
For the first meeting on Mother’s Day, AFS 
has the great honor to have a representative of 
American Atheists, the organization’s Membership 
Manager, Alyssa Fuller.  Alyssa, who is now at 
the American Atheists as the group’s membership 
chief, has a reputation for enriching and stimulat-
ing talks and discussion.  Her interesting, thought-
provoking, and helpful discussions make us eager 
to hear from her.  The talk and discussion on 
Sunday, 14 May that Fuller 
will lead is on, “Parents’ 
Rights Apply to Athe-
ists, Too!”

Fuller invited everyone— 
“Join us for strategies for 
engaging in activism at the 
school board and local 
government level. Learn tips 
and tricks for pushing back 
against censorship, book 
bans, and discrimination in 
schools, and ways to oppose 
bad (and advocate for good!) policy in southern 
school districts.” 

Alyssa Fuller is a former high school teacher, 
research arachnologist (you can look it up!), and 
science museum educator who now serves as 
American Atheists’ Membership Manager.  She 
lives in rural South Carolina, where she actively 
fights to keep extremists from controlling school 
policies.  And expect a mention or two of the 
need to vote in public elections at AFS Hall. 

For the second meeting, Black Nonbelievers, 
Ethical Humanists of Atlanta, and AFS are de-
lighted to present Dr. Leo Igwe, who is giving a 
talk entitled “Mubarak Bala, Allegations of 
Blaphemy, and Humanism in Nigeria”.

In April of 2022, Nigerian Humanist Mubarak 
Bala was sentenced to 24 
years in prison for posting 
“blasphemous” statements 
about prophet Muhammad 
on Facebook.  Bala pleaded 
guilty to the charges and 
is currently appealing the 
prison sentence.  In the same 
vein, a Muslim mob attacked 
and lynched a Christian stu-
dent in Sokoto in Northern 
Nigeria in May. 

In recent years, allegations of blasphemy have 
been rampant, and individuals accused of blasphe-
my (including Muslims) have been attacked, killed, 
or imprisoned.  In his presentation, Dr. Igwe will 
discuss the state of Humanism in Nigeria, efforts 
to free Mubarak Bala, and how allegations of blas-
phemy endanger the lives and rights of humanists, 
freethinkers, and atheists in the country.

Dr. Leo Igwe is a board member of the Humanist 
Association of Nigeria and Humanists Internation-
al.  He holds a doctoral degree in religious studies 
from the University of Bayreuth in Germany and 
wrote his thesis on witchcraft accusations in 
Northern Ghana.  Dr. Igwe directs the Advocacy 
for Alleged Witches and the Critical Thinking 
Social Empowerment Foundation.

A suggested donation of $10 will cover the cost 
of travel, accommodations, and support for Dr. 
Igwe’s advocacy and work with Humanists Inter-
national.  No one will be turned away for lack of 
funds.  Refreshments will be provided.  Note the 
different Zoom link below.

AFS May Meeting #1 
May 14, 2023 1:00 PM (EST)

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

May Meeting #2 
May 14, 2023 4:30 PM (EST)

To join this Zoom meeting go to this link: 
us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZAtf-
6grDsjHddtDXdmm29wB1X3Qo-QA-in
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Two meetings! Alyssa Fuller @ 1:00 pm EST 
and Dr. Leo Igwe @ 4:30 pm EST!

Calendar
May 14 	 General Meeting Live/Online	 1 pm 
May 14	 Special Meeting Live/Online	 4:30 pm 
June 11	 General Meeting Live/Online	 1 pm

All events are combo Live/Zoom unless noted  
and are subject to change. 

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

Alyssa Fuller

Dr. Leo Igwe

https://advocacyforallegedwitches.law.blog/
https://advocacyforallegedwitches.law.blog/
us02web.zoom.us/j/89006560911
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZAtf-6grDsjHddtDXdmm29wB1X3Qo-QA-in#/registrati
https://us02web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZAtf-6grDsjHddtDXdmm29wB1X3Qo-QA-in#/registrati
http://www.meetup.com/Atlanta-Freethought-Society/
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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 (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. 
Announced events are subject to change.

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

(Tentative) 2023 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. 29, Number 5, May 2023 CE 
Copyright © 2023 by the Atlanta Freethought 

Society, Inc. Signed articles are all copyright 
© 2023 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

14 May	 Alyssa Fuller of American Atheists

14 May	 Dr. Leo Igwe (at 4:30 - see ad on page 1)

11 June	 Rob Boston or Rachel Laser of Americans United

9 July	 Dan Barker

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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Is This a Great Country, or What?*
By Ed Buckner • Letters to a Free Country • edbuckner.substack.com

“Country” continued on Page 4

Can you be a patriot and love the USA while still taking a knee during the 
national anthem (as Colin Kaepernick did in 2016)?

Can you be someone who grasps the horrors of how much so many people 
have suffered —Native Americans, Africans imported into slavery, Asians 
worked to death on the railroads, people lynched for daring to vote or for 
having brown or black skin, women daring to want equality before the law, 
people wanting to marry the one they love even though they aren’t the 
“right” sex or skin color, Americans imprisoned in camps because others 
of their nation of origin or culture were at war with the US, schoolchildren 
murdered in mass shootings, workers exploited mercilessly and even allowed 
to burn to death in shirtwaist factories, foreigners bombed or burned or 
shot in their villages by American military weapons, people “different” in so 
many other ways—and still have actual affection for the nation where this 
history happened?

If you know and talk about all this, doesn’t that show you hate America?

If you’re confident that no god guided the pen of those who wrote the 
Declaration or the Constitution, that America is not exceptional in some 
supernatural way, can you really think this is a great country?

Must you have unlimited faith in the invisible hand of the market, the great 
power of capitalism for good, to be a patriot?

If you’re not a completely jingoistic patriot, unwilling to even consider the 
nation’s faults, can you take offense at someone who disrespects the Ameri-
can flag?

And what does it take in fact to disrespect the flag and by extension insult 
the nation and all the brave men and women who have fought and even died 
to protect that flag?

I think my own view on the flag is straightforward, but I know not everyone 
agrees with me.  The flag is, I think, a symbol of what is great about the US 
and it is just a piece of cloth.  Cutting or burning or allowing a flag to touch 
the ground may be rude and disrespectful.  Allowing one you fly to get bat-
tered and torn and not replacing it is likely disrespectful.

What about burning an American flag as a protest against national policy of 
some sort?  That’s something I just wouldn’t do.  Unless.  As my son Michael 
Buckner has said, “I won’t burn a flag in protest unless it’s made illegal or 
unconstitutional—that I’ll protest by burning a flag!”  Me, too.  The flag is a 
symbol, not a sacred or even by itself important thing.  Of course, I can hear 
you saying, “Ed, you don’t think anything is sacred!”  And in a religious sense, 
you’re right.  But I think family, friends, and good neighbors, even school 
children in some town I never heard of, are far more important than just as 
symbols.

A good friend, neighbor, and fellow veteran called me recently to complain 
about a nearby large apartment complex (neither of us lives there) flying an 
American flag that had gotten downright raggedy.  I understood why that 
made him unhappy.  He suggested he might approach the management of 
the apartments with his complaint, telling them that they were being disre-
spectful and offering them a replacement flag at his own expense.  I knew he 
would not be able to say they were breaking the law.  (There is a flag code 
that the VFW discusses on their website.)  But I did think he might succeed.  
I strongly suspect that the apartment people who put that flag up are hypo-
crites—flying it to aid their business, not because they are patriotic.  But a 
veteran approaching them in that way would, I think, make them feel guilty 
and afraid if they did not comply.

But context matters greatly.  And hypocrisy, not always surely detectable, 
is often at the core of what counts.  This is similar, as I see it, to putting a 

religious symbol on your business card: if you’re 
piously showing off your faith or, especially, if 
you’re falsely claiming to be of a faith to mislead 
customers into thinking you’re honest or will treat 
them right, that’s hypocritical (see Matthew 6:5-6 
if you’re a Christian).  If you fly the American flag 
to falsely convince customers you’ll give them a 
good deal on those used cars in your lot, that’s no 
less hypocritical.

But the biggest hypocrisy about patriotism is 
the sort that demands that everyone follow your 
prescription for proper behavior or you’ll declare 
them not as good an American as you are.  If, 
like me, you saw Colin Kaepernick’s actions as a 
calm, dignified, thoroughly patriotic expression, 
even if not the way you’d behave, then that is true 
patriotism.

And that leads me to my conclusion.

What I Think is Great about 
America
To paraphrase a line Joe Biden uses, I want to 
compare the USA not to an almighty utopia but to 
the alternative.  And to understand that putting 
our nation first or at least high on a list doesn’t 
mean putting down all other nations.

We don’t have to turn a blind eye to our faults 
and history and pretend all is well.

Of one like me who knows pretty well the 
extensive sorry history of this nation and who 
nevertheless claims to love it, it’s only fair to ask 
me why.  Part of it is that despite those many 
historical horrors, we have gotten better.  And I 
like our national parks and other natural beauty; 
I value much of our human-created beauty and 
interest—architecture, literature, landscape (well, 
OK, not the golf courses), charming small towns, 
and more.  But all that is not the main thing that 
makes America great (consistently—not “great 
again”).  The trite, cliched, one word summary for 
this is “freedom!”  And that’s the word that works 
for me—but it needs some explaining—and some 
qualifying.

If someone values only the freedom to agree 
with him, that is rank hypocrisy.  If someone 
values and works to protect the freedom of 
everyone (including that of people who vigorously 
oppose what he wants vigorously supported), that 
is patriotism.

When my friend, the late Jack McKinney (1930-
2018) approached me about publishing a book 
of some of the letters to the editor we’ve both 
written over the years (bunches of them), I was 

https://edbuckner.substack.com/p/is-this-a-great-country-or-what
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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

delighted.  The result: Opinions Are Like Rear 
Ends: And We Show Ours in This Collection of Let-
ters to the Editor (Freethought Press, 2008). And 
Jack suggested that we dedicate our book to Dan 
Tilli, a man neither of us had ever met or knew. 
We did, and here’s why—

When I say America is great, it should mean 
no American is ever in trouble for ridiculing or 
criticizing any elected official.  (Actually threaten-
ing one is a different matter and unacceptable.) 
Trump or Biden, George W. Bush or Barack H. 
Obama—whoever—every citizen in this land can 
criticize them, call them names, belittle them, etc.  
This may sound as if I value sophomoric disre-
spectfulness—but that’s not it.

What I value is real freedom, best summed up in a 1943 US Supreme Court 
decision.  That decision, in a case known as West Virginia Board of Education 
v. Barnette, was one of the best Supreme Court decisions ever and directly 
related to respect for the flag.

Here’s why:

In a 6-to-3 decision, the Court overruled its decision in Minersville School 
District v. Gobitis and held that compelling public schoolchildren to salute 
the flag was unconstitutional.  In an opinion written by Robert Hough-
wout Jackson, the Court found that the First Amendment cannot enforce 
a unanimity of opinion on any topic, and national symbols like the flag 
should not receive a level of deference that trumps constitutional protec-
tions. He argued that curtailing or eliminating dissent was an improper 
and ineffective way of generating unity.

(from https://www.oyez.org/cases/1940-1955/319us624)

I value the First Amendment. I cherish what Justice Robert H. Jackson 
wrote in that case:

If there is any fixed star in our constitutional constellation, it is that no 
official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, na-
tionalism, religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess 
by word or act their faith therein.

This is a free country, one where “citizen” is the highest rank.  Despite the 
nonsense often flung around to the contrary, a socialist and an atheist can be 
a true American, a patriot.  We honor “Mr. [or Ms.?] President” not “Your 
Royal Highness.”  A true patriot insists that the USA needs to progress. As 
comedian Jim Jefferies says, “I think we can all do better.”

*My title was inspired by this bit of dialogue in the movie Night Shift (1982):

Chuck Lumley : As we sit here and idly chat, there are woman, female 
human beings, rolling around in strange beds with strange men, and we are 
making money from that.

Bill Blazejowski : Is this a great country, or what?

“Country” continued from Page 3

AFS-Announce-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
https://www.oyez.org/cases/1940-1955/319us624
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Florida’s Book Bans: A Christian Nationalist Model For Every State?
by Monica Smith • AU.org • Wall of Separation

Florida has become a hotbed of far-right legislation.  Since 2018, the state has 
introduced a wide range of discriminatory policies that aim to punish minor-
ity groups.  These bills have become a blueprint for Christian Nationalists 
throughout the country to try to pass in other states.

One of their biggest battlefields is public education, and Christian National-
ists are actively succeeding in completely altering the education system in 
Florida.  One of the latest attacks has been on school libraries, which have 
been targeted fiercely by book bans.

Attacks On Books Escalate
The assault began in March of 2022 when legislation known as HB 1467 was 
signed into law by Gov. Ron DeSantis (R).  The bill created new guidelines 
that have made it far easier to ban books in schools.  Proponents said it 
would address explicit content such as pornography; however, this was 
already banned in schools. Instead, the bill is being used to remove LGBTQ+ 
and African American history from schools.  It now takes just one complaint 
of something being “inappropriate” for a book to be pulled from a school or 
even from an entire 
county system.  This 
is a narrative that 
Christian Nationalists 
around the country 
have pushed, and 
in Florida, they are 
succeeding in get-
ting inclusive content 
removed.

In Duval County 
alone, where I live, 
approximately 176 
books have already 
been removed from 
classrooms since the 
bill was passed.  The 
Duval County Public School system and far-right legislators claim that the 
removed books are not banned but are only under review.  However, until 
books are approved by a school media specialist, they must be taken out of 
classrooms, which is essentially a ban.  Furthermore, the process for a book 
to be approved can take time, since a school media specialist must individu-
ally read and sign off on each book.  In many Florida districts, these positions 
are severely understaffed, which lengthens the delays.

In addition, there are no clear guidelines in place for specialists to follow, 
which means the status of a book can vary wildly between school districts 
and counties.  The fate of a book falls on schools’ media specialists and their 
interpretation of what is appropriate for children.

LGBTQ-Themed Books Targeted
The bulk of these bans target the LGBTQ+ community, with several books 
that simply include or depict queer relationships being the sole reason books 
were removed.  LGBTQ+ literature is being labeled as inappropriate for 
children, which correlates with the rise in LGBTQ+ violence in the state.  
Instead of helping kids, these book bans harm them; young people deserve to 
see themselves reflected in a library’s books.

African American history is also being targeted.  
Books that depict civil rights activists, such as 
Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr., have 
been removed from schools.  Children’s books 
that depict the civil rights movement already are 
edited to present the history in a digestible format 
for young children to understand.  Under the new 
laws, this crucial history is being reimagined as 
actively harmful for kids to learn about, and as a 
result, that history is simply being removed from 
school libraries.  Books that depict Asian Ameri-
can, Native American, Latinx American and other 
minority experiences are also being banned or are 
sitting in review throughout the state.

The spate of book banning comes at a challeng-
ing time for Florida’s education system.  The state 
was already dealing with an education crisis due to 

COVID-19, and the bans 
only exist to widen the 
education gap in Florida.  
The state continues to 
rank lower nationwide 
in reading and math 
abilities.  Genuine educa-
tion reforms are being 
ignored as the state 
focuses on removing 
minority voices from 
education.  The results 
could take years to play 
out, but Florida’s current 
path, which emphasizes 
indoctrination over edu-
cation, does a disservice 

to its kids.

Fighting Back Against Censorship
Several organizations are working to combat 
these book bans, including the American Library 
Association, which tracks which books have been 
banned nationally, EveryLibrary, the American 
Civil Liberties Union and the Urban League.  Local 
bookstores are also protesting the bans by creat-
ing displays of targeted books and actively hosting 
community events to connect children with these 
titles.

Since its founding more than 75 years ago, 
Americans United has opposed religiously based 
censorship.  AU believes that young people in 
Florida, and every state, should have the right to 
read and learn without interference from Chris-
tian Nationalists who fear knowledge, inclusion 
and progress.

Monica Smith is a member of Americans 
United’s Youth Organizing Fellowship.

https://www.au.org/the-latest/articles/fla-book-bans/
https://www.ala.org/
https://www.ala.org/
https://www.everylibrary.org/
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