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The 2022 Secular Day of the Dead/ 
Día de los Muertos Secular Online Event
The third annual Zoom Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular event took 
place on Wednesday, November 2, 2022. For three hours, nearly 100 secularists joined 
together online to enjoy Hispanic food and beverages in the comfort of their own home and 
view the entertainment provided through the Zoom connection. The event was sponsored by 
the following nontheist groups: 

 Contrary to the name, the Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular event is 
actually a celebration of life. The 2022 Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular 
event also honored many Hispanic traditions and rituals. Traditions connected with the 
holiday include creating private altars called ofrendas to honor the deceased using sugar 
skulls and marigolds, as well as displaying the favorite foods and beverages of the 
deceased. Some families and friends will make a point on this day to visit the graves of 
loved ones with these items as gifts. Some also leave possessions of the deceased at the 
gravesite. Event planner Guillermo Alejandro Benumea (AKA “Memo”), created a 12- 
minute film about the traditions and educated the audience about “appropriations.” This 
important film can be seen at the 23:49 mark in the final event recording posted at the FS’s 
YouTube channel. The direct link is:  

https://bit.ly/2022DiaDeLosMuertos 

 Coincidently, an August 2022 Axios article revealed that a significant percentage of the 
Hispanic population are leaving their religion. See the article at the below link:  

https://www.axios.com/2022/08/25/latino-religious-nones-surge-atheists-agnostics 

 In the article, a survey by the Pew Research Center, revealed that 40% of people in 
Uruguay are “nones,” while another 10% are agnostic or atheist. A Pew Research Center 
survey found that Hispanics with no religious affiliation in the United States went from 15% 
in 2009 to 23% in 2019 was also highlighted in the Axios article. More and more people are 
abandoning their religious upbringing but still want to celebrate the beauty of their Hispanic 
culture, and this is why the Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular was created 
in 2013. Many nontheist Hispanics want to continue traditions and cultural rituals, but in a 
secular way. 
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 The 2022 Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular was a milestone in that every performer and several of the 
event planners are of Mexican descent. The event was bilingual and captions were provided in Spanish when English was spoken 
and English when Spanish was spoken. We thank Christina Magallanes-Jones for providing the bilingual text that appeared in 
the chat section of the Zoom connection as hosts, speakers and entertainers appeared on screen.  
 The recording of the event has subtitles thanks to the expert work of Hyder Shah, who also processed and prepared the 
videos and slideshows.  
 During the Honoring Ceremony portion of the event, some attendees shared the life legacies of dead loved ones, including 
family pets. Secularists are not so different from religious people when it comes to grief and the need to honor the life of someone 
who has died. The online 2022 Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular event provided the opportunity to 
acknowledge someone’s one-and-only life without religious overtones. Following are photos of hosts, entertainers, organizers, 
and cosponsors. 

Downey and Tamayo also represented their respective groups as cosponsors. Downey spoke on behalf of the Freethought 
Society. Tamayo spoke on behalf of Hispanic American Freethinkers. 

Pictured below are representatives from the other cosponsors of the 2022 Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular  
event. Dan Barker (left) represented the Freedom From Religion Foundation. Robyn Blumner (middle) represented the 
Center For Inquiry. Bart Worden (right) represented the American Ethical Union.

Hosting the 2022 Secular 
Day of the Dead/Día de 
los Muertos Secular event 
are Victoria de la Torre 
(pictured left), Guillermo 
Ale jandro Benumea 
(pictured right), Margaret 
Downey (pictured below 
left), and David Tamayo 
(pictured below right).



Pictured above are Bonnizu Servin (left) and Dr. 
Salvador Leon (right). Using music, poetry and 
beautiful photos, Servin and Leon delivered a touching 
memorial recognizing the life of their father Antonio 
Leon. Servin sang Amor Eterno, a famous song from 
Mexican artist Juan Gabriel.  

Pictured left is Jake Ritter, the Program Support and 
Communications Coordinator for the American Ethical 
Union. Ritter was the Zoom technician for the 2022 
Secular Day of the Dead/Día de los Muertos Secular 
event. Many thanks to Ritter for participating in script 
practice, rehearsals, and closed captioning test runs. 

Pictured left is comedian Luis 
Alberto Torres. His pre-event 
15-minute routine was a hit and 
set the stage for a great event. 

Pictured right is musician, actor 
and director Jon Huertas. His 
welcome address included a 
description of how he reacts to 
questions regarding his non-
religious beliefs. Huertas is a an 
outspoken atheist living in 
Hollywood, California.

Photos From the 2022 Día de los Muertos Secular Event 

Fernando Alcántar (pictured left) 
delivered a compelling speech entitled 
“Free to Love: Life Lessons from Our 
Dead.” Alcántar honored the lives lost 
during the 2016 Pulse nightclub 
shooting. 

Pictured right are musicians Kaneko 
Leyva and Juan Garcia Hernandez. 
They provided 10 minutes of beautiful 
flute and sax music. 



The Freethought Society (FS) was proud to cosponsor the 
2022 HumanLight celebration that took place on ZooM 
Saturday, December 17, 2022. The celebration was also 
sponsored by: 

American Ethical Union (AEU) 
https://aeu.org

American Humanist Association (AHA) 
https://americanhumanist.org 

Baltimore United Coalition of Reason (BUCR) 
https://www.facebook.com/BaltimoreCoR/ 

Black Nonbelievers (BN) 
https://blacknonbelievers.org 

Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) 
https://ffrf.org 

Go Humanity (GH) 
https://gohumanity.world 

New Jersey Humanist Network (NJHN) 
https://njhn.org 

Unitarian Universalist Humanist Association (UUHA) 
https://huumanists.org 

Washington Area Secular Humanists (WASH) 
https://wash.org 

Where We’re Headed Podcast (WWHP) 
https://www.audible.com/pd/Where-Were-Headed-Podcast/

B09RMX9RJC 

 HumanLight was created and developed in 2001 by 
leaders of the New Jersey Humanist Network. The first 
HumanLight celebration took place in Verona, New Jersey on 
December 23, 2001.  
 Over the years many nontheist groups and individuals 
have adopted the winter holiday as a respected and valuable 
December tradition. The name “HumanLight” was chosen to 
indicate that it’s about humanity — not supernatural beings. 
The “light” reference in the name indicates the value of 
human reason, as the proverbial “candle in the dark.” Reason, 
compassion, and hope are the values that are celebrated 
during HumanLight events. 
 Speakers, songs, and displays at a HumanLight event 
convey positive visions of a better future in which all people 
can identify with each other and act with high moral 
standards. During HumanLight participants are encouraged to 
celebrate human accomplishments that help achieve a bright, 
just, and humane future. 
 In many cultures late December is a season of good cheer 
and a time for festive gatherings of friends and families. 

HumanLight is not derived from any other holiday and is not 
an attempt to change or “secularize” any existing religious 
holiday. By celebrating and expressing positive human values 
the HumanLight holiday has an authentic meaning for secular 
and nontheist communities. 
 The host of the 2022 HumanLight celebration was 
entertainer and artist Rogiers. He is also the director of the 
Washington, D.C. chapter of Black Nonbelievers.  
 The celebration of HumanLight includes a candle lighting 
ceremony. This year the candle lighters were Margaret 
Downey (founder and president of FS), Mandisa Thomas 
(founder and president of BN), Leika Lewis-Cornwell 
(president of UUHA), and Nadya Dutchin (executive 
director of AHA). 
 Musical presenters included folksinger Robert Edwin, 
who sang “These Three Flames,” written by Monty Harper, 
and a performance of “Let’s All Give Thanks” from the 
newly formed Godless Gospel (https://godlessgospel.org). 
The song “Come the Day” by the Seekers was presented as a 
singalong.  
 The keynote speaker was author Elle Harris. She talked 
about the history behind the writing of her book Elle the 
Humanist. The book is beautifully illustrated, presenting 
humanist ideas and ethics in a way that’s warm, welcoming, 
and accessible for young readers. To order the book, please 
visit: https://www.ellethehumanist.com/ 
 Speakers included Tiffany Ho, executive director of GH, 
and Pat Colucci, one of the founders of HumanLight. Ho 
discussed the goals and accomplishments of the organization 
and Colucci recited “The Meaning of HumanLight” by Dally 
Messenger III. Messenger is a civil celebrant, author, and a 
founder of the civil celebrant movement, that originated in 
Australia. 
 Artist Emily Wilson shared HumanLight decorating 
ideas by way of two entertaining films that she had created. 
 Prior to the celebration, Downey created a HumanLight 
wreath (pictured below). The HumanLight colors are 
exemplified with blue, red, yellow and white flowers. The 
colors of the candles represent hope, compassion, humanity 
and reason. 
 A recording of the event can be found at the Freethought 
Society YouTube channel: https://bit.ly/HumanLight2022 
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*Using the term in its most literal sense: I do indeed fear 
Islam. 

To be clear, I do not hate Muslims (as per a variant definition). 
The distinction is critically important. People who are con-
sidered by others or themselves as belonging to a religious 
group are not the religion itself, nor should they be presumed 
to subscribe to all of the tenets of their religion. Christians are 
not Christianity, Jews are not Judaism, and Muslims are not 
Islam.  
 In any event, religions are not monolithic. Every indi-
vidual deserves equal respect, courtesy, and the presumption 
of being a “good person” — however one defines that 
concept.   
 At their best, religions and religious faith can give people 
strength to deal with adversity and hope for a better future. 
They can offer community and support and inspire selfless 
acts that help others. Why then do I fear Islam, in particular?  
Because of the flip side of the religious coin.   
 As Professor Steven Weinberg put it: 

“With or without religion, good people can behave 
well and bad people can do evil; but for good people 
to do evil — that takes religion.”  

 Islam is not unique in this regard. Among the major world 
religions, however, it stands out as one that still dictates 
violence against those who leave the religion, violate its 
tenets, or are perceived to have insulted its prophet. 
 It is not coincidental that in countries where enraged mobs 
lynch atheists, throw gays off of buildings, or where women 
are disfigured or murdered for having “dishonored” their 
families’ religious and cultural dictates are those in which 
Islam is the majority religion.  
 Consider the recent vicious attack 
against the acclaimed author Salman 
Rushdie. In August 2022, just prior to 
giving a talk in New York, ironically 
about the United States as a safe haven 
for exiled writers, he was stabbed multi-
ple times, suffering life-threatening 
injuries in addition to permanent dis-
figurement and the likely loss of an eye. 
While the attacker has plead not guilty to 
attempted murder, the attack was clearly 
not random, nor was its victim. 
 In 1989, after Rushdie published The 
Satanic Verses, Iran’s then Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
issued a fatwa (Islamic edit) demanding 
the author’s death. In 1997, the 15th 

Khordad Foundation, a “charitable 
organization” operating under the 
supervision of Iran’s Office of the 
Supreme Leader, put a bounty of about 
$2.5 million on Rushdie’s head. The 
Foundation increased the amount in 1998 
to $2.8 million, and again to $3.3 million 
in 2012. 

 In 2016, a collection of 40 Iranian state-run news outlets 
added $600,000 to the bounty. That totals about 4 million 
dollars offered as a reward. For what? For discovering a cure 
for cancer? For helping to reduce world hunger? For efforts 
that encourage enemies at war to reach lasting peace? No! The 
$4 million dollar reward was offered as a prize for murdering 
an author having committed the purported crime of 
blasphemy.  
 It might be tempting to write this incident off as an aber-
ration instead of using it to “smear” an entire religion. Were 
that the case, one would expect loud hews and cries of 
condemnation from Muslim religious authorities worldwide 
against horrific violence being called for in the name of their 
religion. The silence, however, remains deafening, and the 
decades-old fatwa demanding Rushdie’s murder still stands. 
 Shortly after the life threatening attack on Rushdie, United 
States Secretary of State Anthony Blinken said: 

“Iranian state institutions have incited violence against 
Rushdie for generations, and state-affiliated media 
recently gloated about the attempt on his life.” 

 Nasser Kanaani, spokesman for Iran’s Foreign Ministry, 
denied the Islamist government’s involvement in the attack, 
but made it very clear that they have no problem with the 
attempted murder, and even had the unmitigated gall to blame 
the victim for it, saying: 

“Regarding the attack against Salman Rushdie in 
America, we don’t consider anyone deserving reproach, 
blame or even condemnation, except for [Rushdie] 
himself and his supporters.” 

 Perhaps one day there will be a reformation within Islam, 
and it will join other major religions in adopting ideas from 
the Enlightenment in rejecting oppression and violence. Until 
then a fear of Islam is rational and warranted.   
 We should not be scared or intimidated from calling our-

selves Islamophobic (in the literal sense). 
Using that term can provide an opening to 
explain the danger of certain religious 
ideas, and specifically those in opposition 
to critically important values such as 
freedom of expression and equal civil 
rights for all. It allows us to bring atten-
tion to the dangers of a belief system that 
sanctions, or even demands the use of 
violence to intimidate, imprison, maim or 
kill those who disagree. There is too much 
at stake for any of us to remain silent.  
   We must take care, intentionally, to 
avoid prejudice against categories of 
individuals and to check our natural 
human tendency to make presumptions 
about people based on superficial in-
formation, such as their appearance or 
what we know about any religious or 
other affiliations they may have. There is 
no inconsistency between the mindset of 
fully respecting every individual and 
bringing attention to and opposing 
religious ideas and policies that present 
real danger to the freedoms we value.    p 

Yes, I am Islamophobic* 
by Glen Loev 

Glen Loev is a retired dentist, now 
working as a bookkeeper and a Costa 
Rica property developer, He is living 
in Wayne, Pennsylvania and is proud 
to be Vice President of the Freethought 
Society. 



More than a third of the world’s countries 
have blasphemy laws that ban criticism 
of religious beliefs, symbols, and figures. 
In several countries the penalty is death. 
Blasphemy laws supply a false legiti-
macy to those who commit acts of 
murder and terrorism. Think Salman 
Rushdie (pictured left). Not only do 
blasphemy laws harm atheists and 
humanists, but also any dissident or 
minority faith. 

 Surprisingly, a number of predominately Christian 
countries still have blasphemy laws on their books, including 
Australia, Austria, Brazil, Finland, Italy, Poland, Spain, and 
Switzerland. However, these blasphemy laws are rarely 
enforced. Not so in countries where Islam is the state religion 
or where Muslims are a majority. For example, in Afghanistan 
penalties for blasphemy may include execution by hanging.  
 There is a death penalty for blasphemy in Pakistan as well 
as in Saudi Arabia. In Iran the law against blasphemy includes 
criticizing the Islamic government, insulting Islam, and 
publishing materials that deviate from Islamic standards. 
 In Kuwait there is a “family values” penalty for insulting 
“God, the Holy Quran, Prophets, the Noble Companions of 
Prophet Muhammad, Wives of the Prophet, or persons who 
are part of the Prophet’s family.”  
 I’m certainly no fan of that old time religion, but I do 
prefer in some ways the old-time blasphemy laws to a newer 
version that purports to be more tolerant. The old kind only 
criminalizes critiques of the one True religion, with a capital 
“T.” 
 A new kind not only criminalizes critiques of the one True 
religion but also criminalizes critiques of any religion, as in 
Bangladesh, where there are penalties for hurting the 
sentiments of the followers of any religion or its venerable 
figures. In Egypt it is illegal to ridicule or insult a heavenly 
religion or a sect following it. 
 Even rhetoric under the guise of sensitivity, such as 
hurting religious feelings, can stifle opposition and be made 
illegal. The European Court of Human Rights has asserted a 
universal “right to respect for religious feelings,” while the 
United Nations has condemned anything that could be 
categorized as “advocacy of religious hatred.” 
 Freedom of expression must include the right to criticize 
any belief, whether religious, political, or otherwise. Without 
this essential liberty dissent can be suppressed and silenced by 
labeling it as “defamation” or “blasphemy.” I think people 
should be treated with respect, but ideas are not people. We 
must be allowed to criticize or mock bad ideas (including 
religion) without fear of legal consequences. 
 The Bible and Quran both contain ridiculous passages and 
reasonable passages. People can quote portions of their “holy” 
books to support loving their neighbor or killing their (infidel) 
neighbor. Both books give justifications for theological 
terrorism, including genocide, holy wars, slavery, misogyny, 
and death for crimes like blasphemy, homosexuality, and 
worshipping the wrong god or even the right god in the wrong 
way. 

 Thomas Aquinas said:  

“Blasphemy is the most grievous sin because it is 
committed directly against God. It’s more grievous 
than murder, which is a sin against one’s neighbor.”  

 Blasphemy laws supposedly protect an omniscient and 
all-powerful deity from having its feelings hurt. It is not an 
imaginary deity whose feelings get hurt by blasphemy, just the 
feelings of religious leaders who believe they have the right to 
control what others say.  
 If a religion considers certain words to be blasphemy or a 
sin, their leaders are free to sanction their own members, 
including kicking them out of that religion. The problem 
occurs when they feel they can take action against those 
outside their faith.  
 Those of us who point out that emperors of all religions 
have no clothes are considered blasphemous by any standard. 
But what about people who are required by their religion to 
blaspheme against other religions? Those who take the 
Christian bible literally blaspheme against Jews when they 
recite Mathew 27:25:  

“The blood of Jesus will be on all Jews and on their 
children.” 

 Those who endorse the First Commandment, “Thou shalt 
have no other gods but Yahweh,” are blaspheming against 
people who promote Jesus, Allah, or one of the 7,000 other 
god candidates. In fact, I’m blaspheming against Orthodox 
Jews by violating the Third Commandment, taking the Lord’s 
name in vain. Technically, I should write G-d instead of God. 
 By such criteria, we are all blasphemers. But wait, there’s 
an out! You are only guilty of blasphemy when thin-skinned 
religionists display bad manners. The “crime” of blasphemy 
has little to do with what you say and lots to do with how 
others feel about what you say or write. Religious leaders who 
claim to speak for God may become so insulted and outraged 
that they want you silenced and punished. In other words, 
those who are opposed to free speech determine what is 
blasphemy. 
 Who among us believes that every Sunday people literally 
eat the body and drink the blood of Jesus Christ, that the angel 
Moroni led Joseph Smith to a magic stone that helped him 
translate gold plates from Egyptian hieroglyphics into 
English, and that the Quran was given to Muhammad by the 
angel Gabriel? Some may believe one of these stories, but 
nobody believes all three. Everyone thinks at least two of 
these three religious stories are foolish. Speaking of foolish, 
I’ve often been given a biblical explanation for why I’m 
foolish, quoting Psalm 14:1:  

“The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God.” 

 In actuality, I use my brain, not my heart, to reach that 
conclusion.  
 I’m not upset when people call me foolish, but I would be 
upset were someone punished for telling me what they 
believed to be true. We support the right of people to give 
what they view as constructive criticism. Atheists don’t insist 
on the right not to be insulted, just on the right to be treated as 
others. 
 Many great scientific advances were once thought to be 
heresy (think evolution). Several new religions sprang from 

Everyone is a Blasphemer  
by Herb Silverman



blaspheming old religions, questioning or criticizing the 
“sacred.” The dominant religion in this country was a protest 
religion, reflected in its name, Protestant. If I said we would be 
better off if we had no sacred cows, that could be construed as 
blasphemy against the Hindu religion. And if I said 
“blasphemy is a victimless crime,” well that, too, could be 
considered blasphemous. 
 So what can we do about blasphemy laws? Consider 
participating in the well-established “International Blasphemy 
Rights Day,” observed every September 30th, which is the 
anniversary date of the mass violence over the Danish cartoons 
of the Prophet Muhammad. Such “blasphemy” angered 
Muslims around the world, many of whom expressed dis-
approval by participating in violent protests, riots, and 
sometimes murder. 
 September 30th is a day to show solidarity with those who 
challenge oppressive laws, social prohibitions, and prevailing 
religious beliefs. The day was established by the Center for 
Inquiry (CFI) in 2009 to reassert our commitment to defending 
the right to question and criticize religious claims. We want to 
help atheists, religious minorities, and dissidents here and 
abroad who are persecuted for challenging religious norms and 
authorities.  
 CFI’s “Secular Rescue” program provides emergency 
assistance to those courageous writers, bloggers, publishers, 
and activists who face threats due to their beliefs or ex-
pressions regarding religion. The program helps individuals 
and families find safety and peace so they can continue their 
work and move on with their lives. For more information and 
details about this CFI program, please visit the following link: 

https://secular-rescue.org 

Silverman is the author of two books, Candidate Without 
a Prayer and An Atheist Stranger in a Strange Religious 
Land. Both of these books are available through 
amazon.com. Designating “The Freethought Society” as 
your chosen AmazonSmile benefits recipient, 
automatically increases the organization’s funds. The 
AmazonSmile benefits apply to all Amazon purchases. 

Under the leadership of Congressman Jamie Raskin 
(D-Maryland) and Congresswoman Victoria Spartz 
(R-Indiana), House Bill 6720 was included in the 
2022 Omnibus Package.  
 In late December, the package was passed by 
both the House and Senate. President Biden signed 
the bill into law on December 27, 2022. The Thomas 
Paine Memorial Association (TPMA) will now begin 
working with the National Capital Memorial Advisory 
Commission (NCMAC) on advancing the project with a goal 
of unveiling the monument in 2026, which would coincide 
with the 250-year anniversary of the adoption of the 
Declaration of Independence. 
 NCMAC was formed by Public Law to advise the 
Secretary of the Interior and the General Services Adminis-
tration on policy and procedures for the establishment of 
commemorative works in the District of Columbia. NCMAC 
also serves as a source of information for people or groups 
seeking to develop and install memorials in Washington, D.C. 
and its environs. 
 NCMAC examines memorial proposals for conformance 
to the Commemorative Works Act, receives public comments, 
and makes recommendations to the Secretary of the Interior 
as well as to Members and Committees of Congress. TPMA 
looks forward to working with NCMAC members as sites are 
reviewed and a memorial design is developed. 

   Thomas Paine was one the greatest political writers 
and philosophers of the Revolutionary era. He was a 
Founding Father, veteran, and patriot far ahead of his 
time. He galvanized the American public to support 
the Revolution with his pamphlet Common Sense, 
which spelled out the case for independence from 
Great Britain. Thomas Paine served in the Continental 
Army, designed and patented a revolutionary design 

in single-span bridge technology, helped to establish the 
nation’s oldest and most honored abolition society, and 
advocated for old-age pensions, public education, and much 
more.  
 A friend to humanity and a foe to tyrants Thomas Paine 
championed the rights of the “common” people, and believed 
emphatically in the dignity and rights of all humans, which 
drove him to challenge the divine rights of kings, forever 
changing the course of history.  
 TPMA seeks to memorialize Thomas Paine in a way 
befitting his central role in the founding of the United States 
of America, as well as his worldwide call for liberty, justice, 
and equality. 
 Recognition of this important milestone will make the 
Sunday, January 29, 2023 Thomas Paine Birthdate 
Proclamation Celebration Zoom event even more joyous. 
Event details can be found at the following Zoom registration 
page: bit.ly/PaineProclamation 

House Bill 6720 Signed Into Law by President Biden 
(A Congressional Bill to Endorse a Washington, D.C. monument to honor Thomas Paine)
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My Secular Student Stance is Unwavering 
by Octavius Tan

My educational goals have always 
centered around solving the lack of 
requisite infrastructure amongst disen-
franchised demographics, which remains 
a pertinent and systemic issue.  
 While in high school, I solved a 
Malaysian elderly housing crisis by 
writing an 80-page proposal. In another 
5,000 word paper I examined the 
perceptions of Rohingya refugees and 
their correlation to social institutions.  
 I was also happy to volunteer at 
elderly care facilities, the Kechara Soup 
Kitchen, Chin Refugee Programs, 
environmental clean-up initiatives, and 
improving Sabah Malaysia’s dilapidated 
schools. While participating in these 
projects I witnessed the importance of 
stability and how architectural insti-
tutions foster solace, safety, and security. 
 My dream is to leave an altruistic 
legacy, while enacting my environmental 
green beliefs, through aiding others. My 
eventual goal is to aid communities with  
issues related to development. 
 My career goals are to create solu-
tions which will include creating 
sustainable and affordable buildings 
such as schools, homes, medical centers, 
parks, and communal entertainment 
areas using many local materials.  
 Marginalized communities have traditionally had dis-
proportionate facilities that exacerbate insecurity. By creating 
accessible and contextually specific facilities, a group’s 
standard of living can be raised dramatically.  
 Engendering greater opportunities and minimizing poten-
tial crime, poverty, and disease endemics can be achieved. My 
life goal of creating architecture within a system of legislation 
geography, and infrastructure will connect and empower 
disenfranchised communities.  
 I identify as an atheist and have continuously believed in 
the separation between civic affairs and religion. I also hold 
personal beliefs that religion should not govern institutions in 
a macro-sphere and that religion should be a micro-personal 
matter.  
 In contemporary times, the majority ethnic group in 
Malaysia, the Malays, have experienced an increased 
religiosity. This religious resurgence has advocated for the 
institutional incorporation of Islamic beliefs, laws, and codes 
that disproportionately affect non-Muslims.  
 My grandfather is a public sponsor for the Democratic 
Action Party (the predominant liberal Malaysian political 
party), and I was raised with secular beliefs in direct contrast 
with the Islamic status quo. My secular stance was reinforced 
by a personal opposition to Malaysia’s Islamic “Malay-first” 
ideology.  
 Malays have extensive affirmative policies that catalyzed 
a myriad of “Malay-only” benefits. These perks include 

housing discounts, government job 
prioritization, Malay-only universities, 
special scholarships, and economic 
grants. These disproportionate ad-
vantages inspired my epiphany: 

Why should I be differentiated  
because of my religious beliefs?  

 My parents, family, and friends have 
been repeatedly oppressed in identity, 
representation and opportunities due to 
Malaysia’s Islamic prioritization. My 
experiences have elicited my desire to 
remove religion from macro institutions. 
Thus I strive to be a lifelong secularist 
who advocates for equity without 
religious associations. These events have 
culminated in a secularist identity.  
 My family has always prioritized an 
education centered around Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Math 
(STEM). I have a profound belief in 
science while maintaining extreme 
skepticism surrounding the “intangible.” 
This skepticism evolved into a complete 
distrust of differentiation through social 
constructs such as religion.  
 In my society, and in culture classes 
in high school, I investigated religion 

extensively and believe that religion is misappropriated to 
control large demographics.  
 Religion has fostered a hostile environment of superiority 
complexes, exclusiveness, and polarization.  
 Secularism is pertinent to a nation functioning without 
bias or preference towards a particular group. Moreover, I 
sincerely believe that democracies should be plural and 
progressive — one bereft of the hegemony of religion. As a 
result of my familial and educational socialization coupled 
with personal beliefs, I have rejected religion and maintain a 
secularist stance.  
 As a student studying an international syllabus from 
primary to high school, I have a contrasting view of 
Malaysia’s status quo of Islamic prioritization. Thus I have 
joined multiple secular protests that advocate for a separation 
between state and religion (particularly Islam). These protests 
include the Berish rallies in 2015 that advocated for a 
parliamentary democracy without corruption and extensive 
religious control.  
 Due to Malaysia’s strict laws against protesting and “anti-
Islamic hostility,” I have been unable to engage in much 
secular activism, but I have also been extremely outspoken 
regarding secular values within my community. I plan to 
actively engage in all possible secular activism as a student at 
Carnegie Mellon University. 
 I have been and continue to be engaged in academic 
coursework exploring Malaysia’s hostility towards the Muslim 
Rohingya refugee population in Malaysia. This research, 

Octavius Tan the 2022 recipient of the 
Freethought Society’s $1,000 Secular 
Student Scholarship. Tan identifies as an 
atheist and has continuously advocated for 
the separation between civic affairs and 
religion. He is an architecture major at 
Carnegie Mellon University.



amalgamated from interviews, questionnaires, and research, 
culminated into a 5,500-word report. Throughout the project, 
religion and its negative repercussions, like segregation and 
discrimination, were found to be widespread. I plan to further 
rally for the Rohingya’s basic necessities in Malaysia, 
regardless of religious identity. In Malaysia there is little 
tolerance for “the other.” As I study in the United States, there 
would be more opportunities to freely express my secularist 
identity.  
 At Carnegie Mellon University I plan to establish a 
Secular Student Alliance (SSA) chapter with fellow 
secularists. Such a chapter will advocate for a utopian 
approach toward democracy, one without the influences of 
religion. Future leaders will be released from oppressive 
religious beliefs and biases, thus reducing prejudice and 
violence against nonbelievers.  
 SSA provides a safe haven that resonates with my innate 
secularist ethos. As a Malaysian Chinese in an increasingly 
religious Malaysia I have often experienced religious 

discrimination. SSA reminds me that there are people with 
similar thoughts and feelings, individuals who have been 
marginalized for their religious beliefs. Alongside other SSA 
members I will forever be a strong advocate for macro-
secularist ideas.  
 As an international student I am unable to receive any 
financial aid from Carnegie Mellon University. The exchange 
rate of 1 Malaysian ringgit equals less than 23 U.S. cents, 
imposing a heavy financial burden upon my family.  
 Being a citizen of Chinese descent, I am unable to receive 
a majority of the Malaysian government’s scholarships. 
Recipients must be of the Islamic faith — I am an atheist. 
Many external scholarships require a religious affiliation. 
While such a scholarship would greatly aid in funding my 
education, I will not abandon my secular identity and beliefs.  
 The Freethought Society Student Scholarship alleviated 
some of my financial concerns and allows me to continue 
secular activism at Carnegie Melon University. I can also 
promote needed changes throughout Malaysia.                     p

The 2022 Tree of Knowledge Decorating Event
After a two-year hiatus due to the Covid 
pandemic, the Philadelphia Ethical Society 
(PES) hosted an open-to-the-public Tree of 
Knowledge decorating event on Sunday, 
December 4, 2022. A Zoom connection to the 
PES location was also offered to those who 
were more comfortable staying home. PES 
member and volunteer Drew Snyder provided 
the Zoom technical services. 
 The event started with piano music 
performed by Rollin Wilber. He is the 
regularly scheduled PES piano player. Wilber’s 
talents are enjoyed weekly by those who attend 
PES platforms. Platforms are held every 
Sunday at 11:00 AM. The PES building is 
located at 1906 South Rittenhouse Square, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 Hugh Taft-Morales, the PES teacher, 
delivered a speech entitled “Open Minds: Gift 
a Banned Book the Holiday Season.” His 
words were compelling and inspirational.  
 Taft-Morales highlighted the history of 
banned books and provided ideas about 
pushing back against those who seek to impose 
prejudicial restrictions on available literature.  
 Controversial subject matters must not be 
censored and we have a social responsibility to 
teach tolerance, acceptance, understanding, and respect. This 
can only be accomplished through freedom of speech and the 
distribution of literature though libraries, schools, and 
booksellers. To view a recording of the Taft-Morales speech, 
visit: 

https://bit.ly/GiftBannedGiftsTheHolidaySeason 

 Margaret Downey, Freethought Society (FS) founder 
and president, attended the event to help decorate the 2022 
Tree of Knowledge. She also made ornaments for those who 
brought two color copies of the front cover of their favorite 
books. 

  Taft-Morales and Downey are pictured left 
standing in front of the fully decorated 2023 
Tree of Knowledge.  
  During the event Downey announced that 
instead of publicly displaying a Tree of 
Knowledge during the 2023 Winter Holiday 
season, FS will attempt to place it within the 
free speech zone located at the Old Chester 
County Courthouse (West Chester, Pennsyl-
vania) during Banned Books Week. 
    The 2023 Banned Books Week is scheduled 
to take place October 1-7. FS is looking for 
volunteers to help make ornaments and to assist 
with setup, maintenance, and dismantling of the 
display. To volunteer, please send an email to: 
volunteers@FtSociety.org. 
   At least 5 volunteers are needed to success-
fully implement this project. The project will be 
abandoned if, by the beginning of September 
2023, there are too few volunteers. 
    Funding is also needed for a Banned Books 
Week display. Please earmark your donation 
specifying “Banned Books Week Tree of 
Knowledge Display.” Tax-exempt donations can 
be processed through PayPal at the following 
link: https://www.ftsociety.org/donate/ 
     Earmarked donation checks can be mailed to 

the following address: 

Freethought Society 
P. O. Box 242 

Pocopson, PA 19366 

 This important project can become a reality but requires 
at least $1,000 to be raised by early September, 2023. Please 
either volunteer or send a donation (Why not plan to do 
both?) to insure that FS can participate in the 2023 Banned 
Books Week. Learn more about Banned Books Week at:  

https://bannedbooksweek.org 
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Murambi Youth Humanist Organization (MYHO) is a 
humanist organization that centers its mission on ending 
human suffering and improving the environment. With that 
goal, MYHO seeks to establish a Murambi, Uganda-based 
beekeeping project.  
 MYHO has recently completed the research needed about 
beekeeping. Local humanist youths are now educated about 
beekeeping and are anxious to start the project. 
 Beekeeping is a productive project that helps in conserving 
the environment through pollination of flowers. Bees can also 
improve the standard of living by generating income for the 
Murambi community. Money-making plans include the 
production of products such as honey, wax, and propolis. 
 Bees are important to the environment in many ways. 
They help with plant growth, provide a food source, and 
improve wildlife habitats — as well as advancing biodiversity. 
 As a humanist organization, MYHO wants to extend a 
helping hand that will support many disadvantaged children in 
the community. MYHO will be paying fees for youngsters to 
attend school. MYHO will also provide educational materials 
for school children. 
 MYHO’s objectives include opportunities for Murambi 
youth to develop life skills, and teaching a career to local 
citizens will nourish and promote responsible parenting. 
 MYHO seeks to keep the youth of Murambi busy when 
they are not attending school. The streets of Murambi are 
dangerous, so providing a place to learn and work will surely 
prevent drug and alcohol use. At an MYHO beekeeping 
facility young people will build skills and this will aid in 
achieving pride of personal growth. 
 The alleviation of poverty in Murambi may be achieved 
through the training of local people in the practice of 
beekeeping. To instill the spirit of helpfulness in the young, 
beekeeping may bring families and the community together in 
a common cause. Beekeeping will also build strong 
relationships with other community organizations that share 
MYHO’s goals. 
 MYHO is asking for financial support with the publication 
of this article. We have created a GoFundMe campaign at: 

https://gofund.me/97d1490f 

 Donations are tax-deductible and will be applied to the 
following beekeeping related expenses: 

10 Langstroth beehives at $83.30 each                          $833.00 
10 Top Bar bee hives at $55.60 each                              $556.00 
  2 safe wear/suits at $41.70 each                                     $83.40 
  2 pairs of gloves at $5.60 each                                       $11.20 
  2 honey extractors at $27.80 each                                  $55.60 
  2 smoker at $11.10 each                                                 $22.20 
  2 hive tools at $13.90 each                                             $27.80 
  2 bee brushes at $2.80 each                                              $5.60 
  2 pollen traps at $16.70 each                                          $33.40 
Transport fees for supplies                                               $30.00 
  2 propolis collectors at $17.50                                       $35.00 
Miscellaneous                                                                 $200.00 
Total Project Startup Cost                                           $1,893.20 

Mumbere Rafert is the chairperson of Murambi 
Youth Humanist Organization. He is 19 years old and 
describes himself as a “Humanist Freethinker.” Rafert 
is currently a student at Isaac Newton High School in 
Masaka, Uganda. He is Vice-President of the Infor-
mation and Communication’s Technology Club. 
 At the age of 12 Rafert enrolled as a student at the 
Kasese Humanist School. The school leader was, and 
still is, Bwambale Robert Musubaho.  
 Musubaho founded the Kasese United Humanist 
Association in 2009. He also founded two Humanist 
schools, one in 2011 and another in 2015. The schools 
advance secular views and values as an alternative to 
religion and teaches critical-thinking skills to counter 
Ugandan superstitions. 
 Rafert also received entrepreneurial vocational 
skills and is considered a qualified leader who is 
highly respected in the community. His goal is to 
become a local job creator and businessman. That goal 
can be realized with his current beekeeping endeavor. 
Rafert credits the education 
and mentoring he received 
from Musubaho for helping 
him to become a productive 
Humanist Freethinker. 
 Donating to this endeavor 
will help many young people 
in Murambi and provide Rafert 
with an opportunity to take on 
a leadership role that is sure to 
lead to many more great 
successes.  

The Murambi Youth Humanist Organization’s Beekeeping Project 
by Mumbere Rafert
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January 29 
Hear ye, hear ye! It’s time to celebrate the birth of Thomas 
Paine! The Zoom/Webinar celebration will take place on 
Sunday, January 29, 2023 at Noon (PST)/3:00 PM (EST). 
Registration at the below link:  

bit.ly/PaineProclamation 

 The 2023 Thomas Paine birthdate celebration is spon-
sored by the Thomas Paine Memorial Association (TPMA), 
Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF), Secular Student 
Alliance, Center For Inquiry (CFI), and The Freethought 
Society. 
 The theme of the 2023 event is “Thomas Paine Birthdate 
Proclamation Celebration.” TPMA board members will each 
read a Thomas Paine Day proclamation as an example of how 
a proclamation can be written to honor the life of our 
freethought hero. Thomas Paine Day is celebrated on June 8th 

every year. In Europe his date of death is used as an official 
time to reflect upon and honor his life accomplishments. Paine 
died on June 8, 1809.  
 Actor Ian Ruskin will be reading a New Rochelle, New 
York proclamation. Author, comedian, and monologist Julia 
Sweeney will be reading a City of Philadelphia proclamation 
signed by former Mayor Edward G. Rendell. Another City of 
Philadelphia proclamation, signed by former mayor Michael 
A. Nutter, will be read by author and educator Christopher 
Cameron. Actor John de Lancie and his wife Marnie 
Mosiman de Lancie will be reading proclamations from the 
cities of Lancaster and York, Pennsylvania. Annie Laurie 
Gaylor, co-president of FFRF will be reading the Urbana, 
Illinois proclamation. President and CEO of CFI, Robyn 
Blumner, will be reading the Bordentown, New Jersey 
proclamation. Author and educator Frances Chiu will read the 
Cherry Hill, New Jersey proclamation. Author, producer, and 
director Ann Druyan will read a Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives Thomas Paine Day Resolution. 
 The 2023 June 8th Thomas Paine Day will be enhanced 
when more proclamations are written and approved by mayors, 
governors, and city councils. Instructions on how to write a 
Thomas Paine Day proclamation will be provided by 
Margaret Downey, the president of TPMA. 
 Representative Jamie Raskin will share updates on the 
Congressional front along with a heartfelt welcome. 
 In September 2022, Representative Victoria Spartz 
became a co-lead of House Bill 6720 (a Congressional Bill to 
endorse a Washington, D.C. monument to honor Thomas 
Paine). She will also deliver a welcome address and convey 
why she supports a monument to Thomas Paine. 
 The keynote speaker is Professor Emeritus of History at 
the University of London Greg Claeys. His speech “Thomas 
Paine's Collected Works: A New Edition,” will provide an 
update about efforts to uncover previously unattributed Paine 
writings.  
 Providing the celebratory music are selections from a new 
musical The Crossing. The play places Thomas Paine and his 

American Crisis front and center. The Crossing was written by 
Jason Huza and John Allen Watts. Three songs from the play 
will be featured: “These Are The Days” is a song that opens 
and closes The Crossing; “On The Wheel of Time” is a duet 
sung by the characters Elizabeth and Abigail; and “Rights 
Intrinsic” showcases Thomas Paine’s vision for a new world. 

February, March, and May 
Freethought Society board members will be working to present 
“Pop-Up Events” for February, March, and May.  
 To be notified of special Zoom presentations, live or 
online meetings, and other pop-up events, please join the FS 
Meetup. The link to become a Meetup member is below: 

https://www.meetup.com/Freethought-Society-Meetup/ 

 The current number of FS Meetup members is 2,159. Join 
now to help us reach and surpass our goal of 3,000 members! 
Please ask your like-minded friends to join as well. 

April 21-24 
The Freethought Society highly recommends attending the 
Summit for Religious Freedom. See the poster below for 
information. Register at: 

 TheSRF.org/Register 

Freethought Society Five-Month Calendar 
To receive notices about Zoom events, become a member of The Freethought Society Meetup 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 will 
include 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://bit.ly/FSconduct

The Summit for Religious Freedom (SRF) is the hub for our collective fight for 
religious freedom, church-state separation, and the issues that depend on them.

Join supporters, activists, political and religious leaders, and legal experts 
committed to protecting church-state separation for a collaborative conference.

Find out more and register at

TheSRF.org/Register

April 21-24, 2023
Washington, D.C. and virtual

Dr. Anthea Butler, Author
& Professor of Religion,

University of Pennsylvania

Americans United for Separation 
of Church and State President 

and CEO Rachel Laser

Congressman Jamie Raskin
(D-MD) (invited)

Featured Speakers (more to be announced)
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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 is delivered as an ezine via email 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. Non-earmarked donations will be applied to a 
general fund which finances office related expenses. Please donate generously. 

Yes! I would like to: 
(  ) become a supporter / renew support of FS (Please enclose checks payable to The Freethought Society):  
      $30 Individual Supporter             $40 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   $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 subscribers contact information. 

Name: ________________________________________Email: ___________________________________________________ 

Mail this form to: Freethought Society, P.O. Box 242, Pocopson, PA 19366 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 
(nontheism explained in classroom settings) 

Community Outreach 
(locate tabling opportunities) 

Diversity Outreach Committee 
(brainstorming about and developing programs  

to appeal to minorities)  
Free Speech Zone Committee 

(research and implement displays in public venues) 
Helping Hands 

(provides helpers to seniors in emergency situations) 
Jump into the Jean Pool 

(collection of jeans for donations) 
Literature Placement for Prisoners 

(providing literature to prison libraries) 
Meetup Committee 

(planning events) 

Monthly Meeting Coordinators 
(schedule, manage speakers and venues) 

Secular Celebrations 
(develop new nontheist celebrations) 

Southern California Secular Coalition 
(connect, share, and grow together) 

Speakers Bureau 
(provide FS a resume, photo, and speech subjects/titles) 

Special Events 
(coordinate unique events of interest to nontheists) 

Sole Searching 
(collection of athletic shoes for donations) 

Thomas Paine Memorial Committee 
(work on themed events) 

Tree of Knowledge/Winter Display Committee 
(promote and support the concept nationwide) 
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