the free speech 
zone. As President Abraham Lincoln stated so eloquently 
many years ago, the government is of the people, for the 
people and by the people.

Glen Loev:
 I am a member of the Board of Directors of Shir 
Shalom, one of six secular Jewish organizations in the 
Delaware Valley. If I look familiar, it  is because I am the 
secular Jew to whom Margaret Downey was referring.  
 One year ago I was here before you, making this same 
request  on behalf of our community—permission to include 
a Tree of Knowledge among the winter holiday displays on 
the grounds of the Chester County Courthouse.
 During this time of year, winter holiday displays reflect  
diversity within the County, and include symbols and signs 
wishing passersby a “Merry Christmas” or “Happy 
Chanukah.” We see the use of menorahs, creches, and  
brightly-decorated Christmas trees.
 We appreciate these beautiful, meaningful, and varied 
displays on public property. Actually, we would like to see 
them expanded, including more displays, from the many 
diverse groups in the community who celebrate winter 
holidays. And, as part  of this inclusion, nontheists should be 
allowed equal access to place a symbol of our choosing in 
the free speech zones on public property. 
 As per the 1984 Supreme Court decision Lynch v. 
Donnelly, religious displays on public grounds are permitted 
as long as there is also a secular display. For 3 years, in 
2007, 2008, and 2009, local secular residents were permitted 
to place a Tree of Knowledge on the lawn of the Chester 
County Courthouse designated for winter holiday displays.
 The Tree of Knowledge is a beautiful symbol developed 
years ago by the nontheist community, and is used in towns, 
cities and in private homes nationwide. It  is simply an 
evergreen tree decorated with laminated color copies of 
book covers representing a wide range of subjects including 
science, history, philosophy, critical thinking, skepticism, 
religion, and more. 
 Since 2010, however, permission to place a Tree of 
Knowledge among the winter holiday displays was denied. 
Instead, the secular inclusion requirement  has been fulfilled 
with a plastic Santa Claus, a wire-lit choo-choo train and 
plastic candy canes. While this collection is apparently 
sufficient to satisfy minimal legal obligations of Lynch v. 
Donnelly, it does not at all satisfy the nontheist community. 
 Commissioners, we have been trying to find the answer 
to one simple question, without  success. If you can answer 
it, we will be very appreciative:
 Religious communities are permitted to select and 
install symbols of their choosing on the courthouse lawn.  
But  after 3 years of successful, peaceful Tree of Knowledge 
displays, in 2010 they were disallowed, and permission 
revoked. Why?  
 In spite of our asking this question repeatedly since 
2010, no answer from the Commissioners has been forth-
coming. I will propose a guess. The decision was taken to 
placate complaints of some residents and members of the 
clergy. 
 I hope this is not the reason, because it  should be self 
evident that  some people’s insecurity, or irrational fear of 
“the other,” is an unjust reason to discriminate...period, and 
in this case, against the nontheist minority. 

(continued on next page)



 We are, however, unable to 
come up with any other ex-
planation for your refusal to 
allow us to place our winter 
holiday symbol alongside 
those representing Christianity 
and Judaism. The Freethought 
Society’s Tree of Knowledge is 
a symbol designed to promote 
knowledge, education, reading, 
and exposure to a wide range 
of ideas. Does anyone here 
oppose reading, learning and 
expanding one’s horizons?  
 It  can’t  be for a lack of 
space, since our display takes 
up much less room than the 
Santa, choo-choo train, and 
candy canes it would replace. 
There simply is no just  reason 
for The Tree of Knowledge to 
be banned from the area and 
replaced with those cute but 
meaningless displays that are 
unsatisfactory, even demeaning 
as symbols for our community. We nontheists are a growing 
constituency, and our request is simple—to be allowed the 
same opportunity for expressing our civic pride as other 
groups, nothing more.
 Commissioners, please consider our petition from a 
standpoint  of equity and inclusivity, and allow The Tree of 
Knowledge to again join the other holiday symbols on the 
Chester County Courthouse grounds—that bring light  and 
joy to the darkest days of winter and the approaching  
holiday season.    
 Commissioners, the decision is yours. Will you come 
down on the side of prejudice and discrimination, or on the 
side of inclusion and civil rights?  
 If, in spite of our repeated requests, the majority of the 
board again rules against  The Tree of Knowledge display, we 
would at  least request the courtesy of an explanation as to 
the reasons for that  decision. I hope that  you will grant 
permission, and this will be the last time you will need to 
hear our request, one that, while modest, holds very 
important  symbolism for our community, and should be 
simple for you to grant.
 Thank you for your consideration.
Bob Kay:
 Commissioners, unfortunately, many parents and most of 
our schools and colleges undermine the essence of effective 
learning—that is, a desire to ask mind-expanding and/or 
provocative questions. It  is vital that  we expose everyone to 
thinking that  might  help us become a stronger and more 
competent  nation. Ergo, The Tree of Knowledge, because: 
Fully 89 percent of our citizens of voting age are unable to 
name their representative in Congress. Eighty percent  of 
high school seniors have said that  they will never again 
voluntarily read a book—even though 50 percent  eventually 
do, this is still a pitifully low percentage. As of 1990, the 

average home in the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania only 
has 3 books. In 1996, only 40 
percent of college seniors were 
proficient  in reading. Ten years 
later, in 2006, this percentage 
had gone down to only 31 
percent. 
 The world is clearly in big 
trouble. We need more curious, 
creative, question-asking, and 
deep-thinking people to help 
solve numerous social, en-
vironmental and economical 
problems while working for 
the common good.   
 The Tree of Knowledge is 
one way of stimulating the in-
terest  of people, while at  the 
same time improving critical 
thinking skills. Even if only 
for this reason, I request  that 
you give our volunteers per-
mission to put up a Tree of 
Knowledge again this holiday 

season, and for years to follow. 
Sue O’Connell:
 I am a board member of the Freethought Society.
 I live in Philadelphia, but  I have traveled to West  Chester 
in 2007, 2008 and 2009 to participate in the unveiling of The 
Tree of Knowledge. The Tree of Knowledge is important to 
me and I would like to see it on display again.
 Although I was raised by a mother who was an atheist  
and a father who was a religious liberal, we always celebrate 
the holidays. My mother used to tell us that Santa Claus is a 
symbol of the giver within each of us. The Freethought 
Society is willing and able to gift an important  symbol to the 
citizens of West Chester—The Tree of Knowledge.
 My parents, like almost every atheist I've ever met, are 
good people. My father died last year and I miss him a lot. 
The Tree of Knowledge is a way of showing that  the values 
of nontheist people include knowledge and truth. These are 
important  values and should be respected in this country 
along with “traditional values.”
 I am a very politically active person and I know the 
importance of a free press. Leaving out recognition of 
freethought  books and the freethought  community is actually 
restricting free press. The exclusion of The Tree of Know-
ledge in a winter display since 2010 is an affront to this 
important  constitutional right. Books guarantee freedom of 
the press and The Tree of Knowledge helps us convey this 
important tenet of democracy. 
 The Tree of Knowledge exemplifies that  life can be 
rewarding and full without  a belief in a deity. These books 
are important to me and so many others. Books express who 
I am and what my fellow citizens hold dear—knowledge!
 The inclusion of a Tree of Knowledge in a winter public 
display makes nontheists and so many others a part  of the 
American spectrum, and we are deserving of the right  and 

Pictured above are (left  to right) Tom Schottmiller, 
Margaret Downey, Bob Kay, Susan O’Connell, Glen 
Loev and Jill  McDevitt shortly after they spoke at the 
November 19, 2013 Chester County Commissioners’ 
Sunshine Meeting.



have the freedom to express ourselves. The nontheist 
community is an integral part  of West  Chester—we are 
American citizens, too.
 We are good people, and we want to participate in the 
winter holiday season by giving other citizens a gift  of 
knowledge—The Tree of Knowledge. 
 Our secular holiday tree will serve as a reminder of the 
diversity of our community. Please include The Tree of 
Knowledge in the 2013 winter holiday display.
Jill McDevitt:
 I am a resident of West Chester. The year I moved to 
West  Chester, I noticed The Tree of Knowledge sponsored by 
the Freethought Society when I drove by the Chester County 
Courthouse. The tree intrigued me, so I later walked to the 
Courthouse to take a closer look. I appreciated the display 
enough to look up the Freethought Society. Until then I had 
never heard of the organization. I emailed the president of 
the Freethought Society, Margaret  Downey, to tell her I 
thought  her display was so important, not  only to the 
nontheist community, but because it encouraged me to 
believe that Chester County was a place that recognized and 
celebrated diversity.
 I have always been frustrated every December when 
hearing one closed-minded small town after the next making 
the national news after displaying a Christmas Tree or 
Nativity scene in the town square, but  not  allowing people 
with different beliefs and values to have their own display. I 
never wanted to live in one of those closed-minded small 
towns, and so when I moved to West Chester and saw The 
Tree of Knowledge I was confident that  my new home was a 
place that was open-minded to different  ways of life, to 
learning from neighbors, to sharing ideas, and being a true 
community.
 With the refusal to allow The Tree of Knowledge for the 
last few years, but continuing to allow emblems of other 
traditions to be displayed, I am dismayed that  Chester 
County is not  the diversity-celebrating community that I had 
hoped it was.
 The way I see it is the County Commissioners have two 
ways of deciding what is displayed on the lawn of the 
Courthouse.  The first is working from a “our hands are tied” 
perspective. Because it’s public space protected by the First 
Amendment’s guarantees of free expression, organizations 
seeking permits to hold displays should be granted those 
permits, and if anyone in the community complains, your 
answer is “sorry, our hands our tied. Everyone has the right 
to display. It doesn’t  mean we like it, or condone it.” This 
attitude makes you inculpable. Under this scenario, The Tree 
of Knowledge would be displayed and you are free from 
legitimate criticism.
 The second way is working how you are currently 
working, which is that only displays you deem “important” 
or “appropriate,” or that  otherwise fit your personal values, 
can be put  up. You, for whatever reason which I still don’t 
understand, don’t  find The Tree of Knowledge important  or 
appropriate, and you will not  grant  permission for it to be 
displayed. Under this mode of operation, I would like to hear 
an explanation for how the September 19, 2013 display on 
the lawn of the Courthouse was important or appropriate.

 To refresh your memory, an organization, the Center for 
Bio-Ethical Reform, which by the way is not  based in 
Chester County, and advocating extreme anti-abortion 
views, was granted permission to set  up ten-foot-tall 
billboards on the lawn of the Courthouse facing High Street. 
One of these billboards showed victims of the Holocaust. 
The California-based organization displayed photos of dead, 
nude, and emaciated bodies stacked in piles. There were also 
photos of black men with nooses around their necks being 
hung from tree branches. Also displayed was a photo of a 
five-year-old boy beaten and covered in bruises. Oh, and 
photos of animal cruelty—a monkey being tortured with 
electrocution. The group likened all these things to abortion! 
By the way, they also displayed ten-foot-high photos of dead 
and bloody fetuses.
 I can’t tell you how many people I counseled in the days 
following. People who were stuck at the traffic light on High 
and Market Streets—with their children in the car being 
forced to look at these images for several minutes! 
 I also heard from people of color who were walking 
down the street  and unexpectedly confronted with a larger-
than-life photo of racially-motivated lynchings. Many 
people were triggered and traumatized in our community 
thanks to this anti-abortion organization located 3,000 miles 
from West  Chester. You, the Chester County Commissioners,  
granted permission for them to put up their display on the 
lawn of my Courthouse, which by the way, is two blocks 
from where I live. Today, I find myself standing in front of 
you advocating for permission to showcase books on a tree!
 So, again, either the lawn of the Chester County Court-
house is for everyone, including The Tree of Knowledge, or 
it’s only for displays you approve of, in which case I would 
like to hear a public statement on why you approved of 
photos of genocide and photos, not  drawings, not  actors, 
photos of actual people being murdered. What do you think 
citizens of Chester County would like to see—a tree 
decorated with book covers or photos of murdered bodies?
Tom Schottmiller:
 I have been a resident  of Chester County for the last 23 
years. After retiring recently, I made the decision to give 
back to the community by volunteering. This is my home 
and I love Chester County.
 I volunteer for local nonprofits and for the Chester 
County Orphans Court. As Orphan Court volunteers, we go 
into the community to visit  with fellow residents of Chester 
County. These are individuals who are unable to take care of 
themselves. These folks have guardians appointed to them. 
What  we do through the Orphans Court is make sure they 
have a safe environment  and that they are not  being abused 
physically, mentally or financially. 
 Doing that work along with other volunteer jobs has 
helped put  in focus how diverse our community is. We may 
not see it  in this room, but  Chester County has a diverse 
population. We have many people living here who can’t 
speak for themselves, but they want to be part of the 
community. This is why I am here this morning—to speak 
up for minority citizens who just want  to participate in the 
winter holiday season and to be able to display a meaningful 
symbol. 



 So, what is this thing we call The Tree of Knowledge 
that you are so afraid of? The reason I say you are fearful, is 
because actions speak louder than words. What  exactly is 
The Tree of Knowledge? 
 The Tree of Knowledge is a beautiful evergreen 
decorated with book cover ornaments. Books written by 
presidents of the United States such as Thomas Jefferson. 
Books written by and about  patriots like Thomas Paine. 
Books written by scientists and philosophers. The 
ornaments include the Bible and the Koran. Even the 
Constitution was on display. I don’t  see any reason why a 
Tree of Knowledge would not  be permitted other than the 
fact that you have some concern that  your fellow citizens 
would find knowledge in these books. Commissioners, 
knowledge should be cherished. We should all open our 
minds to additional knowledge. 
 You say that  you have followed a holiday display 
description found in the United States Supreme Court case 
Lynch vs. Donnelly and that  decision gives you the right  to 
display only certain items. You also say that  you have the 
power to choose display items. Sometimes when you say 
you have the right to do something and that you have the 
power to do something, it  still does not make it  right. That  is 
the case here today. I want you to consider, as you make this 
decision, that  it’s easy to say, “Well, we have always done it 
this way and so thus we are going to keep doing it this way.” 
But, Commissioners, this is a community that is becoming 
more diverse every day. It  is shameful that  you exclude part 
of the citizens from participating. We have minorities in the 
community that are being represented here today that  want 
to be to be involved. They don’t want  to be shunned. They 
don’t  want  to be discriminated against. They want to take 
part—doing what—displaying The Tree of Knowledge, 
decorated with book covers so that  people can be inspired to 
read about people like Thomas Paine and Thomas Jefferson.
 So what  am I asking? I’m asking for the Commissioners 
to reflect on their prior decision and stand up for what is 
right. As a politician I understand it is not  hard to do the 
easy thing and to do the thing you have done before, but  real 
courage—real courage is for someone to stand up and say, 
“I want to do the right thing. I want to respect all of my 
fellow citizens here in Chester County. I want  to allow all 
citizens to feel that  they 
are indeed part  of the 
community during the 
2013 winter holiday 
season.”
 Today, I ask you to 
reconsider your prior 
exclusionary position, 
and this year make the 
right  decision—vote in 
favor of accepting the 
Freethought  Society’s 
nontheist winter holiday 
symbol The Tree of 
Knowledge on the front 
lawn of the Chester 
County Courthouse.

More Tree of Knowledge Supporters 
Many people took the time to write directly to Commissio-
ner Terrance  Farrell in support  of a Tree of Knowledge 
display. Farrell is still accepting commentary through his 
email address at: tfarrell@chesco.org. Since 2010, it  was 
determined that  Farrell held the swing vote on this issue. 
Due to lack of space, just a few of the support  letters are 
reprinted below. The Freethought  Society thanks everyone 
who participated. Excellent  points were made by all. 
Reprinted are excerpts of a few messages Farrell received:
Fred Edwords
I understand that  you are considering a request  from the 
Freethought Society to include their Tree of Knowledge as 
part of your 2013 Winter Holiday display at  the Chester 
County Courthouse. It would be most  gratifying to me if 
that were to occur. I would then make it  a point to 
encourage my contacts from the Greater Philadelphia area 
and elsewhere to visit Chester County to see this display. 
Indeed, during this festive season that we all share it would 
be my pleasure to do what  I could to bring more tourist 
dollars to your area—a token of my appreciation for your 
support of religious pluralism and social diversity.
Burton Caine
The exclusion in my view as professor of law raises serious 
questions under the First  Amendment establishment and free 
speech clauses. It  also seems patently unfair. The views of 
two religions, Christians and Jews, are presented and the 
views of nontheists are excluded apparently because of 
objections to that  point of view. In my opinion, that is a 
clear violation of the First Amendment.
George Kelley
I ask the commissioners to refrain from being religious 
arbiters. It  is neither courageous nor wise to permit those 
seeking to preempt  this holiday to restrict it to their own 
beliefs and sentiments when intelligent people of good will 
likewise wish to have their sentiments expressed. I ask the 
Commissioners to act  wisely and with courage in sending 
the more important message, which is that  holidays should 
symbolize knowledge, love, and tolerance.
Tom Krattenmaker
Please allow The Tree of Knowledge to be displayed at  the 
county courthouse! I do not live in your area, but I care 
deeply about  a fair, open, and pluralistic public square. 
What The Tree of Knowledge exemplifies is that spirit.
Lawrence Krauss 
I do not  see how a celebration of knowledge could be 
offensive. Objects need not  celebrate God to celebrate the 
potential goodness in humanity, which is surely the intent  of 
the season. 
Steve Rade
I am a nonreligious person who supports the rights of 
religious and nonreligious groups to express their 
viewpoints and symbols equally in all public spaces. You 
will be doing the right thing by granting approval for a Tree 
of Knowledge display. Supporting this request  will 
ultimately benefit all citizens of Chester County.
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Photos of the Philadelphia Tree of Knowledge
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The photos on this page were taken 
at  the December 8, 2013 Tree of 
Knowledge decorating party. The 
event  took place in the lobby of the 
Ethical Humanist  Society of Phila-
delphia (EHSP). The identity of 
people in the photographs are de-
scribed left to right.
1. Margaret Downey (president of 

the Freethought Society) and 
Hugh Taft-Morales (EHSP 
leader).

2. Betha Waters, Linda 
Richardson, and Christian 
Hayden.

3. Jessica Corra and Simon Larter.
4. Thomas Carroll
5.  John McCormick
6. Rollin Wilber ( the EHSP pianist)
7. Ed Baker, Geoffrey Baker, and 

Neil Baker.
8. Susan Williams and George 

Kelley.
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The Tree of Knowledge: Celebrating the Roots of Humanism
by Hugh Taft-Morales

Welcome to this celebration of The Tree of 
Knowledge in all its manifestations, the 
cultural, metaphorical, and physical form in 
our lobby! Today we honor openness, 
tolerance, freedom of conscience, the quest 
for knowledge, and the joy of reading.  
 I want  to thank the Freethought  Society 
and Margaret Downey, who since 2007 have 
worked to make the Chester County Court-
house’s winter holiday display as inclusive as 
possible. For those of you who don’t know 
the story, the Freethought Society displayed a 
Tree of Knowledge—decorated with free-
thought, humanist and skeptic books  for three 
years—to complement  Christian, Jewish and 
Santa displays. 
 The Tree of Knowledge represents the 
right  of people of all faiths and worldviews—
religious and secular—to feel included and 
welcome during the holidays. To some, 
however, The Tree of Knowledge means 
something very different. Some traditionally 
faithful see The Tree of Knowledge as an 
attack on their faith. They see it as insulting, 
arrogant, and even heretical. It  scares some 
people so much that  they took matters into 
their own hands and vandalized it  on 
numerous occasions. Instead of standing up to 
such intolerance, the Chester County Com-
missioners simply banned The Tree of 
Knowledge. When the Freethought  Society 
came a’knocking on the door of 1906 
Rittenhouse Square a couple of years ago, 
there was, so to speak, room at the inn!  
 But  today I want to focus on the organic, growing, but 
metaphorical Tree of Knowledge that this physical tree 
recalls. For centuries, it  has stayed alive only thanks to the 
hard work of many nourish it with the written word. Planted 
by writers, tended by bookmakers, harvested by readers, it 
blossomed in the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. It’s 
fundamental to humanism and Ethical Culture and we have 
to keep it growing!
 Ethical Humanism was certainly built on the books 
provided by the Tree of Knowledge. Volumes and volumes 
filled the childhood home of its founder, Felix Adler. His 
father, Samuel Adler, a rabbi and scholar, found that  “his 
happiest  hours were those spent in his library.” His library 
was well-stocked with books from a wide range of 
disciplines See: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/
articles/830-adler-samuel) 
 Books and reading are fundamental to Jewish tradition.  
Twelfth century scholar Judah ben Saul ibn Tibbon saw 
his personal library as his most  precious gift to his son. In 
his will, he calls the library his “best companion” and his 
“best  treasure.” His advice to us all is to nurture your library 

like a living garden, protecting it  and helping 
it grow. He wrote, “Let  your bookcases and 
your shelves be your gardens and your 
pleasure-grounds. Pluck the fruit that grows 
therein, gather the roses, the spices and the 
myrrh.”
 Samuel encouraged his son to spend time in 
this garden. Felix read voraciously and 
developed both an encyclopedic mind and a 
new rational alternative to traditional religion.  
In my training to become a leader in this 
alternative, books played a central role. 
Guided by mentors in the American Ethical 
Union and the Humanist Institute, humanism 
was revealed to me page after page. Our life 
together at the Ethical Humanist Society of 
Philadelphia is enriched by book discussions. 
I love the fact that my office wall is adorned 
by books—alas, too many for me to read; 
nevertheless, their presence is inspirational.  
For humanists who don’t rely on super-
naturalism, the written word is one of our 
most  reliable sources for liberation and 
growth—words free us from narrow experi-
ence, encourage freethought, and generate 
wisdom. One way to spread humanism within 
our community and the region is to spread the 
love of books. Obviously, we could focus 
only on the Philadelphia public school system 
to do that, and making sure school libraries 
have adequate books and resources!  
 We at  the Ethical Society offer our own 
contribution each year through our Dictionary 
Project. Temma Fishman  and many others 

bring boxes of new dictionaries to local elementary schools, 
and offer enthusiastic third-graders short interactive work-
shops on how to use them. They particularly enjoy the pages 
in the appendix about planets, presidents, continents, 
countries, and states. Some students particularly liked the 
sign language page, and they were all amazed at the longest 
word in the English language, a scientific term of over 1,000 
letters! 
 Philadelphia was, after all, built on books. James 
Logan, mayor of Philadelphia in the early 1720s, establish-
ed one of the largest libraries in the American colonies. It 
fed the hungry minds of intellectuals and scientists who 
converged on the City of Brotherly Love as a leading 
academic center. Logan also supported intellectual life in 
Philadelphia by tutoring a future world-famous botanist, 
John Bartram, and mentoring none other than Benjamin 
Franklin.  
 Franklin built  his life around books. In his own mind he 
was first and foremost  a printer—that  is how he referred to 
himself in his will. He was also a librarian. In 1731, he and 
members of the philosophical association he started, called 
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the Junto, founded the Library Company of Philadelphia. It 
was the first lending library on the continent. Franklin called 
the Library Company of Philadelphia the “Mother of all 
North American Subscription Libraries.” The founding 
group chose a motto indicating a nearly religious dedication 
to literacy and wisdom. The motto roughly translates to a 
Latin term, “To support  the common good is divine.” 
Indeed, libraries do come close to being sacred places for 
freethinkers. 
 If so, the Mecca would have to be the Library of 
Congress, in Washington, D. C.  It is the closest freethinkers 
get to having a “holy site.” Last week I arrived there just as 
tourists descended from buses and swelled toward the 
entrance—just as would pilgrims do at Chartres or Notre 
Dame.
 This incredible building, the first  in Washington, D. C. 
to be built with electricity installed, opened in 1897. 
Miraculously, it  opened on time and under budget. Its halls 
are filled with inspirational mosaics, paintings, vaulted 
arches, and stained glass. One the first  floor, the Great Hall 
acts as the nave of this Italian Renaissance-style building. 
There you will gaze upon 75-foot-high ceilings topped with 
stained glass skylights and triangular ceiling vaults inscribed 
with names of writers and great  thinkers. That is where my 
tour started.   
 My group guide was John. He took us first  to a series of 
murals depicting the evolution of information transfer. It 
began with storytellers before an audience of nomads. Next, 
the painting of hieroglyphics—scribes etching words into 
stone. Then there came the painting of symbols on animal 
hides, followed by monastic calligraphers with quill and 
paper. The last  painting shows the Guttenberg press, perhaps 
the greatest technological contribution to humanism.  
 The tour continued up the stairs towards a huge mosaic 
of Minerva, the goddess of universal knowledge, holding a 
scroll indexing all the major areas of classic 
study: agriculture, education, mechanics, 
government, history, astronomy, geography, 
statistics, economics, poetry, sculpture and 
more. Behind this mural is the balcony that 
overlooks the main reading room, which is the 
inner sanctum of this secular shrine.  
 The dome above is ringed with bronze 
statues of 12 men from the various areas of 
learning. They include Moses and Saint Paul 
for religion; Robert Fulton  and Columbus for 
commerce; Edward Gibbon  and Herodotus for 
history; Beethoven and Michelangelo for art; 
Francis Bacon  and Plato for philosophy; 
Homer and Shakespeare  for poetry; James Kent and Solon 
for law; Joseph Henry and Isaac Newton for science.  
 Above these patriarchs of learning are statues of women 
representing the virtues. The virtue representing history is a 
woman holding a mirror looking backwards over her 
shoulder (from where we came) and the virtue representing 
science has a mirror reflecting in front  of her (to where we 
are headed). Far below the statues are 236 desks ringing a 
circulation desk, where librarians and curators scurry around 
at their tasks like ants.

 This scene must have been a far cry from the original 
more modest library founded in 1800, housed in the Capitol. 
It  was burned by the British in 1814, but resurrected thanks 
greatly to a man who said, “I cannot live without  books.”  
Thomas Jefferson, one of America’s most famous 
enlightenment  thinkers, was said to model his life after the 
Roman philosopher Cicero. Cicero was quoted as saying, 
“To add a library to a house is to give that house a soul.” 
 Jefferson spent most of his life collecting books. While 
United States minister to France in the 1780s, Jefferson sent 
thousands of books back to Monticello. When, in 1814, the 
British burned 3,000 books in the Library of Congress, 
Jefferson offered to sell his library to Congress as a 
replacement. A year and $23,950.00 later, the library became 
the largest  collection in the United States, with over 6,000 
books. It represented Jefferson’s encyclopedic interests, full 
of works on art and architecture, fiction and science, 
geography and language—all of which Jefferson thought 
were necessary for democracy to flourish. “Citizens,” he 
said, “must  try to know everything,” perhaps explaining 
inclusions of books on bee keeping and beer making.” 
Today, the Library of Congress has over 150 millions items, 
second to only one other in the world.  
 The largest  is the British Library, with over 170 million 
items. In third place is the New York Public Library with 53 
million items. In fourth, fifth and sixth place are in order, the 
Russian State Library in Moscow, the National Diet  Library 
in Tokyo, and the National Library of China in Beijing. The 
next  thirteen on the list are from Europe or North America. 
This is a testament to the importance of books in western 
history and culture.
 Of course, all over the world there have been other great  
collections. For instance, 14,000 stone tablets of Buddhist 
scriptures, from as early as the 7th century CE, were found 
safe and secure in the caves of the Yunju Temple of China. 

Many of the ancient  collections, however, have 
not survived. At its height, the Library of 
Alexandria in Egypt, founded in 228 BCE, 
housed 700,000 scrolls and attracted scholars 
from around the Mediterranean world, 
including the mathematician Euclid. Fires and 
invasions caused it to wither away by 400 CE.  
 While some of the fires at  Alexandria were 
accidental, many were set  on purpose by 
Romans, Copts, and Muslims. This destruction 
of books, called by some libricide or 
biblioclasm, is common in human history. Just 
a few examples include the 1193 CE Muslim 
sacking of India’s Nalanda University that 

destroyed many Buddhist  texts. In Constantinople, just  a few 
years later, the knights of the Fourth Crusade destroyed 
much of the Imperial Library. In 1258, Mongol Invaders 
sacked Baghdad’s “House of Wisdom,” throwing books into 
the Tigris River, whose waters turned black with ink.  
 Such attacks continue into modernity. In 1992, the 
century-old National Library of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
was shelled by Serbian troops attacking Serajevo, marking 
one of the largest single book burnings in history. In 1998, 
the Taliban destroyed 55,000 books and manuscripts in the 
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Pol-i-Khomri Public Library in Afghanistan. Baghdad fell 
victim again in 2003 when the Iraq National Library was 
looted and destroyed. Just this year, Islamist  insurgents in 
Timbuktu, Mali, destroyed thousands of manuscripts, some 
over 800 years old. The mayor of Timbuktu, knowing that 
many of the manuscripts had no copies, wailed, “This is 
terrible news…By destroying them, they threaten the world.”
 Of course it  is heaven, and not  the world, that  motivates 
many book burners. In 1499, during the Spanish Inquisition, 
Cardinal Cisneros  burned books that focused on humans 
rather than God. In 1562, Spanish friars, frustrated at their 
vain attempts to convert the indigenous, burned all samples 
of Mayan writing they could find. Civilization lost  access to 
much priceless Mayan history, astronomical observations, 
and calendars. Self-satisfied, Bishop De  Landa  gleefully 
reported that  what  was destroyed “contained nothing in 
which were not to be seen as superstition and lies of the 
devil.”
 Religious intolerance is the most  common cause of book 
burning, and the bonfires were harbingers of even greater 
evil. In writing about  the burning of the Muslim holy book, 
the Koran, in 1821, Heinrich  Heine  noted that  ink and blood 
run together: “Where they burn books, so too will they in the 
end burn human beings.” 
 This certainly rang true during the Holocaust, when 
fascists saw little difference between the destruction of 
literature and genocide. This is central to the book The Book 
Thief, which recently had its movie version in theaters. The 
German regime destroyed words and human 
beings in bonfires, bombings, and death camp 
furnaces. Even Allied bombings distinguished 
little between books and bodies. Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt noted ironically how often 
words fared better than people. In speaking to 
the Book Sellers of America, he said, “Books 
cannot be killed by fire. People die, but  books 
never die. No man and no force can abolish 
memory...”  
 The resilience of the written word is 
amazing. Despite the forces of terror, no matter 
how many books destroyed or confiscated, they keep coming 
back. Often repression backfires. Take, for example, the 
Vatican’s periodic attempts to ban books by publishing 
indexes and lists. Such lists were discontinued when it  was 
discovered that people were using them to identify and 
acquire banned books!  
 Even today, the best way to increase sales is to ban a 
book. The fatwa against Salman Rushdie for writing Satanic 
Verses led book sales to soar from about 100 books per week 
to a total of three quarters of a million! And the greatest 
book burning regime in history, the Nazis, inspired French 
anti-fascists to create a “Library of Burned Books,” 
consisting of all books Adolf Hitler condemned.
 It  was the flames of World War II that  inspired author 
Ray Bradbury to write Fahrenheit 451, the approximate 
temperature at  which books burn. Bradbury said, “It  follows 
then that when Hitler burned a book I felt it as keenly, please 
forgive me, as his killing a human, for in the long sum of 
history they are one and the same flesh.”

 Books were fundamental to how Bradbury engaged with 
the world. According to his official biographer, the very last 
essay Bradbury wrote was about  a childhood memory.  
Bradbury recalled:
 When I was seven years old, I started going to the 
library and I took out ten books a week. The librarian looked 
at me and asked, “What are you doing?” I said, “What do 
you mean?” And she said, “You can't possibly read all of 
those before they are due back.” I said,“Yes, I can.”
 And I came back the next week for ten more books. In 
doing so, I told that librarian, politely, to get out of my way 
and let me happen. That’s what books do. They are the 
building blocks, the DNA, if you will, of you.
 Think of everything you have ever read, everything you 
have ever learned from holding a book in your hands and 
how that knowledge shaped you and made you who you are 
today. Looking back now on all those years, to when I first 
discovered books at the library, I see that I was simply 
falling in love. Day, after day, after glorious day, I was 
falling in love with books.
 One veteran of the brutality of WWII who confronted 
the oppression of the McCarthy era also praised libraries. 
General Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “Don’t join the book 
burners. Don’t think you’re going to conceal faults by 
concealing evidence that  they ever existed. Don’t be afraid to 
go in your library and read every book...” 
 But  Americans had their own advocates of intolerance 

and book burning, like Anthony Comstock, 
who in 1873, founded the “Society for the 
Suppression of Vice.” Their seal actually 
depicts book burning! Comstock is said to 
have destroyed 15 tons of “lewd” books. Lewd 
in the eyes of Comstock, of course. 
 Freethought historian and author Susan 
Jacoby  noted that  the growth of an American 
literature celebrating nature and the human 
body actually stimulated a conservative 
backlash that supported Comstock.
 Robert Green Ingersoll, one of Comstock’s 

most powerful critics, warned that  censorship threatened 
both democracy and freethought. He saw an unholy alliance 
between intolerance and fundamentalism, and attacked them 
both. He proclaimed, “Give me the storm and tempest  of 
thought  and action, rather than the dead calm of ignorance 
and faith! Banish me from Eden when you will; but first let 
me eat of the fruit  of The Tree of Knowledge!” For Ingersoll, 
biblical depictions of knowledge as the source of hubris, sin, 
and corruption are at  the root attempts to control through 
intimidation and ignorance.  
 It  goes all they way back to the story of the Garden of 
Eden. There in “God’s Garden,” so the faithful might tell us, 
was a tree of knowledge that  grew delicious forbidden fruit. 
When the devil, incarnated as a snake, succeeds in tempting 
Eve and Adam, it marks the fall of both man and woman.  
Unable to resist, human beings choose knowledge over 
submission to God. Thus arises a cultural condemnation of 
the human quest  for wisdom. It  is no wonder that religious 
intolerance and piety so often accompany attacks on books, 
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libraries, and wisdom. These things supposedly drove us 
from a garden of paradise!
 For humanists, freethinkers and lovers of the arts and 
literature, however, there are few things more noble than 
nurturing the written word. It is precisely the garden of 
wisdom that calls to us and brings out  our best. Argentinian 
writer Jorge Luis Borges  put it  this way, “I have always 
imagined Paradise as a kind of library.” 
 Humanism has always placed faith in human beings and 
our insatiable desire for wisdom. The Renaissance brought 
forth universities with a renewed commitment to the 
creation of ethical and engaged citizens. Scholars embraced 
new works and discoveries. 
 Erasmus, was the most important  humanist  of his 
generation. He used books to advance society. Rhetoric and 
moral philosophy were embraced as tools for good 
governance and leader-ship.  
 In the arts, human beings were portrayed realistically, 
and of central concern, endowed with greater hope and 
responsibility for progress. Man became the measure of all 
things. Discoveries in the sciences, in optics and mapping, 
turned human attention from the vertical to the horizontal. 
Rather than worrying about  God above, humans explored 
the globe, stoking the furnaces of commerce. Books, maps, 
and ledgers filled libraries of scholars and tradesmen.
 Gutenberg’s press accelerated the Renaissance, 
embracing the written word and making books more 
plentiful and less expensive. No longer dependent  on the 
monastic scribes, freethinkers spread their message.  
 As the Enlightenment  accelerated book learning, the 
public became more literate. Works were printed in local 
dialects, not just Latin, and lending libraries flourished. In 
France, King Louis XVI proudly created the Lyons public 
library, stocked with 55,000 volumes. Denis Diderot began 
his Systematic Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts and Crafts, 
otherwise know as the Encyclopedia. Published in France 
between 1751 and 1772, it  filled 28 volumes with 71,818 
articles and was intended “to change the way people think.”  
 So grand a project, it had elements that were radical and 
anti-authoritarian. This posed a problem for the monarchy.  
While it was a jewel in France’s intellectual crown, it 
weakened both the authority of the King and the Catholic 
Church. It  promoted freedom of thought  and conscience, 
including an individual “religious sovereignty.” The church 
no longer had a monopoly. 
 The age of revolution and the birth of American 
democracy were infused with Enlightenment and humanist 
values. Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason  advocated 
freethought  and reason as sounder guides for the fledgling 
democracy than traditional religion. For this he was 
slandered, arrested and nearly executed, dying a 
marginalized figure with an obituary that  pleased his 
enemies.  One line read, “He had lived long, did some good 
and much harm.” He was, perhaps, the first martyr to 
American humanism.
 The first  widespread use of the term “humanism,” 
however, was noted in 1808. In its narrower use, it  stood for 
a bundle of academic subjects including grammar, rhetoric, 
poetry, history and moral philosophy, which praised human 

nature and exalted “this-worldly goals.” See page 8 of, 
Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance Europe, by 
Charles G. Nauert. The book emphasized the obligation of 
people to be educated and active citizens, as in Greek city-
states, but informed by books and law.   
 One mural in the Library of Congress emphasized the 
importance of books in creating “good government.” In one 
painting called Anarchy, buildings crumble and rubble 
crushes fallen books. A figure steps on manuscripts and 
holds aloft a burning document. Without  virtuous and 
educated citizens, and the schools and libraries necessary to 
produce them, democracy might not survive. Such is the 
fate of a civilization without respect for the written word. 

 Prior to the Civil War, Horace Mann, the leader of the 
Common School movement  in the United States, planted 
the seeds of our national public education system. The surge 
of agricultural science and technology spawned Land Grant 
colleges across the country. Advocates of science, reason, 
and tolerance published journals, articles, and books that 
questioned the status quo.  
 One of the most  ardent  was D. M. Bennett, founder of 
The Truth Seeker Journal. As stated on the masthead in the 
first  edition in 1873, the journal was devoted to “science, 
morals, free thought, free discussions, liberalism, sexual 
equality, labor reform, progression, free education and 
whatever tends to elevate and emancipate the human race.” 
All this was shocking to conservative critics.  
 The Truth Seeker was fond of Felix Adler’s progressive 
humanism and devoted considerable space to Adler’s 
speeches. Add in heathen contributors such as Clarence 
Darrow, Mark Twain, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and 
Margaret Sanger echoing the humanism of Voltaire, 
Paine, and Jefferson, and it wasn’t  long before Comstock 
was calling for Bennett’s head. Nicknamed by other 
conservative voices as “the devil’s own advocate,” Bennett 
spent time and money defending his First  Amendment 
rights in courts of law. He did, however, serve 13 months in 
a federal penitentiary, forced to do hard labor for charges of 
obscenity. Bennett was another freethought  martyr!  
Nevertheless, The Truth Seeker and other freethought  publi-
cations proliferated in the 1880s and 1890s.
 When in 1895 Stanton produced one of the boldest 
books ever published, The Woman’s Bible, she experienced 
similar intolerance. Stanton hoped to liberate women from 
the subservient  role advocated by some interpreters of the 



Bible. The Woman’s Bible instantly became a best seller and 
a stimulus to condemnation of the 80-year-old Suffragist  
hero by conservatives and progressives alike.
 Condemnation prevailed despite the pleas of Susan B. 
Anthony, who urged the Suffrage Association delegates “to 
vote for religious liberty, without censorship or inquisition.” 
 It  was around this time that one particular robber baron 
did more to advance open inquiry and the availability of 
books than nearly anyone else in history. Andrew Carnegie 
donated $1.5 million to construct  the main building of 
Philadelphia’s Free Library, and more than $350 million 
dollars to public libraries around the nation. The equivalent 
of that amount in today’s money of almost $4.3 billion! 
 Carnegie said, “There is not  such a cradle of democracy 
upon the earth as the Free Public Library, this republic of 
letters, where neither rank, office, nor wealth receives the 
slightest  consideration.” Jacoby in her book, Freethinkers, 
added that, “...the growth of libraries may well have 
contributed to greater acceptance of new ideas inherent  to 
humanism and freethought.”
 There will probably always be censors and book burners. 
They will meddle with our libraries, read our mail, and now 
spy into our cyber lives. These intrusions into our privacy 
might  threaten what we learn from enjoying the fruits from a 
Tree of Knowledge. We must be vigilant and protest  such 
intrusions. A different and modern challenge to the Tree of 
Knowledge is how difficult it is to really be open to a 
diversity of ideas—especially when we must  handle a flood 
of information at our fingertips.   
 In order to truly be open to a diversity of thought, my 
personal biggest  challenge is not that I can’t get books of 
different  views—no, my problem is not outside censors—it 
is an internal censor. It’s the tendency to only read what I 
already agree with, or watch news programs that confirm my 
existing beliefs (thus my love of Steven Colbert’s stealth 
progressivism). After all, it takes more work to read books 
by people with whom I disagree. We must strive to be open, 
to try to learn about all perspectives, and to teach our 
children to do this as well. This last part  may be the hardest 
thing to do. 
 Are we willing to encourage young people to explore a 
broad array of perspectives, from all across a wide spectrum, 
from socialist  to libertarian to conservative, from atheist to 
nontheist to theist? Are we willing to trust  in critical thinking 
and dialogue? This is what Dale  McGowen advocates in the 
book Parenting Beyond Belief. He wants his children to 
think for themselves, and do that  we should to encourage 
questions, consider all possibilities, read all types of sources, 
and then make rational decisions. This is also what author 
Daniel Dennett advocates.
 A couple of years ago in his book Breaking the Spell, 
Dennett  argued for compulsory education about world 
religions in all schools. He said, “Let’s get more education 
about religion into our schools, not  less. We should teach our 
children creeds and customs, prohibitions and rituals, the 
texts and music, and when we cover the history of religion, 
we should include both the positive—the role of the 
churches in the civil rights movement of the 1960s, the 

flourishing of science and the arts in early Islam, and the role 
of the Black Muslims in bringing hope, honor and self-
respect to the otherwise shattered lives of many inmates in 
our prisons, for instance—and the negative—the Inquisition, 
anti-Semitism over the ages, the role of the Catholic Church 
in spreading AIDS in Africa through its opposition to 
condoms. No religion should be favored, and none ignored.”  
 Dennett  continues: “It’s just an idea, and perhaps there 
are better ones to consider, but  it  should appeal to freedom-
lovers everywhere: the idea of insisting that the devout  of all 
faiths should face the challenge of making sure their creed is 
worthy enough, attractive and plausible and meaningful 
enough, to withstand the temptations of its competitors. If 
you have to hoodwink—or blindfold—your children to 
insure that  they confirm their faith when they are adults, 
your faith ought to go extinct.” 
 Dennett  believes that, “by opening the minds of all the 
young people and giving them a shared store of mutual 
knowledge about all religions, they protect  all those minds 
from the toxic forms of religion that spring up in every 
tradition.”
 Isn’t  that what is at the heart  of the humanist  tradition?  
Isn’t  faith in human beings, in our individual and collective 
ability to take in a wide array of evidence, read many words, 
hear many stories, and work through them so as to live the 
most ethical and rational life?  
 If we are to honor The Tree of Knowledge we should 
taste all its fruits. Consuming a wide variety of mental foods 
will keep us intellectually healthy and we should balance our 
educational diet by even reading the books with which we 
disagree.  
 John F. Kennedy said so much in his praise of libraries: 
“If this nation is to be wise as well as strong, if we are to 
achieve our destiny, then we need more new ideas for more 
wise men reading more good books in more public libraries. 
These libraries should be open to all—except  the censor. We 
must know all the facts and hear all the alternatives and 
listen to all the criticisms. Let  us welcome controversial 
books and controversial authors. For the Bill of Rights is the 
guardian of our security as well as our liberty.”  
 If we are to be enlightened citizens, we must  commit to a 
broad exploration of the written word. In fact, our 
democracy depends on it. Carnegie put his money where his 
mouth was. He offered that, “A library outranks any other 
one thing a community can do to benefit  its people. It is a 
never-failing spring in the desert.” Without open access to 
libraries and books of all types, we would be living in an 
intellectual desert.  
 But  in our information-rich age we have so many things 
to read that we might avoid what  doesn’t fit our 
preconceived notions. In order to keep The Tree of 
Knowledge growing strong, we need not  only many books, 
but the commitment  to read a wide variety of them. I say that 
to be true to our humanist  and freethought  traditions, to 
honor all those who made possible the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment, challenge yourself, read widely, and support 
your local library! If we do that, those who burn books and 
ban Trees of Knowledge will not win!                                  o   



Freethought Society Endorses “Why Marriage Matters PA”

The Freethought Society (FS) 
officers and board of directors 
unanimously voted to endorse a 
statewide campaign to strive 
for marriage equality. In sign-
ing the endorsement pledge 
(see below) FS is also listed as 
a supporter of the Whitewood 
federal lawsuit  asking that all 
loving couples have the free-
dom to marry in the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania. FS 
joined with local, regional, and 
national organizations in a 
public education campaign 
entitled Why Marriage Matters 
PA (WMMPA). 
 FS has partnered with the 
ACLU of Pennsylvania, the 
national ACLU and Freedom to 
Marry organizations. Together 
we will be working to increase 
support  for same-sex marriage 
in Pennsylvania. FS is proud to stand with a growing 
majority of Pennsylvanians who support  the freedom to 
marry. Below is the WMMPA Endorsement Pledge:

 On Wednesday, December 11, 2013, I was proud to 
represent FS by attending a press conference announcing the 
launch of the organization “Why Marriage Matters 
Pennsylvania” (WMMPA). The event was held in the 
elegant and stately Mayor’s Reception Room at 
Philadelphia’s City Hall.
 WMMPA is a grassroots public education campaign to 
build support for the freedom to marry in Pennsylvania. To 
learn more, please visit the WMMPA website at: 

www.whymarriagematterspa.org

WMMPA’s core positions in-
clude:

* Marriage is a basic freedom 
that should not be denied to 
anyone. 

* Gays and lesbians (like 
everyone) should be treated 
with compassion and respect.

* Same-gender couples want  to 
marry for similar reasons as 
everyone else—to make a 
public promise of commitment 
and responsibility to the person 
they love, and to legally protect 
their family.

* No one should have to face 
discrimination when they hope 
to marry the person they love.

* All couples who marry in the U. S. must get  a license for a 
civil marriage, and these should be available to same-gender 
couples. Religious institutions and clergy’s rights to refuse to 
perform marriages inconsistent with their religious beliefs 
will be protected.

 Polling of Pennsylvania voters shows that a significant 
portion of Pennsylvanians are still grappling with this issue.  
The WMMPA campaign is intended to move hearts and 
minds, and to spark dialogue with friends, neighbors, and 
family about the importance of marriage for same gender 
couples.
 As of December 11, 2013, WMMPA had 62 official 
endorsements, 12 of which are from individual politicians. I 
was pleased to see that  of the 50 other endorsements (by 
organizations), three (that is, 6 percent), were atheist/secular/
skeptic based. These organizations are FS, PA Nonbelievers, 
and the Philadelphia Coalition of Reason (PhillyCoR). 
 Speaking at the press conference were Reggie  Shuford, 
Executive Director of ACLU Pennsylvania, Shawn Werner, 
Director of Political Operations for Freedom to Marry, 
Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter, Ted Martin, 
Executive Director of Equality PA, and Reverend Jeffrey 
Haskins, Unity Fellowship Church of Christ, Helena Miller 
and Dara Raspberry. Miller and Raspberry are plaintiffs in 
the ACLU of Pennsylvania’s marriage equality lawsuit, 
Whitewood v. Wolf. All who spoke did so eloquently. 
 One speaker mentioned that  Edie  Windsor, who is a 
Philadelphia native and plaintiff in the lawsuit  that 

and Why it Really Does Matter
by Glen Loev

As an alliance based in freedom, fairness and equality, 
we, the undersigned faith, business and community 
leaders from across Pennsylvania, proudly stand 
together to support the freedom to marry for all couples 
in our state. We believe that gay and lesbian 
Pennsylvanians, who are in committed, loving 
relationships and who are active participants in the 
civic life of our communities, deserve to be able to 
marry like other Pennsylvanians. As our Declaration of 
Independence states, we are all equal and should be 
guaranteed the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness.

Pictured above is  Mayor Michael Nutter speaking at 
the Why Marriage Matters PA press conference

http://www.whymarriagematterspa.org
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challenged and largely gutted the (ill named) “Defense of 
Marriage Act” (DOMA) United States v. Windsor, was a 
runner-up in being named Time magazine’s “Person of the 
Year.” The Pope was chosen instead. 
 Miller, Raspberry, and Nutter made particularly notable 
remarks. Miller and Raspberry married in New York and 
moved, with their baby daughter to Philadelphia in order to 
be near their extended family. They brought  their little girl to 
the press conference, and she was a big hit. They pointed out 
the irony of moving for the sake of family, their own family 
status was negatively and unfairly impacted. They became 
“unmarried” with the residency change. 
 Nutter could not  have been more supportive. He is 
currently the co-chair of the national coalition “Mayors for 
Marriage Equality.” Nutter pointed out that Philadelphia is a 
leader in lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 
rights, having the strongest  equal rights legal protections of 
any city in the nation. In contrast, many areas outside of 
Philadelphia have very few protections from discrimination 
against LGBT  persons. Nutter said that  marriage equality 
will happen without a doubt in Pennsylvania. He stated that it 
“is not a question of ‘if’ but rather ‘when.’”
 There is reason to be optimistic. In a Franklin and 
Marshall poll completed in May 2013, 53 percent  of 
Pennsylvania residents said that they support the right of 
same gender couples to get married. 
 FS supports same-gender marriage rights in an effort to 
keep religion and government separate as well as promoting 
equality. Discrimination against LBGT people is promoted 
through biblical teachings. Laws must  not be based on 
religious doctrine and the government  must be neutral, 
protecting the rights of all citizens.                                       o
 

Pictured above are, left to right, Mayor Michael Nutter, 
Dara Raspberry, and Helena Miller. Raspberry is 
holding the couple’s adopted daughter.



The Freethought Society’s
2014 Four Month Activities Calendar

January 27 
Did you miss the September 2013 Pennsylvania State 
Atheist/Humanist  Conference? No worries. For the next  two 
months (January and February 2014), Freethought  Society 
(FS) monthly meetings will feature speeches delivered 
during the September 2013 event. 
 The Monday, January 27, 2014 meeting will take 
place at  7:00 PM, in the large meeting room of the Bala 
Cynwyd Library. The library address is 131 Old 
Lancaster Rd, Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania 19004. The 
library phone number is (610) 664-1196. More library 
information can be found at: lmls.org/lib_balacynwyd.html. 
The library is located on the corner of a nearby bus stop and 
the Bala Cynwyd SEPTA stop is within a short walk.
 The highlighted conference speeches for January are 
Amanda Knief presenting “The Golden Calf: Why the 
Faith-Based Initiative Needs to be Sacrificed” and Jerry 
DeWitt presenting “An Atheist Sunday Morning Sermon.” 
Each presentation is 30 minutes long.

February 24
The FS monthly meeting in February will feature 2 of the 25 
speeches delivered during the September 2013 event. 
 The Monday, February 24, 2014 meeting will take 
place at  7:00 PM, in the large meeting room of the Bala 
Cynwyd Library. The library address is 131 Old 
Lancaster Rd, Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania 19004. The 
library phone number is (610) 664-1196. The library is 
located on the corner of a nearby bus stop and the Bala 
Cynwyd SEPTA stop is within a short walk.
 The highlighted conference speeches for February are 
David Tamayo presenting “The Examined U. S. Hispanic 
Experience” and Seth Andrews presenting “The Ultimate 
Question.” Each speech is 30 minutes long.

March 25
FS is pleased to host  Temple 
University professor Berton 
Caine  as a speaker on Tuesday, 
March 25, 2014, at 7:00 PM. His 
presentation “Separation of 
Religion and State—A Fading 
Constitutional Dream,” will take 
place at  the Ludington Library in 
the large meeting room located on 
the main level. The library address 
is 5 South Bryn Mawr Avenue, 
Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania. A 
SEPTA stop is located across the 
street from the library.
 The first  clause of the First Amendment of the United 
States Constitution provides that government “shall make 
no law respecting an establishment of religion.” The 
Supreme Court, in its first  decision on the subject, 
interpreted this to impose “a wall of separation” between 
religion and state prohibiting government from giving even 
one cent to, or for the benefit of, religion. The Court  quoted 
Jefferson, that doing so would even be “sinful.” In a series 
of baffling formulas, the Court has effectively abandoned 
the Wall and the result  is often that majority religions win 
and minorities lose. Caine will examine these serious 
Constitutional violations and how they affect  the nontheist 
community.
April 29 
FS is proud to host  freelance 
science journalist  Faye  Flam 
on Tuesday, April  29 at 7:00 
PM. Her presentation “Writing 
on Sex, Evolution, and Climate 
Change—Why a Secular View 
Matters,” will take place at the 
Ludington Library in the 
large meeting room located on 
the main level. The library 
address is 5 South Bryn 
Mawr Avenue, Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania. A SEPTA stop 
is located across the street from the library.
 Flam teaches science writing at Ursinus College and 
also hold the respected position of “Writer-in-Residence.” 
She has written for WHYY/NewsWorks, The Washington 
Post, Science, The Economist, Science News and The 
Philadelphia Inquirer. She was recently awarded the 
National Center for Science Education’s “Friend of Darwin 
Award” for her Philadelphia Inquirer column “Planet of the 
Apes.” Flam also works as a critic for the Knight  Science 
Journalism Tracker. 
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Last Call for Nominations to the Freethought Society 
Board of Directors

In accordance with the Freethought Society (FS) bylaws, 
the election of board members will take place in March 
2014. This is the official call for FS supporters to nominate 
candidates to serve on the FS Board of Directors. All seats 
are open (see bylaw below). Nominees must have been 
involved with FS for one (1) year immediately prior to 
being nominated. The deadline for submitting candidates is 
January 28, 2014. Persons who are nominated may be asked 
to fill board positions that open due to resignations and/or 
vacancies. 
 In March 2014, supporters may vote online for FS 
board members or submit a voting form which will appear 
in the next newsletter. FS supporters who are not  online will 
receive a paper ballot.
 Please consider nominating yourself or another 
individual for inclusion in the ballot. The following criteria 
appear in the FS bylaws:

Article V: The Board of Directors
Section 1: Responsibilities

The Board of Directors shall be responsible for the 
organization’s affairs and policies. 

Section 2: Composition

The Board shall consist  of not  less than five (5) but not 
more than fifteen (15) members. The Officers are ex-officio 
Members of the Board of Directors. Elected and ex-officio 
Board Members shall have the same rights and 
responsibilities. Supporters may nominate candidates for 
the Board, or volunteer to be nominated as candidates. 
Directors are elected to a three (3) year term. Directors may 
be re-elected.

All members of the Board must be financial supporters of 
FS listed as either “Basic Individual Sponsor” ($30 per 
year), “Family Supporter” ($35 per year), “Student” ($20 
per year), “Supporter for Life” (one time donation of 
$1,000).

Section 3: Indemnification

All current and former members of the Board of FS will be 
reimbursed by FS for any legal fees and costs incurred in a 
civil law suit  having to do with the member acting in the 
normal scope of a member of the Board of Directors. 
Anyone who acts unlawfully or with gross negligence will 
not be eligible for reimbursement.

Freethought Society Board of Directors Nomination Form
Board members will oversee the functions of the officers and will be consulted on a regular basis for decisions 
concerning the use of funds and the planning special events and meetings. Board members also serve as advisors for 
newsletter content. Cooperative, committed, and congenial people are needed for these positions. Please get  nomination 
permission from the person you desire to nominate. Nominees must  agree to comply with the Freethought Society 
Bylaws (request copy). Please clip and send this nomination form as soon as possible or fax to: (610) 793-2569. 
Nominations are also accepted through email. Please email nomination information directly to: Margaret@FtSociety.org.

Nominee Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________

Contact Information of Nominee:

Phone: _________________________________Email: ____________________________________________________

Nominated By: 

_____________________________________________________

Nominations will be accepted until January 28, 2014.
Please mail this form as soon as possible to:

Freethought Society
2014 Board Nominations
P.O. Box 242
Pocopson, PA 19382-0242

Raise your hand for this volunteer opportunity!

mailto:Margaret@FtSociety.org
mailto:Margaret@FtSociety.org


The Freethought Society (FS) promotes freedom of thought, expression and choice. FS also advocates separation of religion 
and government. FS publishes The Freethought Society News every other month.The newsletter is delivered as an ezine via 
email and 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 United States, 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/donate/). All contributions to FS are tax-deductible to the fullest 
extent of the law (Tax ID 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)
(  ) 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: ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Use this same form to bid on the use of the FS St. Croix Cottage.
FS’s cottage in St. Croix is available for use the 11th week of each year. In 2015, the week offered will be March 14-21 
(Saturday-Saturday). The yearly maintenance fee for the beachside cottage at 
Chenay Bay Beach Resort is $950. 

The lowest bid FS can accept must meet that cost. 
The bid is for a one-week stay in cottage number 6 and does not include travel, 
rental car or food expenses. If you are interested in placing a bid for the use of this 
property, please return this form to the address below:

Freethought Society
P.O. Box 242
Pocopson, PA 19366-0242 

Email a bid to: 

http://bit.ly/17p4FfK

For additional information see:

http://bit.ly/1dYwjVN
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