
A discussion of United States and US politics, 
present and historic, from the perspective of a 
British Muslim who appreciates the United States 
and has a deep faith rooted in Islam.  How can this 
be, you may ask?  What could a British convert 
to Islam possibly appreciate about the United 

States—What about the 
‘clash of civilisations’?!  
Perhaps this isn’t so 
much a clash, more a 
coming together...  Join 
us on April 11, and you 
decide.

Paul Salahuddin Arm-
strong is an alumnus 
of the International 
Visitor Leadership 
Program (IVLP) and 
an Associate of St 

George’s House.  He has worked in a number of 
fields over the years, including in the media, diplo-
macy, Muslim marriage (nikah) services, interfaith, 
human rights, policy, countering extremism, out-
reach, third-sector and other community-related 
activities.  He currently runs the Association of 
British Muslims with Mohammed Abbasi and 
a dedicated team from all walks of life, reflecting 
the diversity of British Muslims, and is a Muslim 
Chaplain at the University of Birmingham.

For more information, please visit:   
paulsarmstrong.com/biography/

Please click on the link below to participate in 
the meeting.  Socializing starts at 12:30 pm.
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Paul Salahuddin Armstrong - “The US and US 
Politics, A British Muslim Perspective” (via Zoom)  

Calendar
Apr 11 General Meeting on Zoom 1 pm
May 9 General Meeting on Zoom 1 pm 
June 13 General Meeting on Zoom 1 pm

All events are via Zoom unless noted  
and are subject to change. 

For the latest in upcoming AFS events, join our Meetup group!  
meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society

Paul Salahuddin 
Armstrong

AFS April Meeting
April 11, 2021 1:00-2:30 PM (EST)

To join Zoom meeting go to this link: 
us02web.zoom.us/j/89006560911

FFRF cheers plummeting 
U.S. church membership

The Freedom From Religion Foundation is 
cheering a report from Gallup that formal church 
membership among Americans has dropped 
below 50 percent for the first time in Gallup’s 80-
year history of asking the question.

“Americans are waking up,” says FFRF Co-Pres-
ident Dan Barker, a former evangelical preacher 
and author of several books on “losing faith in 
faith” and leaving religion behind.

Gallup noted that this is likely not an anomaly 
caused by the pandemic and quarantine, but part 
of a long-term trend.  “U.S. church membership 
was 73 percent when Gallup first measured it in 
1937 and remained near 70 percent for the next 
six decades, before beginning a steady decline 
around the turn of the 21st century.”

The “decline in church membership is primarily 
a function of the increasing number of Americans 
who express no religious preference,” explains 
Gallup.  In 1999, 70 percent of Americans be-
longed to a church, so the drop to 47 percent in 
2020 is a massive loss of one-third.

Perhaps the most important finding was that 
church membership declined in every single de-
mographic Gallup measured:  age, gender, marital 
status, education level, geographical region and 
race.  For instance, the number of non-Hispanic 
white adults who belong to a church dropped 16 
points (from 68 to 52) in the last two decades, 
while non-Hispanic Black adults dropped 19 
points (from 78-59) over that time.

Go to Church Membership page 3

https://eca.state.gov/ivlp
https://eca.state.gov/ivlp
https://eca.state.gov/ivlp
https://www.stgeorgeshouse.org/
https://www.stgeorgeshouse.org/
http://aobm.org/
http://aobm.org/
http://mmabbasi.com/
https://intranet.birmingham.ac.uk/student/multi-faith-chaplaincy/chaplains-staff/paul-salahuddin-armstrong.aspx
https://intranet.birmingham.ac.uk/student/multi-faith-chaplaincy/chaplains-staff/paul-salahuddin-armstrong.aspx
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/
https://paulsarmstrong.com/biography/
http://www.meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society/
us02web.zoom.us/j/89006560911
https://ffrf.org/news/news-releases/item/38651-ffrf-cheers-plummeting-u-s-church-membership
https://news.gallup.com/poll/341963/church-membership-falls-below-majority-first-time.aspx
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Programs and Speakers
All programs are on the second Sunday of each month 
at AF Hall, 4775 N. Church Lane SE, Atlanta, GA, 
30339 unless presented online due to global pandemic 
(see link on page 1).  Programs start at 1:00 PM, but 
feel free to arrive at 12:30 for socializing.  Visitors are 
always welcome. 

The views and opinions expressed by speakers at AFS do not 
necessarily reflect those of AFS members or its policy.

AFS Email List
The AFS Announcements email list provides subscribers with reminders and updates 
on AFS activities. Send an email to AFS-Announce-subscribe@yahoogroups.com 
to subscribe. The AFS Forum email list is a place for discussions of freethought, athe-
ism, agnosticism, church-state separation and religion. To subscribe to this list, send 
an email to AFSForum-subscribe@yahoogroups.com. The AFS Facebook page is 
at facebook.com/AtlantaFreethought. For calender information on AFS activities, 
please join the Meetup group. The AFS website is www.atlantafreethought.org.

To keep up to date on the Atlanta Freethought Society calendar of upcoming events, 
please join our Meetup group: meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society.

The Atlanta Freethought Society is a member-run organization dedicated to advancing 
freethought and protecting the rights and reputation of freethinkers, agnostics, atheists and 
humanists.

We welcome anyone who is interested in learning about living a good life free from 
religion through attending AFS speeches, debates, and discussions. We employ pro-
tests, letters to the editor, broadcast appearances, and any other reasonable and civil 
means available to achieve our mission.

We define freethought as “the forming of opinions about life in general and religion 
in particular on the basis of reason and the evidence of our senses, independently of 
tradition, authority, or established belief.”

We actively support a strict separation of church and state as the best means to 
guarantee liberty for all, regardless of religious belief or lack of belief.

We seek to educate ourselves on many topics but especially on religion and non-
religion.  We do this through a series of thought-provoking speakers and programs, 
and by maintaining a web forum and an extensive library of freethought, religious, 
and related books, pamphlets, videotapes, and audiotapes.

We provide an organization where freethinkers and non-theists can develop friend-
ships, talk freely, socialize and enjoy each other’s company.  We do not discriminate 
against anyone on such irrelevant grounds as race, sexual orientation, age, gender, 
class, or physical disability.  We welcome members and leaders of all political parties 
and preferences.  Any who are like-minded are welcome to join us.

Because we are designated by the IRS as a 501(c)(3) educational organization, con-
tributions to AFS are tax deductible.  

Views, opinions, positions or strategies expressed by authors are theirs alone and 
do not necessarily reflect the views, opinions, positions or strategies of the Atlanta 
Freethought Society or any member thereof.  The editors of Atlanta Freethought News 
reserve the right to edit or alter in any manner it sees fit any articles deemed to be 
obscene, offensive, defamatory, threatening, in violation of trademark, copyright 
or other laws, or is otherwise unacceptable; and also to correct grammar and to 
conserve space.

Atlanta Freethought News   
An AFS Publication

Editor: Laura Ross 
Assistant Editor: Steve Yothment

 
How to Contact the Editor

Send correspondence to AFS at:  
4775 N. Church Lane SE,  

Atlanta, GA 30339, 
phone Laura at 404-634-1005, or send  

e-mail to Laura@LauraRossDesign.com
or luara.mom@gmail.com

2021 Board of Directors

Mark Banks – 770-354-1546 
Diane Buckner, Treasurer – 404-257-6008

Michael Buckner – 404-633-2486
Dwight Lyman, Secretary – 404-825-0260 

Laura Ross, President – 404-825-0258 
Judy Thompson – 404-296-2020
Steve Yothment – 678-364-8703

Atlanta Freethought News

Vol. 27, Number 4, April 2021 CE 
Copyright © 2021 by the Atlanta Freethought 

Society, Inc. Signed articles are all copyright 
© 2021 by their respective authors.

Membership in AFS is $50/year per person,  
$20 for low income. 

Membership includes voting privileges and  
AFNews by email/USPS (indicate preferences). 

Sustaining Membership is $100. 

Life Membership is $1000. 

Subscriptions only are $30 for 12 issues. 

Please make checks or money orders payable to 
Atlanta Freethought Society

(or Paypal to afs@atlantafreethought.org).

Visit our Meetup page at  
meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society.

See AFS events and member views at:  
facebook.com/AtlantaFreethought.

Send E-mail to  
afs@atlantafreethought.org. 

AFS Wordpress specialist: Dwight Lyman 
AFS Facebook page: Laura Ross, Ed Buckner, 

Steve Yothment

May 9: Jim Underdown
June 13: Kathleen Johnson
July 11: TBD
August 8: Kenneth Copp

AFS-Announce-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
AFSForum-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
http://www.facebook.com/AtlantaFreethought
http://www.meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society/
http://www.atlantafreethought.org/
https://www.meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society/
Laura@LauraRossDesign.com
Laura@LauraRossDesign.com
afs@atlantafreethought.org
https://www.meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society/
http://www.facebook.com/AtlantaFreethought
afs@atlantafreethought.org
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Church Membership continued

FFRF notes two caveats that make the findings 
even more exciting.  First, this is self-reported 
church membership.  Demographers and sociol-
ogists have long known that survey respondents 
overreport their church attendance.  Actual 
church attendance is about one-quarter to 
one-half what is self-reported.

The Gallup datapoint is slightly different, 
seeking to determine formal membership with 
specific houses of worship, but is still likely 
overreported for similar reasons.

Second, America appears to be returning to 
its irreligious roots.  At the time of our nation’s 
founding, most Americans — the vast majority 
— were unchurched.  This fact cuts against the 
popular and misguided Christian nationalist nar-
rative that our Christian nation was founded for 
and by Christians.  According to U.S. histori-
ans and religion scholars, Isaac Kramnick and 
R. Laurence Moore, “The highest estimates for 
the late eighteenth century make only about 10-
15 percent of the population church members.”

FFRF has long sought to educate the pub-
lic about freethought (using reason to judge 
religious claims) and to provide a community 
and soft landing for people leaving religion. “It’s 
working,” notes FFRF Co-President Annie 
Laurie Gaylor.

Biden Administration Rejects Trump/
Pompeo Emphasis On ‘Unalienable Rights’

Wall of Separation Blog - Rob Boston

The administration of President Joe Biden continues to roll back misguided 
policies of the Trump era.  Not all these actions are grabbing headlines, but 
they’re important and shouldn’t be overlooked.

Here’s an example:  The U.S. State Department, we learned at the end of 
March, is putting an end to a Trump policy that emphasized far-right theo-
logical views in international relations.      

Under former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, the department was 
guided by a Commission on Unalienable Rights.  The name may sound 
harmless, even positive, but don’t be fooled.  This entity, yet another sop to 
Trump’s Christian nationalist allies, elevated extreme definitions of religious 
freedom and property rights over other types of human rights and down-
played persecution against LGBTQ people abroad.

The change had been heavily criticized by human rights advocates, and now 
the commission is no more.  Secretary of State Antony Blinken announced 
on March 30 that the Pompeo/Trump approach was formally being scrapped.

“One of the core principles of human rights is that they are universal,” 
Blinken said.  “All people are entitled to these rights, no matter where 
they’re born, what they believe, whom they love, or any other characteristic.  
Human rights are also co-equal; there is no hierarchy that makes some rights 

more important 
than others.”

Blinken added, 
“Past unbalanced 
statements that 
suggest such a 
hierarchy, includ-
ing those offered 
by a recently 
disbanded State 
Department 
advisory com-
mittee, do not 
represent a 
guiding docu-
ment for this 
administration.  
At my confirma-
tion hearing, I 
promised that 
the Biden-
Harris Admin-
istration would 
repudiate those 
unbalanced 
views.  We do so 
decisively today.”

Critics ac-
cused the Trump 
administration 

of downplaying women’s rights, reproductive freedom and LGBTQ rights in 
its approach to international relations.  For example, the Trump adminis-
tration removed sections detailing attacks on women’s reproductive rights 

abroad in its annual human rights report.  The 
commission, which was stacked with conserva-
tives, was chaired by Mary Ann Glendon, former 
U.S. ambassador to the Vatican and a high-profile 
opponent of legal abortion and LGBTQ rights.  
(The LGBTQ-rights organization GLAAD issued 
a report noting that seven of the commission’s 10 
members had made anti-LGBTQ statements in the 
past.)

Christian nationalists heralded the Pompeo/
Trump approach because it supposedly empha-
sized the fact that rights are “God given.”  The 
administration also tied its approach to extreme 
forms of “America first” nationalism.

Pompeo clearly saw the creation of the commis-
sion as part of his legacy.  He said he hoped that 
his approach to human rights around the globe 
would guide future administrations.  That’s not 
going to happen.  NBC News reported that nearly 
“all references to the commission’s report and 
Pompeo’s advocacy of it have been removed from 
the State Department’s website”; they remain 
only as archived pages.

That is precisely where this misguided approach 
to human rights belongs.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2010.01554.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2010.01554.x
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/style/longterm/books/chap1/godlessconstitution.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/style/longterm/books/chap1/godlessconstitution.htm
https://www.au.org/blogs/blinken-pompeo-unalienable
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/politics-news/blinken-ends-trump-admin-s-human-rights-plan-promote-conservative-n1262499
https://www.au.org/church-state/julyaugust-2019-church-state-magazine/people-events/state-department-to-form
https://www.glaad.org/blog/glaad-issues-new-report-anti-lgbtq-activists-leading-state-department%E2%80%99s-new-%E2%80%9Ccommission
https://www.glaad.org/blog/glaad-issues-new-report-anti-lgbtq-activists-leading-state-department%E2%80%99s-new-%E2%80%9Ccommission
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Become a Member!
(Or renew your membership with this form or online at www.AtlantaFreethought.org!)

Individual memberships: One person can become a member for $50 per year. 

Sustaining memberships: One person can become a sustaining member for $100 per year. 

Life memberships: Avoid the hassle of renewing every year.  A $1000 life membership lasts a lifetime.

Paper newsletter: We encourage members to receive the newsletter by email. This avoids the printing and mailing expenses.  
But if you really want the paper version of the newsletter, just let us know and we will send it to you at no additional charge. (You 
can also pick up a paper newsletter at any AFS meeting.)

Thank you for your support!  We look forward to your being with us in the coming months!

Membership Dues # of mems Total 
Individual $50 ______ $______ Name  ______________________________________________
Low Income $20 ______ $______ Address:  ______________________________________________
Sustaining $100 ______ $______   ______________________________________________  
Member
Life Member $1000 ______ $______ Phone: H_____________________W _____________________
Subscription only $30 ______ $______ Email:  ______________________________________________
Extra donation (Thank you!)  $______  
  Total: $_______  

 Receive PDF of newsletter by email

 Receive paper newsletter by post  

Save time, postage, and keep your hands clean  
by making a payment via Paypal to:

afs@atlantafreethought.org

Michigan Catholic School Has No Right To Be Exempt From  
Mask Mandate, AU Tells Court

Wall of Separation Blog - Rob Boston
There’s good news in America’s fight against the coronavirus pandemic.  
Growing numbers of Americans have been vaccinated, many schools are 
again offering in-person classes and some states are starting to loosen re-
strictions on gatherings.

But health experts say we’re not in the clear yet, and that’s why it’s im-
portant that Americans continue to follow some commonsense regulations, 
including wearing masks in spaces where lots of people gather.

Unfortunately, some religious groups are resisting mask mandates.  In 
Michigan, for example, officials at Resurrection School, a Catholic institution 
in Lansing, don’t want to comply with a general order from state health offi-
cials that all people in the state who are at least 5 years old wear face masks 
whenever they are in a shared space with someone outside their household.  
This order applies equally to all schools in the state; it’s binding on public 
schools and private schools, be they religious or secular.

The school’s leaders have argued in court, “In accordance with the teach-
ings of the Catholic faith, Resurrection School believes that every human 
has dignity and is made in God’s image and likeness.  Unfortunately, a mask 
shields our humanity.  And because God created us in His image, we are 
masking that image.”

In a friend-of-the-court brief filed last week before the 6th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals, Americans United and 13 religious and civil-rights orga-
nizations don’t dispute the sincerity of this religious claim but point out that 
in these extraordinary times, government may take steps to protect the 
health and safety of everyone, as long as its regulations are neutral and treat 
religious and secular entities alike, as Michigan’s rules do.

The brief traces the history of religious freedom in America, pointing out 
that the provision in the First Amendment that ensures the “free exercise” 

of religion “was never intended or originally 
understood to require religious exemptions from 
laws that protect public health or safety.  Rather, 
the Clause was enacted to address a long history 
of governmental efforts to suppress particular re-
ligious groups based on disapproval of the groups 
or their beliefs.”

Concludes the brief, “The precious right of reli-
gious freedom should not be misused in a manner 
that jeopardizes the health of children and their 
family members.”

Indeed, it should not.  We’re making real prog-
ress in tamping down the spread of the virus.  
This is exactly the wrong time to allow misguided 
interpretations of religious freedom to set us 
back.

P.S.  Americans United’s Legal Department has 
filed 48 friend-of-the-court briefs in coronavirus-
related cases across the country, urging courts 
not to grant demands for religious exemptions 
from public health orders.  AU’s Public Policy 
Department has weighed in with letters to gov-
ernors, legislators and other government officials, 
and we’ve made the case against special exemp-
tions for religious groups in the media and other 
public forums.  You can read about our work 
here.

AFS-Announce-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
https://www.au.org/blogs/Michigan-school-masks
https://www.mlive.com/public-interest/2020/10/catholic-school-sues-michigan-to-drop-its-unreasonable-mask-mandate-in-schools.html
https://www.au.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/AU%20Amicus%20Brief%2C%206th%20Circuit%2C%20Mich.%2C%20Resurrection%20School%20v.%20Hertel%203.24.21.pdf
https://www.au.org/tags/protecting-religious-freedom-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic
https://www.au.org/tags/protecting-religious-freedom-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic
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What America’s Changing Religious Demographics Mean  
For Church-State Separation

Wall of Separation Blog - Rob Boston

A new poll from Gallup shows that fewer than 
50% of Americans say they belong to a house of 
worship.

Gallup has been asking this question since 1937, 
and the figure has never been this low.  In the mid-
1990s, the number was 70%.  It dropped to 50% in 
2019 and now stands at 47%.

What’s going on?  Sociolo-
gists and professors of reli-
gious studies are grappling 
with that question, but what 
we’re seeing may be nothing 
more than the logical culmi-
nation of the broad spirit of 
religious freedom embraced 
by the founders.

Despite what Christian 
nationalists may say, reli-
gious freedom in America 
was never intended to be 
defined as, “You can be 
anything you want – as long 
as you’re Christian.”  The 
“Christian nation” myth has 
no historical foundation and 
is debunked by many things, 
including the text of our 
own Constitution.

America’s version of 
religious freedom has always 
encompassed the right to 
doubt, to debate, to argue, 
to change your mind, to 
blend traditions and to 
create your own personal 
theology outside the walls 
of any house of worship – 
or to reject religion entirely.  
Today, growing numbers of 
Americans are taking that 
spirit and running with it.

Our founders would 
approve.  Reflecting on 
his pioneering religious 
liberty statute in Virginia, Thomas Jeffer-
son wrote that the measure was designed to 
protect “the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian 
and Mahometan, the Hindoo and infidel of every 
denomination.”

Jefferson himself indulged liberally in this free-
dom.  He questioned the claims of Christianity, 
edited the New Testament to remove the por-
tions he did not accept and considered Jesus to be 

a moral teacher, not a divine figure.  Asked to describe his religious beliefs, 
Jefferson replied, “I am of a sect by myself, as far as I know.”  (Long before 
Jefferson, Roger Williams, founder of Rhode Island and an early religious 
freedom advocate, explored different spiritual paths.  Williams was raised in 
the Church of England, became a Puritan minister, then briefly embraced the 
Baptist faith before ending up as a spiritual seeker, not fitting into any box.) 

Growing numbers of Americans are traveling the path that Williams, Jef-
ferson and others blazed.  They aren’t necessarily jettisoning belief in God; 

they’re just less interested in 
organized religion.

The decline of organized 
religion will affect church-state 
issues.  For starters, fewer 
souls in the pews means fewer 
dollars in the collection plate.  
Some religious leaders might 
be tempted to turn to public 
support for their schools and 
other institutions to make up 
the difference.  That would be 
a mistake.  It’s not the govern-
ment’s job to bail out religious 
entities if the people no longer 
wish to support them.

Secondly, we could see an im-
portant shift in how social ser-
vices are provided in America.  
Some scholars have bemoaned 
the decline of institutional 
religion, noting that houses of 
worship sponsor things like 
food banks, homeless shelters, 
substance abuse counseling and 
so on.

That’s true, but outsourcing 
social services to faith-based 
groups is something our politi-
cal leaders have chosen; there 
are other options.  Countries 
in Western Europe, Scandi-
navia and other parts of the 
world that have become more 
secular have found ways to 
help people in need without 
funneling services through reli-

gious groups.  If they do it, we can, too.  If we’re smart, we’ll start now.

Christian nationalists are already bemoaning recent trends.  A com-
mentator for the American Family Association has opined, “We will be a 
secular police state, like so much of Europe is, like so much of the world is 
becoming.”

These alarmists need to remember that how, when or if people worship 
has never been any of the government’s business.  Increasingly, growing num-
bers of Americans are, by their actions, making that clear.

Photo by Jeffery Erhunse on Unsplash

https://www.au.org/blogs/HOW-membership-poll
https://religionnews.com/2021/03/29/gallup-fewer-than-half-of-americans-belong-to-a-church-or-other-house-of-worship/
https://www.au.org/resources/publications/is-america-a-christian-nation
https://tjrs.monticello.org/letter/1399
https://tjrs.monticello.org/letter/1399
https://www.au.org/church-state/november-2020-church-state-magazine/books-ideas/cut-and-paste-job-a-new-history-of
https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/letter-from-thomas-jefferson-to-ezra-stiles-ely-june-25-1819/
https://www.history.com/topics/reformation/roger-williams
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2021/03/29/church-membership-fallen-below-majority/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2021/03/29/church-membership-fallen-below-majority/
https://onenewsnow.com/church/2021/03/30/gallup-veteran-of-polls-documents-worst-ever-figure-for-churches
https://unsplash.com/@j_erhunse?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/black-woman?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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