
If you live in Pennsylvania and define 
yourself as “atheist,” a “Freethinker,” or a 
“Secular Humanist,” then chances are that 
you’ve heard of the Freethought Society of 
Greater Philadelphia (FSGP). The 
organization, founded in 1993 by long-time 
secular-feminist activist, Margaret 
Downey, is a Church/State watchdog group 
which takes a hard line against prayer in 
public schools, religious displays on public 
property, and other infringements against 
the right to enjoy a secular society. FSPG is 
a non-profit 501(c)(3) educational 
organization, and is affiliated with Atheist 
Alliance International and the Freedom 
From Religion Foundation. 

In a culture characterized by 
reactionary religious fundamentalism, 
FSGP serves a vital role to local 
communities in the Delaware Valley, in 

which infringements against the separation 
of Church and State would go unnoticed, 
slipping under the radar if not for the 
efforts of the Society and its allies. 
However, FSGP is not simply an 
organization for the irreligious. It is what 
its name suggests: an organization 
dedicated to the pursuit of Freethought, 
education and activism. But more broadly, 
it is part of an international movement 
toward the concept of “Freethought.” The 
following definition of “freethinker,” an 
identifier used often in place of the 
“atheist” label because of the negative (and 
sometimes exclusive) connotations 
ascribed to the term, is taken from the FAQ 
section of freethoughtpedia.com, the 
Freethought Movement’s Wikipedia page: 

What Is A Freethinker? 
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On Tuesday, May 6, 2008 meet Charles Eisenstein, 
author of three books including his most recent, The 
Ascent of Humanity, an exploration of the history and 
possible future of civilization from the perspective of 
the cultural concept of self. To learn more about The 
Ascent of Humanity, visit Eisenstein’s website, 
www.ascentofhumanity.com.  See page 11 for more 
details.�
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Aimee Kass, a long-time friend of Margaret 
Downey’s, wrote to recommend this radio talk show. 
 
Sam Greenfield has been on NYC talk radio for 
nearly a decade; first at WEVD, then WWRL and 
now at WVNJ.  His show can be streamed on 
computer or wi-fi radio.  
 
The website to stream the show is  www.wvnj.com 
(click "LISTEN LIVE"), and the toll-free number to 
call in is (800) 962-1160.  
 

If you want to see for yourself who he is and what 
principles he values,  his website is:   
www.samgreenfield.net.  

Free-think-er n. A person who forms 
opinions about religion on the basis of 
reason, independently of tradition, 
authority, or established belief. 
Freethinkers include atheists, 
agnostics and rationalists.  

No one can be a freethinker who 
demands conformity to a bible, creed, 
or messiah. To the freethinker, 
revelation and faith are invalid, and 
orthodoxy is no guarantee of truth.  

N o t e  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n 
“rationalism” and a “basis of reason.” 
The purpose of FSGP is to advocate 
rational thinking. Rational thought, or 
Freethought, is the opposite of 
thought derived from an emotional or 
intuitive (irrational) basis. In response 
to criticism that atheism is a belief 
system like a religion, a Freethinker 
would argue that a lack of belief in 
something presupposes no doctrine or 
dogma. It is difficult for many theists 
to understand that non-belief is not a 
worldview or a belief in itself, and 
that it does not require faith. To 
paraphrase an example given in 
Freethoughtpedia.com, no one 
actually considers oneself “anti-
toothfairyian.” In other words, would 
anyone state that not believing in the 
tooth-fairy requires faith? The answer 
is obviously “no,” and from a 

rationalistic viewpoint the same 
argument applies to non-belief in gods 
or other supernatural phenomena. 

Attending a meeting of FSGP in 
Kildare’s Irish Pub in West Chester, 
PA is a bit surreal, something like 
stepping into 1860’s Russia or 
entering into the lives of the European 
radicals from Tom Stoppard’s “Coast 
of Utopia.” There was a definite 
sense, based on the number of 
mistaken orders taken by the 
restaurant staff, that we were not 
par t icular ly welcome at  the 
establishment. 

For the first-time attendee, there is 
something of a feeling of elation. It is, 
indeed, a relief to be able to hold a 
rational conversation with other 
human beings and not have to tread a 
careful intellectual path, for fear of the 
offense and the ensuing emotional 
reactions that characterize many 
unfortunate interactions between 
theists and non-theists. Even the 
relatively educated theist can confuse 
scientific or humanistic passion with 
fundamentalism, and will confuse the 
colloquial and technical definitions of 
“theory.” They do this unknowingly, 
because they argue from an emotional 
basis. Caught unprepared, the 
freethinker may very well make 
comparable mistakes in their own 
argument, because neither the theist 
nor the freethinker engages in 

mutually rational dialog with each 
other. Freethinkers in conversation 
with each other are a different matter. 
As was evident at the rather informal 
and intimate evening meeting over 
Pub food and beers at Kildare’s, while 
atheists disagree with each other on 
many grandiose as well as fine and 
subtle points, when two or more 
atheists enter into a dialog, it is by 
nature mutually rational. This does 
not mean, however, that the atheist 
becomes some prototypical logic 
machine and abandons all emotion. 
The emotion is channeled into 
passion. Freethinkers are passionate 
people. To confuse matters even 
more,  anyone can make a rational 
argument for the benefits of faith in a 
person’s life. It is quite another matter 
to argue that religious faith is rational, 
or inversely, that a lack of such faith 
is not rational; indeed, that would be 
irrational. In parallel with science as a 
m e t h o d o l o g y ,  F r e e t h o u g h t 
emphasizes the primacy of natural 
(and therefore rational) - as opposed 
to supernatural  ( i r rat ional)— 
explanations. 

These are big ideas with big 
philosophical implications. How is it, 
then, that the purpose of the meeting 
in question concerned a proposal for 
something as esoteric as the Chester 
County Courthouse Winter Holiday 
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Letters to the Editor are typically 200 

words or less. If you write more than 200 
words, send it anyway to be considered for 

a guest column! Email submissions to 
fsgp@freethought.org 
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Display? 
A little background: the reader 

may or may not remember the First 
Amendment cases tackled by the 
Supreme Court earlier this decade. 
What follows is a brief review of the 
events in conjunction with related 
events that occurred in West Chester, 
PA involving the Chester County 
Commissioners, FSGP and the 
ACLU.  

In the spring of 2002, a Chester 
County resident filed suit for the 
removal of a Ten Commandments 
Plaque on the County Courthouse. 
The judge had ruled in favor of 
resident Sally Flynn, a self-described 
atheist, and the Freethought Society, 
which made the case that “the plaque 
represented government endorsement 
of religion.” When the court-ordered 
shrouding of the plaque was protested 
by residents who expressed that the 
plaque was a “reminder” of the role of 
re l ig ion—especial ly the Ten 
Commandments—in the development 
of Constitutional law, there were no 
arrests, although police did drag away 
four protesters. 

For the next several days, another 
resident, Shirley Reese, camped 
beneath the shrouded plaque in a 
homemade shrine of candles and 
religious symbols before voluntarily 
vacating the premises. Approximately 
one month later, the covering for the 
plaque was stolen. It was recovered 
and replaced with a more permanent 
covering. By February of 2003, foes 
of the courthouse’s Decalogue posted 
five legal briefs on the county’s 
website  arguing in defense of not 
shrouding the plaque. By doing this, 
they invited attacks on the grounds 
that they were using a county website 
for partisan purposes. The briefs, 
among other statements, compared 
Sally Flynn, who originally brought 
up the lawsuit in October 2001, to the 
Taliban. This prompted the country 
commissioners to appeal to the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for Third Circuit on 

the grounds that the plaque (originally 
donated to the courthouse by a church 
group) was a symbol of local history 
and does not represent a government 
endorsement of religion. Throughout 
this period, Margaret Downey, as 
President of FSGP, was repeatedly 
questioned by reporters on her 
opinions. In response to the 
appearance of the briefs on the 
website, she stated, succinctly, that 
the county’s website was one-sided. 

The Third Circuit Court of 
Appeals eventually ruled that the 
p laque d id  no t  v io la te  the 
establishment clause. The county 
agreed to remove the shroud 
“unceremoniously,” as to promote a 
kind of consistency with the argument 
that the plaque did not represent an 
endorsement of religion. 

The Chester County case never 
made it to the Supreme Court. 
Instead, the Supreme Court accepted 
two other related cases in what 
Chester County Commissioner 
Andrew Dinniman described to 
reporters as an attempt “to do 
[distinguish] the real threat from the 
mere shadows of a threat.”  The first 
case came from Kentucky, in which 
two counties had placed framed Ten 
C o m ma n d me n t s  p l a q u e s  i n 
courthouses and schools. The other 
case came from Texas, where a 
homeless man sued for removal of a 
large monument. 

What was the decision of the 
highest court in the land? A shared 
victory, or in some minds, a shared 
defeat. The Supreme Court ruled that 
it was constitutionally legal for the 
Ten Commandments Plaque to be 
present on a monument on the Texas 
Capitol grounds, yet illegal in 
Kentucky courtrooms and classrooms. 
Historic context thus protects the 
Chester County Courthouse Plaque as 
part of local history. This balanced 
decision was handed down by the 
same court that refused to tackle the 
phrase “Under God” in the Pledge of 
Allegiance in 2003. The reasoning, to 
paraphrase Supreme Court Justice 

Clarence Thomas, was that the 
Establishment Clause of the First 
Amendment only applies to the 
Federal Government, not states or 
local governments. 

This is where my night with 
FSGP comes in. Of the fifteen people 
in Kildare’s, not one of them could 
say that such a sentiment by one of 
the highest judges in the country was 
not an anathema to their ears.  In their 
indignation , FSGP took a new 
approach. For the Chester County 
Courthouse Winter Holiday Display, 
FSGP would submit their own display 
to rival those of church groups and 
other religious organizations. The 
selected display, a “tree of 
knowledge,” was to showcase the 
importance of reading and education 
in forming a rational basis for one’s 
own thoughts. However, certain 
details were not final, and there was 
some debate as the efficacy of 
particular components of the display 
during the meeting itself. 

When I was first invited to the 
Winter Display Committee Meeting, 
and forwarded a copy of the plans for 
the display, I was confused. I wasn’t 
sure, simply speaking, if the attempt 
was a legitimate holiday display, or 
simply a slap in the face of the 
Chester County Commissioners. 
Certain details outlined in the 
proposal were omitted in the email 
sent to me, and I half expected a 
crude burlap tree with “Adam and 
Eve” carved in a crude heart on the 
trunk. Little did I realize this was not 
the intent. The tree itself was to be 
decorated by Xeroxed, laminated 
book covers, including those of the 
Old and New Testaments and the 
Qur’an, placed strategically next to 
titles such as Bertrand Russell’s 
“Why I am not a Christian” and Ibn 
Warraq’s “Why I am not a Muslim;” 
a pattern to be repeated subtly. The 
books themselves were to be drawn 
largely from the Freethought 
community. During the course of the 
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meeting, the decision was made to 
narrow the focus of the book titles 
used for the display largely to those 
titles which emphasize the centuries-
old conflict between religious faith 
and rational thought. It is not simply a 
three-dimensional list of books which 
most atheists are likely to have read. 
Harkening back to that distinction 
between the threat and the mere 
shadow of it, the Tree of Knowledge 
could be taken as a reconciliation of 
the arguments leveled against 
Margaret Downey and FSGP during 
the Chester County Courthouse 
Controversy. The Supreme Court set 
a precedent which granted protection 
to the plaque in question on historical 
grounds. Think of the Tree as testing 
the merit of that distinction. Should 
the Freethought Society encounter 
undue difficulty in establishing a 
secular, freethought-oriented presence 
in the Winter Display, then they will 
have hit upon the real threat and not 
its mere shadow. 

The threat/shadow conundrum 
relates directly to the less external, 
more internal challenges faced by the 
atheist community — specifically, 
how to build a secular society. Should 
it be by the incessant exposition of 
religion’s fallacies, or by the 
continued education of the public by 
an intellectual minority? 

Some see a conflict between the 
two methodologies. At the meeting, 
one Freethinker expressed to me that 
she represents a more “militant” 
brand of atheism than generally 
accepted by the Freethought Society. 
By constantly exposing fallacies, both 
in the realm of religion itself and in 
the generally accepted interpretations 
of U.S. law, one runs the risk of being 
accused, as has the Freethought 
Society, of knocking over proverbial 
molehills, or “knitpicking [sic]  at 
seemingly meaningless issues.” In 
response to this charge, Staks Rosch, 
FSGP member and host of Dangerous 

Talk, a Progressive/Freethought 
internet radio program, pointed out 
that this reflected a double-standard, 
as the religious right attacks 
secularism over these so-called 
“molehills” as well. Mr. Rosch then 
cited several examples, including that 
“Bill O’Reilly can tell Wal-Mart that 
their greeters have to say ‘Merry 
Christmas’ but those atheists have to 
pledge their allegiance to God, or 
they will be criticized for being petty 
and/or unpatriotic.” 

Rosch’s second point: “I don’t 
think the things that atheists are 
fighting for are molehills.” When 
atheists express concern over the 
phrase “Under God” in the Pledge of 
Allegiance, “In God We Trust” on 
our money, and religious displays on 
public property, it is not because they 
are offended; it is because these 
things are unconstitutional. “There is 
no law saying that people (can’t) be 
offensive,” Mr. Rosch wrote, and then 
went on to say that Christians are 
“usually the first to play the 
‘offended’ card.” 

Tying the issue back to the 
Chester County Courthouse case, Mr. 
Rosch stated: “The First Amendment 
restricts what the government can do, 
not the people. So when stores in 
West Chester posted copies of the 
Ten Commandments on their store 
fronts to protest the initial decision to 
remove the plaques from the Court 
House, I had no problem with that. 
That was their right.” 

In other words, in the opinion of 
Freethinkers like Staks Rosch, 
Margaret Downey, Bryan Sapient of 
the Rational Response Squad and 
others, a storeowner posting the 
C o m m a n d m e n t s  i n  h i s / h e r 
es tab l i shmen t  i s  abso lu te l y 
constitutional. However, posting the 
Ten Commandments in or on public 
property, such as a county court 
house or another government 
building, is unconstitutional. 

In contrast to Clarence Thomas’ 
statement on the Establishment 

Clause with respect to federal vs. 
local and state government, what one 
finds is a frustrating disparity of 
interpretation. This means that secular 
activists have their work cut out for 
them. Can they win a battle for the 
hearts and minds of the people? 

Here is where the Freethought 
movement fractures. One answer to 
the question is that, in essence, we 
must. The other answer, represented 
by Staks Rosch during our initial 
encounter in Kildare’s, is that the 
religious right has already won the 
culture war, and that the front is now 
a purely political battle. 

Last  year,  the Amer ican 
Sociological Association conducted a 
telephone sampling of 2,000 
households. According to the study’s 
press release: 

“Americans rate atheists below 
Muslims, recent immigrants, gays and 
lesbians and other minority groups in 
‘sharing their vision of American 
society.’ Atheists are also the 
minority group most Americans are 
least willing to allow their children to 
marry.” 

Penny Edgell, the study’s lead 
researcher, argues that the widespread 
distrust of atheists by other 
Americans represents a “symbolic 
moral boundary to membership in 
American society,” a role previously 
filled by Catholics, Jews, communists 
and gays, all of whom are comparably 
as difficult to identify publicly as 
atheists.  

As a movement, Freethought then 
faces the same challenges as atheism 
in general. The first is the issue of 
organization. Second is that of public 
relations. In terms of organization, 
atheist and secularist groups, while 
certainly not disparate, suffer from a 
notorious lack of money. Their 
r e l a t i v e  f u n d i n g  m a y  b e 
insurmountable compared to religious 
institutions, but the appearance of 
disorganization is disheartening. One 
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need only look at the out-of-date 
content on FSGP’s website to see 
what this author means by “the 
appearance of disorganization.” There 
are announcements for events listed 
on the site as “upcoming” which are 
in fact several months old. While 
members like me are constantly 
receiving updates from committee e-
mails, the website remains largely 
unchanged and is rarely updated. This 
is probably indirectly related to 
disproportionate financial resources . 
It is, as so many things are, a matter 
of motivation. Updating and changing 
the layout of the website, in the 
opinion of the author, would surely 
do much to attract  younger 
individuals. 

The other issue, that of public 
relations, is more difficult to 
overcome. Do atheists simply wait 
until there are more of them out there 
to make an impact on the American 
public consciousness with regards to 

their non-belief? Perhaps atheists 
should make themselves more  
visible, as the proponents of 
RichardDawkins.net suggest with 
their line of “OUT” products (which, 
in addition to raising visibility, brings 
a significant cash flow to the 
international atheist community). 
However, it seems ironic at best, 
given the left-leaning nature of the 
majority of vocal atheists, to rely on 
marketing atheism as a kind of brand-
name. Although marketing brand-
names appeals to a younger 
generation of atheists, secularists, and 
other “freethinkers,” it may be 
presumptuous to discard a marketing 
tactic solely out of distaste for 
consumerism. Whatever the case, 
atheists, as organized as they may be, 
need to organize better. Atheism, if it 
is to overcome the obstacles 
presented by modern society to 
rational thought and scientific 
reasoning, must be represented as 
something more than a few 
malcontent individuals reaching out 

for solidarity with each other. 
Discipline within the ranks is 
required, as well as consensus. The 
difficulty therein is that atheists, in 
general, may be opposed to such 
organizational techniques because 
they want their group to avoid being 
compared to churches or other 
institutions of organized religion. 

As a word of caution and 
encouragement to the atheist 
community and the freethought 
movement, the author chooses to end 
with an oft-recycled quote from the 
late Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., a self-
professed lifelong skeptic of religion: 

“There is no reason why good 
cannot triumph as often as evil. The 
triumph of anything is a matter of 
organization. If there are such things 
as angels, I hope that they are 
organized along the lines of the Mafia 
[sic] .” 

Barry Greenstein is a Biological 
Anthropology major at Temple 
University and Vice-President of the 
Secular Society of Temple University. 
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Hello members! I am pleased to 
announce a few items of very 
exciting news. 

First, a greater Philadelphia 
Freethought/Humanist coalition is 
beginning! An anonymous donor 
wants to do anything possible to 
further the cause, and has initiated 
the coming together of the leaders of 
these types of groups within the 
D e l a w a r e  V a l l e y / G r e a t e r 
Philadelphia area. So far, this 
i n c l u d e s  F S G P ,  P h A C T 
(Philadelphia Association for Critical 
Thinking),  HAGP (Humanist 
Association of Greater Philadelphia) 
and the Ethical Humanist Society of 
Philadelphia. 

While each group will remain a 
separate enti ty, we plan to 
collaborate on things such as 
advertising, events, special projects, 

campaigns, etc.  
The goal is to benefit each group 

and help the Freethought movement  
as a whole to grow and expand. With 
a united presence in  Philadelphia 
and the surrounding areas, we will be 
able to reach out to even more people 
who are Freethinkers but simply 
don’t realize it, as well as those who 
do not know about the alternatives to 
organized theist religions. 

All four groups will be having a 
combined panel/discussion event 
open to all members, tentatively 
scheduled for Saturday, May 24th at 
the Ethical Society building in 
Philadelphia. 

The second exciting happening 
within the movement is the first 
Freethought  organ izat ion in 
Delaware: The Delaware Association 
for Humanism (DAH) was founded 

by Dave Martin last year and has 
already obtained 501(c)(3) status. 
Their very first meeting was held on 
Saturday April 5, of which President 
of HAGP, Joe Fox, and myself were 
pleased to be a part. See the DAH 
“ad” on page eight for Dave’s email 
if you would like to be involved in 
this new group. 

I am thrilled about these 
developments, and I hope that  you 
share this sentiment. There are even 
more updates to report, but not 
enough space; stay tuned for another 
“note from the President” in the 
May/June issue of the G.P.S. 

Thank you for your support! 
  
 Sincerely, 

 ����������	�
�	  

 Sally J. Cramer, President 
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(See the Jan/Feb issue of the G.P.S. 

for Part I of Citizen Paine.) 
The years immediately following the 
American Revolution were relatively 
quiet ones for Thomas Paine. Retiring 
to a farm given to him by the state of 
New York, he turned his mind 
towards science and invention. In 
1787, he returned to Europe to 
promote his plans for an iron bridge 
that required no piers for support. 
Almost at once though, he found 
himself embroiled in the politics of 
England and France*. 

The storming of the Bastille** in 
1789 signaled the start of the French 
Revolution, an event which elated but 
did not surprise him. Thomas Paine 
had always considered the American 
Revolution as the beginning of a 
change in civil society everywhere, 
instead of an end in itself. “That the 
principles of America opened the 
Bastille,” he wrote in a letter to 
George Washington, “is not to be 
doubted.” Others, however, were 
alarmed by the upset of what they 
regarded as the natural order of things 
and the increasingly anarchic 
appearance of the political situation in 
France. One of these was English 
p a r l i a m e n t a r i a n  E d m u n d 
Burke. Burke had been regarded as 
friendly to the American cause during 
the war for independence, and Paine 
regarded him as a personal friend as 
well. But when Burke published an 
attack on the French Revolution, 
Paine responded with probably his 
greatest exposition on political and 
social philosophy — “The Rights of 
Man.” 

The first part of The Rights of 
Man appeared in England in March of 
1791. In it, Paine demolished most of 
Burke’s arguments in favor of a 
constitutional monarchy. Some of 
these arguments were strange indeed, 
such as Burke’s insistence that the 
settlement of English government 
established in 1688 was immutable 
because Parliament at that time had 

bound the nation to it "for all their 
posterity, forever." Paine answered 
this with “Every age and generation 
must be as free to act for itself in all 
cases, as the ages and generation 
which preceded it. The vanity and 
presumption of governing beyond the 
grave, is the most ridiculous and 
insolent of all tyrannies.” Self-
determination is a natural right of all 
men by virtue of being part of 
mankind. Natural rights, like the 
ability to do our own thinking and act 
for our own good, are coeval with 
mankind; that is to say that they have 
existed as long as we have. Out of 
these grow civil rights, the moral 
claims that apply to men as members 
of society. These are the safeguards 
for protecting individuals in the 
pursuit of their natural rights without 
injury to those rights in others. 

Paine contrasted the British 
government on these points with the 
French Assembly’s Declaration of the 
Rights of Man (which Paine had a 
hand in preparing), and he made some 
points which sound strikingly modern 
today. “When in countries we call 
civilized, we see age going to the 
workhouse and youth to the gallows, 
something must be wrong in the 
system of government…Why is it that 
scarcely any are executed but the 
poor?” Could anyone really expect 
that an English government composed 
of and representing only special 
interests, address the problems of 
poverty and lack of education in a 
meaningfully egalitarian way? 
Hardly, Paine answered, and offered 
h is  own p lans for  a  more 
representative government, pensions 
for the aged, popular education and 
relief for the poor. He even proposed 
a progressive income tax to raise the 
funds for these programs. 

At first the British government 
tried to ignore The Rights of Man, but 
its popularity and the storm it 
aroused, forced them to act.  Paine 
left for France one step ahead of an 

arrest order for sedition. Part 2 of The 
Rights of Man (which covered his 
ideas for an international association 
of nations to outlaw war) was 
published in his absence. 

In contrast to the manner in 
which he left England, Paine’s arrival 
in France was greeted with the 
greatest enthusiasm.  Despite his 
inability to speak French, he found 
himself elected as a representative to 
the National Assembly. But the 
situation in France had altered 
drastically since his last visit. King 
Louis XVI had been caught trying to 
flee the country and was to be tried 
for treason. The influence of 
moderates like the Marquis de 
Lafayette was waning, and the mass 
executions that later became known 
as The Terror had already begun. 
Three days after Paine’s arrival in 
Paris, the radical Jacobins in the 
assembly dissolved the monarchy and 
proclaimed France a republic. Paine 
did not fully comprehend the forces 
that had been let loose by the 
revolution and his stand for 
moderation and the rule of law 
eventually brought the ire of the 
radicals down upon him. On 
December 28, 1793, he was arrested 
and thrown into prison. 

Paine appealed to his rights as an 
American citizen but the American 
minister to France, one Gouverneur 
Morris, was a long-time political 
foe and he told the French that Paine 
had no right to claim American 
citizenship. Escaping death by 
gui l lot ine and i l lness by a 
hairsbreadth, Paine remained in 
prison for nearly a year until 
Gouverneur Morris was replaced as 
American Minister to France by 
future president James Monroe. The 
ailing Paine recuperated at Monroe’s 
home in Paris and remained in France 
until 1802, when President Thomas 
Jefferson invited him to return to 
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America. 
Prior to his return to America, 

Paine published two more important 
works. The Age of Reason (1794, 
1796) was the culmination of a 
lifetime’s study and reflection on 
religion. The first part of it was 
smuggled out from under the noses of 
his captors. He dedicated it to his 
“fellow citizens of the United States 
of America” and placed it under their 
protection; a protection he was also 
personally desperate for, but only 
tardily received. 

“The most formidable weapon 
against errors of every kind,” Paine 
wrote, “is reason,” and it is as 
applicable in judging religion as it is 
in any other sphere. Revelation he 
dismisses as impossible to prove 
because it is revelation only to the 
person who actually receives it. To 
someone that person is describing it 
to, it is hearsay; and when some 
author describes what someone else 
has said about his or her revelation, it 
has become even further removed 
from the source; it is hearsay of 
hearsay. If this isn’t a bad enough 
problem, then examination of biblical 
texts shows them to be as fabulous as 
any mythology the Greeks created 
and filled with contradictions as well. 
The established religions themselves, 
Paine describes as being actually 
injurious to morality. “All national 
institutions of churches, whether 
Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear 
to me no other than human 
inventions, set up to terrify and 
enslave mankind, and monopolize 
power and profit.” The relationship 
between church and state, wherever it 
occurs, is an adulterous one with each 
supporting the other by prohibiting 
questions and change.  

So what does reason suggest as 
an alternative? According to Thomas 
Paine, his own mind was his church 
and being created with the ability to 
deduce morality through reason was 
the best evidence that this was what 

God intended men to do. “Were a 
man as impressed as fully and as 
strongly as he ought to be with the 
belief of a God, his moral life would 
be regulated by the forces of this 
belief, he would stand in awe of God 
and of himself, and would not do the 
thing that could not be concealed 
from either. To give this belief the full 
opportunity of force it is necessary 
that it act alone. This is Deism.”  

The Deism that Thomas Paine 
was promoting was the outgrowth of 
a natural view of the world. Isaac 
Newton’s work had shown that 
everything in the universe seemed to 
obey understandable physical laws so 
that God’s constant intervention was 
unnecessary. God was still the creator 
of everything and the final judge of 
all men, but otherwise He sat back 
and let the laws He created run the 
world. This was a religious view 
heretofore confined to a small, 
educated elite. In America, this 
included men like Benjamin Franklin, 
T h o ma s  J e f f e r s o n ,  G e o r g e 
Washington, James Madison, John 
Quincy Adams, Ethan Allen and, of 
course, Thomas Paine. Without their 
influence, and that of Deism upon 
them,  the  US Cons t i tu t ion , 
particularly in its principles of 
religious freedom and separation of 
church and state, would not exist. 

The other important work to 
come out of Paine’s years in France, 
Agrarian Reform (1797), sounds a 
strangely socialist note but it owes 
more to natural philosophies like that 
of Rousseau than to the mechanistic 
theories of its 19th century successors. 
“…the earth in its natural, 
uncultivated state was, and ever 
would have continued to be, the 
common property of the human race. 
In that state every man would have 
been born to property.” But man, 
Paine notes, is no longer in his natural 
state. He has become civilized and the 
development of civilization has, over 
the centuries, allowed property to 
accumulate into the hands of the few 
to the detriment of the rest. Therefore, 

he says, it is the obligation of a just 
society to recognize and redress this 
injustice. Paine’s solution differs 
greatly from that of most of the 19th 
century socialists. Since men, once 
civilized, cannot return to a natural 
state, he recognizes that trying to 
redistribute land would be futile. The 
same forces of civilization that 
resulted in the original dispossession 
would still be there. How then, can 
justice be served? By placing an 
inheritance tax, Paine says, on all 
personal and landed property. The 
money thus acquired would be used 
“to create a national fund, out of 
which there shall be paid to every 
person, when arrived at the age of 
twenty-one years, the sum of fifteen 
pounds sterling, as a compensation in 
part, for the loss of his or her natural 
inheritance by the introduction of the 
system of landed property.” 

Thomas Paine returned to the 
United States in 1802 with the 
intention of entering into an 
honorable retirement. He was 65 
years old and had been absent for 
fifteen years. Many of his former 
friends and associates were dead. 
Others, including his patron Thomas 
Jefferson, had succumbed to the kind 
of partisan politics that George 
Washington had warned against when 
he was president. Paine, who had 
always been a figure of controversy, 
was a convenient target for 
Jefferson’s political opponents.  The 
unceasing attacks launched against 
him were astonishing for their 
virulence even by the exuberant 
standards of the day. Political motives 
did not completely account for the 
level of venom directed against 
Thomas Paine. The publication of The 
Age of Reason, which gave the world 
another name for that brief flowering 
of intellectual free-thought called 
“The Enlightenment,” closely 
matched in its end.   Defenses of 
Deism were no longer welcome in a 
religiously resurgent America. The 
still feisty Paine responded with 
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letters to the newspapers, but his 
voice was almost lost in the sheer 
volume of the torrent directed 
against him. Gradually, the voices 
of libel and scorn won out and Paine 
found himself shunned by almost 
everyone. In 1809 Thomas Paine, 
who had once described himself as 
“a citizen of the world,” died almost 
unnoticed by that world. Only six 
mourners attended the funeral. 

*Others eventually built 
Paine’s iron bridge in England. 
Thomas Paine received neither 
credit nor profit from it. 

**The Bastille, a fortress and 
prison, was a hated symbol of 
tyranny. 

Hugh Kramer is a member of 
Atheists United. He is active in humanist 
causes in the Los Angeles area.  
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In  the  book “The Brothers 
Karamazov,” Fyodor Dostoevsky 
describes a scene in which a 
Turkish soldier takes a nursing 
infant from its mother, tosses it into 
the air and catches it on his 
bayonet. His delight comes not from 
the suffering death of the infant but 
from doing it before its mother’s 
eyes. While it’s difficult to imagine 
the suffering felt by this woman, 
it’s essential to comprehend the 
reality of individual suffering if we 
are to successfully address universal 
suffering. In ‘God’s Problem,’ Bart 
Ehrman must  t ransform the 
common notion of suffering from an 
abstract concept into the vivid and 
much too common reality that it is.  
He does this by using similar 
images to focus the reader’s 
perspective into the reality of 
individual suffering. While people 
naturally strive to avoid personal 
suffering, they likewise tend to 
refrain from visual izing and 
contemplating the details of other’s 
miseries.  

People tend to be numbed and 
not much affected by impersonal 
numbers. We may hear that seven 
thousand people a day die of 
malaria, forty thousand a day die 
from diseases related to a lack of 
clean water, and six million Jews 
were murdered by the Nazis; but 
how much do we really focus on the 
fact that each one had a life that 
was filled with love, friendship, 
family, hopes and dreams? 

The existence of extreme 
suffering has perplexed theologians 
since the first books of the Old 

Testament were written. The secular 
rationalist can explain suffering 
directly using precise scientific 
concepts. Natural disasters like 
tsunamis and earthquakes are by-
products of normal physical laws. 
Physical deformities and illnesses 
are the resul t  of  b iological 
evolutionary processes. Human 
beings’ cruelty toward fellow 
humans can be explained using 
complex cultural and psychological 
theorizing. Unfortunately, reasoning 
of this sort is unsatisfactory from a 
cultural aspect. All human societies 
are permeated by entrenched 
religious beliefs; any dialogue on 
suffering will inevitably become 
entangled with the tenets of those 
beliefs. In our culture, those tenets 
are rooted primarily in the Christian 
Bible. For the rationalist, the 
concept of an omnipotent and 
benevolent god that tolerates 
extreme suffering is evidence for 
the nonexistence of that god. In the 
context of suffering, however, this 
point is only relevant in how it 
affects responses to that suffering. 
The purpose of “God’s Problem” is 
to analyze how the Christian Bible 
justifies God’s culpability in the 
existence of horrendous suffering. 
How one views God’s part in it 
influences the part that one plays. 

Bart Ehrman is a Professor of 
Religious Studies at the University 
of North Carolina and a leading 
authority on the early Church and 
the life of Jesus. Ehrman started life 
as a hard-core and committed 
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evangelical Christian. He attended 
several Christian colleges and 
earned a divinity degree and a 
Ph.D. in New Testament studies.   

In time, questions led to doubts, 
and he eventually came to consider 
himself “An agnostic who viewed 
the Bible as a book produced 
entirely by human hands.”  His “de-
conversion” was signif icantly 
influenced by his inability to 
reconcile how both God and 
widespread, extreme long-term 
suffering could coexist.  

The Bible was written by 
different authors in different times 
f o r  d i f f e r e n t  p u r p o s e s . 
Consequently, it contains several 
different explanations for suffering. 
The simplest explanation is that 
God is punishing humans for sin. 
This concept is first demonstrated 
in the Genesis account of Adam and 
Eve when they and all their 
descendents are punished for eating 
the forbidden fruit. The problem 
with this explanation is that it 
doesn’t mesh with reality. In the 
real world, most victims of disease, 
war and starvation are not guilty of 
sins worthy of such suffering. 
Conversely,  there are many 
examples of clearly evil people 
living happy, healthy lives. 

Another theory is that God 
makes people suffer to test their 
faith. The story of Job describes his 
extreme suffering as God takes 
away all of his possessions and 
murders all of his children just to 
see how he’ll react. However, the 
concept in this story collapses 
under its own contradiction. Why 
would God test only Job and not his 
children or anyone else? In the real 
world, suffering frequently leads to 
death, which makes this purpose 
effectively mute. 

One of the most common 
perceptions is that we suffer 
because God gave us freewill. What 
we as a species do with that 
freewil l determines the type, 

severity and quantity of suffering. 
We have the freedom to initiate 
suffering, ignore it, or actively 
prevent it. While this reasoning 
seems plausible when weighed 
against atrocities such as Rwanda 
and the killing fields of Cambodia, 
it doesn’t explain suffering from 
“acts of God” events like tsunamis, 
famine and pestilence.  

One of the more bizarre 
Biblical explanations is that, for 
some reason, God has allowed an 
evil force or entity to exercise 
complete control of our world. All 
suffering, including death, is the 
consequence of this condition. 
Suffering will continue and, in fact, 
get much worse, until God comes 
down in all his glory and conquers 
the evil forces and establishes his 
kingdom on earth. It would be hard 
to argue with this except that, in 
fact, the writers of the Bible all felt 
that this ‘judgment day’ would 
happen not in the distant future but 
in their own life span. Every 
generation since has predicted that 
this event would happen during 
their lifetime and all have been 
wrong. This fact makes this theory 
very unlikely.  

To fully expound on biblical 
reasons for suffering, Ehrman 
analyzes several books of the bible. 
He does this to show that it is 
inaccurate and misleading when 
people use specific passages out of 
con tex t  t o  suppor t  va r i ous 
posit ions. To understand the 
b ib l ical  author ’s  intent  and 
meaning, the entire text must be 
examined. On this subject Ehrman 
shows that trying to infer that the 
authors were making long-range 
predictions is incorrect; they were 
specifically referring to their own 
times, lives and places. 

Ehrman doesn’t try to answer 
the question of why God allows 
suffering. He simply shows that the 
authors of the Old and New 
Testaments struggled with the 
problem of suffering and came up 
with different and contradictory 

explanations. Biblical explanations 
for suffering are useless in the 
quest to alleviate suffering because 
these explanations are without 
merit. Certainly the nursing baby 
killed by the Turkish soldiers, and 
most likely the mother, did nothing 
w r o n g  t o  d e s e r v e  G o d ’ s 
punishment. They were not having 
their faith tested, and were not 
go ing to  be bet ter  persons 
afterwards.  

Our concepts of the causes of 
suffering greatly influence our 
responses to it. Successes in 
alleviating suffering have come 
much more from enlightened ideals 
than religious dogma. Vaccinations 
have ameliorated and conquered 
t e r r i b l e  d i s e a s e s ,  s e c u l a r 
governments have created wealth 
and freedom for the masses, and 
science and technology have 
improved food production to the 
point that it has the potential to 
alleviate hunger. To be sure, much 
more needs to done, but it is now 
collectively possible to greatly 
reduce massive human suffering.  

While the primary subject of 
“God’s Problem” is reason enough 
to read this book, Ehrman’s 
analytical dissections of various 
books of the bible and the historical 
context in which they were written 
are delightful informational and 
intellectual bonuses. The question 
of suffering was the Achilles’ heel 
of Ehrman’s faith and a source of 
great difficulty for the Bible’s 
authors. While the faithful may be 
quick to offer one line explanations 
for suffering, none of them survive 
under rational scrutiny. “God’s 
Problem” exposes these fallacies 
and provides a foundation for real 
perspective. It is a wonderfully 
interesting and informative book 
and can be a valued resource for 
any reader.  

 
Mike Judge is a former FSGP 

Board Member, active volunteer 
and regular contributor to the 
G.P.S. 
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On Tuesday, May 6, 2008, meet Charles Eisenstein, author of three books including his 
most recent, The Ascent of Humanity, an exploration of the history and possible future of 
civilization from the perspective of the cultural concept of self. To learn more about The 
Ascent of Humanity, visit Eisenstein’s website, www.ascentofhumanity.com.  
Formerly a faculty member of Penn State University’s Department of Science, Technology, 
and Society, Eisenstein has also lived in Taiwan as a translator of the Chinese language and, 
later, was a stay-at-home dad. His other books include The Yoga of Eating and 
Transformational Weight Loss, both of which address holistic health and the transformation 
of human consciousness and civilization.  
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Reaching the tipping point: Why I’m optimistic about the next 20 years 
Freethinkers will eventually be the majority in 
America. What can we do to help that happen 
sooner rather than later? Join us on Tuesday, 
June 3 to hear guest speaker Jan Meshon, 
founder of the FreeThoughtAction marketing 
campaign whose “Don’t believe in God? You 
are not alone” billboard created a stir on the 
New Jersey Turnpike. Jan will speak about the 
statistics and strategies that point toward a more secular America in the near future, as well as the initial reaction to the 
marketing campaign and upcoming plans. For more information about Jan’s group, visit www.FreeThoughtAction.org. 
Mr. Meshon is a native Philadelphian currently living in New York City. Founder of FreeThoughtAction, a campaign to 
increase the visibility of the freethought community, Jan is a 20-year sales and marketing veteran in the cable TV industry 
who is applying his energy, enthusiasm and experience to furthering the secular cause.  
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Dr. G. Vijayam originally intended to visit the United States to attend the World Humanist Congress in Washington, D.C. 
Thanks to the work of Atheist Alliance International President, Margaret Downey, he is now scheduled to speak to at least 
six different groups!  

Executive Director of the Atheist Centre in India, Dr. Vijayam carries the message of how atheists can be effective in 
organizing extensive social reform projects. He has presented a number of papers in national and International Conferences 
on atheism, humanism, rationalism, social change, ecology and environment, natural disaster preparedness, and social and 
political reform.� He has also participated in national and international seminars on Environment, Gandhi, social change, 
rural development, human rights, atheism and humanism.� 

This event will take place at the Indian restaurant Desi Village, located at 145 S. Gulph Road, King of Prussia, PA 
19406. The BYO “Happy Hour” and opportunity to talk personally with Dr. Vijayam will be from 6:00 PM to 7:00 PM. 
Please arrive no later than 7:00PM if you plan to order food. Dr. Vijayam’s presentation will begin at 7:30PM. There is 
only room for 50 people. Please RSVP to fsgp@freethought.org to secure your spot for this event! There is no charge 
for this event other than any food you order (please plan to pay with cash). BYOB. 
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Monthly meetings take place at 7:00 PM on the first Tuesday of the month at 
the Ludington Library, 5 South Bryn Mawr Avenue, Bryn Mawr, PA 19010 
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Sadly, we only received one 
nomination for Vice President. 
Thankfully, it is a great one! Being 
that there is only one candidate, the 
election is moot. 

Please welcome our new Vice 
President ,  Br ian Bohmuel ler. 
Brian received his B.S. in Mechanical 
Engineering from Penn State 
U n i v e r s i t y.   H e  h a s  a l s o 
studied graduate level work in 
Engineering Science at Penn State 
Great Valley.  He possesses diverse 
skills, including extensive experience 
wi th  computer  systems and 
outstanding writing skills. He looks 
forward to assisting FSGP in its 
secular pursuits and in its efforts 
to catalyze a growing community of 
rational thinkers in the Philadelphia 
area.  

Please welcome Brian as our 
new Vice-President! 
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MEINSTER, A. 
TABY, P. 
THOMPSON, B. 
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ANONYMOUS 
ANTKIEWICZ, W. 
BOGERT, T. 
BROWN, R. & K. 
CONNOR, C.J. 
CREASY, W. 
CZERWINSKI, W.P. 
DAERR, E. & D. SCOTT 
DONOHUE, P. & N. 
ELLIOTT, G. 
FEINBERG, L. 
FULKNER, S. 
GOTTFRIED, J. 
HARVEY, B. 
HENDERSON, W. & B. 
HENEHAN, D. 
JUDGE, M. & K. COOK 
KOCOL, H. & C. 
KRAMER, H.H. & F. 
LAW, S. 
LEITNER-GLASS, A. 
MANN, A. 
MCGONIGAL, S. 
MCGOWAN, B. 

MELCHIORRE, T. 
MEYERS, R. & V. 
O'CONNELL, S. 
OTT, P. 
PACI, B. 
PAZOS, J. 
PEETS FAMILY 
PORTER, R.S. 
ROSCH, S. 
SMITH, N. 
STENSGAARD, H. & D. 
STEPHENS, E. & H. 
STERK, A. 
SWINBURN, C. & C. 
TILGHMAN, L. 
TURNER, C. 
VIGLIONE, M. 
WEBER, S. 
WEISS, R. 
WIBLE, D. 
WISCONSIN 

HISTORICAL 
SOCIETY 

ZIEVE, J. 
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BROWN, R & K $20.00 
CALDWELL, R $50.00 
CREASY $20.00 
DAERR, E & D. SCOTT $20.00 
FAULKNER, S $20.00 
GRANADOS, L $100.00 
JUDGE, M & K. COOK $65.00 
KOCOL, H & C $15.00 
LAW, S $10.00 
ROSCH, S $30.00�
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ANONYMOUS $100.00 
ANONYMOUS $30.00 
CONNOR, CJ $20.00 
FLYNN, S $100.00�
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Check your mailing label for renewal 
information. 
Please renew if “Exp 3-08” or “Exp 4-08” 
appears on your label. 
Please complete the above 
form for your renewal and 
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IHEU 17th World Humanist Congress and  
AHA 67th Annual National Conference  

June 5-8, 2008 
Washington, D.C.  

L'Enfant Plaza Hotel 
www.americanhumanist.org/conference 

Secular Student Alliance Annual Conference  
June 6 - 8, 2008 

Washington, D.C.  
L'Enfant Plaza Hotel 

(Part of IHEU Congress) 
www.secularstudents.org/conference 
FSGP Anti-Superstition Bash 2008 

Friday, June 13, 2008 
8:00PM-Midnight 

Radisson Warwick Plaza Hotel 
1701 Locust St., Philadelphia, PA 

For more info, email fsgp@freethought.org 
JREF’s Amaz!ng Meeting 6 

June 19 - 22, 2008 
Las Vegas, NV 

See enclosed brochure or www.randi.org 

Freethought Unity Picnic 
Sunday, July 27, 2008 

Fort Washington State Park 
 

Camp Quest  
Summer 2008, various dates and locations 

Ages 8- 17.  www.camp-quest.org  
 

Camp Inquiry 2008  
July 13-19, 2008 

Holland, New York 
Ages 7-16; www.campinquiry.org 

 

FFRF convention 
Oct. 10-12, 2008 

Hyatt Regency Chicago 
October 10-12, 2008 
http://ffrf.org/events/ 

 

Atheist Alliance International Convention  
September 26-28, 2008 

Long Beach, CA on the Queen Mary (docked) 
www.atheistalliance.org 
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