
1

“I Call That Mind Free: 

The Story of Our Humanist Heritage”
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A Note to ALL READERS:

Remember that before the middle of the 20th century, there was 
no means of amplification.

Most of these speakers were speaking to large groups of people, 
sometimes in large auditoriums.

They did this by speaking in a slower, declamatory style.  Their 
communication was enhanced with large gestures that people in 
the back of the auditorium could see.

Ministers especially developed a method of extending words and
giving certain words added emphasis.  (Recall the speeches of 
Martin Luther King Jr., and the recordings of the speeches of 
Franklin Roosevelt “This will go down in history as a day in 
infamy.”

Each person tells a little biographical information, which you can
read in a normal tone of voice.  

But when you read the quotation of what that person said,
 Be That Person and speak the way they would have spoken.

It will help if you go through your speeches and underline those 
words that you will emphasize.  This adds a great deal of drama 
and understanding for the audience.
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Narrator

Most of us did not grow up in a home of freethinkers, and we probably
were not acquainted with many in our community.  Most of us came 
from a community where religion and especially belief in God was 
assumed.

So, we forged ahead with our own thinking, often feeling we were 
alone in our beliefs or lack thereof.  We were probably aware of the 
atheists and humanists of the past, beginning with the Greeks, the 
Renaissance, and the European Enlightenment.  But we often felt like 
pioneers in our own thinking.

However, there is a unique American story which is ours, and we are 
actually the recipients of a long tradition.  Actually, we should say an 
evolution,  because it begins with the first Americans who were 
committed Christians with belief in God and the infallibility of the Bible.
But we can see, little by little, how brave men and women spoke out 
and brought us to where we are today.

So, this is our story.  And this is a true story, told by the people who 
lived it, and as much as possible, in their own words..
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John Winthrop 

My name is John Winthrop.  I was named after my grandfather, who, 
with 700 others left England to set up a new society in the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1629.  We are called Puritans because 
we wanted the Church of England to purify itself of the many remnants
of the Roman Catholic Church.

We were unable to influence the church in England, so we decided 
that we would set up our own society on these shores.

We believed in the importance of education, and that each parish 
should provide a school for its members and their children.  And we 
also decided that we needed a place of higher education to train our 
teachers and ministers.  And so we joined together to start Harvard 
College.

What is interesting is that even though each congregation is 
independent, and decides its own creeds and beliefs, that since most 
of the clergy were being trained at the same school, there were 
certain changes occurring in many congregations in directions  along 
the very same lines.

I could see these changes taking place just in the three generations 
that I was aware of.
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Ebenezer Gay  

I am Ebenezer Gay.  I was born in 1696, attended Harvard College,  
and then was the minister in Hingham, Mass. from 1717 to 1787. Yes, 
70 years.

As in England, the churches in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, were 
the established churches, and were tax supported.  Eventually they 
were called Congregational churches because each congregation 
selected its own minister and policies.

All the churches in the Massachusetts Bay Colony were Calvinists in 
theology.  There are two important characteristics of Calvinism:  The 
first is that of the elected.  That means that God has determined 
whether you will be saved or not at the beginning of creation - and 
there is nothing you can do to change that. The second is that you are
born into sin, and your life must be spent atoning for that sin.

Although my childhood was spent in this tradition, gradually, I could no
longer believe in such a depressing, hopeless outlook on life.  As the 
years progressed, more and more of my fellow ministers and I were 
moving away from the Calvinist viewpoint.

Of course, this caused great conflict among the various churches.  But
since we had a congregational polity – each church decides for itself, 
there was no organized movement – it just seemed as each church 
was moving that direction on its own.  Some retained the orthodox 
Calvinist view and were conflicted with those of us who were moving 
away from it.
I abolished public recitation of religious experience in Hingham as a 

prerequisite of church membership and opposed the idea of strict 

creeds and articles of faith. I did not preach against original sin and 

limited election- I simply omitted those doctrines from my sermons.
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I preached about rational religion; the Bible is necessary, but science 

supports its truths.”

I will tell you about an incident from my personal life:

“One night I discovered a man sneaking away from my barn with a 

load of stolen hay on his back. I quietly sneaked behind him and lit the

hay on fire, then slipped away. 

I was extremely gratified when I learned the next day that the man 

believed he had been smitten with fire from heaven, and intended to 

mend his ways.”



7

Charles Chauncy   

My Name is Charles Chauncy.  I was born in Boston in 1705.  I 
graduated from Harvard College in 1724 and I have served the First 
Church of Boston my entire life.

In the 1740s there was a great increase in revivalism, where itinerant 
preachers would go from town to town and preach in whatever 
buildings were available.  Their content was to scare the congregation
into repentance.  This period of revivalism was later called “The Great 
Awakening”.  I attended one of these spectacles and I could not 
believe my eyes and ears:

“The next Thing I take Notice of, Terror, so many have been the 
Subjects of, Expressing itself in strange Effects  upon the Body, such 
as swooning away and falling to the Ground, where Persons have lain
for a Time speechless and motionless, bitter Shriekings and 
Screamings, Convulsion-like Tremblings  and Agitations, Strugglings, 
and Tumblings which in some Instances have been attended with 
Indecencies I shan’t mention . . . Some say that they had presented to
their View at the Time a Sight of their Sins in all their Number and 
Defect; Others, that they saw Hell as it were, naked before them.

It is clear to me that these are persons who mistake the workings of 

their own passions for divine communications, and fancies themselves

immediately inspired by the Spirit of God, when all the while, they are 

under no other influence than that of an over-heated imagination.

But nothing does the enthusiasm of these persons discover itself 
more, than in the disregard they express to the dictates of reason.  
They are above the force of argument, beyond conviction from a calm 
and sober address to their understandings.  This abandonment of 
reason is important because it leaves the enthusiasts beyond the 
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possibility of correction.  Since they believe the truth has come to 
them from the Spirit, they take the attitude that they are certainly in the
right, and know themselves to be so.

“Real Religion” is a sober, calm, and reasonable thing” that ought to 
be judged not by the excesses of the emotions, but by its moral 
results in the lives of those men that is just and good.
It is a commitment to logic and reason in philosophy.”
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Jonathan Mayhew  

I am Jonathan Mayhew and I was the minister of the Old West
Church in Boston from 1747 to 1766. I received my training at the
University of Aberdeen.

From the very beginning I was a clear and outspoken opponent of
the Doctrine of the Trinity. I preached the strict unity of God and
the human nature of Jesus. It is the duty of all to approach religion
in the spirit of free inquiry, and that there can be no greater
authority than private judgment in religion. I therefore opposed all
creeds.

My preaching often focused on political questions, and was
sometimes described as the father of civil and religious liberty in
Massachusetts. I am told that I was the first to use the phrase “No
Taxation Without Representation”.
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Thomas Paine  

I am Thomas Paine.  I was born in Thetford, England, and emigrated 
to the American colonies in 1774 with the help of Benjamin Franklin.
I arrived just in time to participate in the American Revolution. I wrote 
three pamphlets, “The Age of Reason”,“Common Sense”, and “The 
Rights of Man” which were influential in both the French Revolution 
and the American Revolution. 

“I believe in the equality of man, and I believe that religious duties 
consist in doing justice, loving mercy, and endeavoring to make our 
fellow creatures happy.
I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the 
Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, nor by 
any other church that I know of.  My own mind is my own church.

I do not mean by this declaration to condemn those who believe 
otherwise.  They have the same right to their belief as I have to mine.  
But it is necessary to the happiness of man, that he be mentally 
faithful to himself.  Infidelity does not consist in believing or 
disbelieving: it consists in professing to believe what he does not 
believe.
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William Ellery Channing  

I am William Ellery Channing.  My grandfather was William Ellery, who
was a signer of the Declaration of Independence.  After attending 
Harvard, I was called as pastor of the Federal Street Church in Boston
in 1803, where I remained for the rest of my life. 

“ Do not, brethren, shrink from the duty of searching God's Word for 
yourselves, through fear of human censure and denunciation.  Do not 
think, that you may innocently follow the opinions which prevail around
you, without investigation, on the ground, that Christianity is now so 
purified from errors as it need no laborious research.  Much stubble is 
yet to be burned; much rubbish to be removed; many gaudy 
decorations, which a false taste has hung around Christianity, must be
swept away.”

“Say what we may, God has given us a rational nature, and will call us
to account for it.  We may let it sleep, but we do so at our peril.  
Revelation is addressed to us as rational beings.”

“Recollect the declarations of Christ, that he came not to send peace 
but a sword; that unless we eat his flesh and drink his blood we have 
no life in us; that we must hate father and mother, and pluck out the 
right eye, and a vast number of passages equally bold and unlimited.  
No reader of the bible could take such passages literally, but only the 
best resources of reason could provide a standard for interpretation.”

“I call that mind free which jealously guards its intellectual rights and 
powers, which does not content itself with a passive or hereditary 
faith... I call the mind free which is not passively framed by outward 
circumstances, and is not the creature of accidental impulse... I call 
that mind free which protects itself against usurpation of society, and 
which does not cower to human opinion.”
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Abner Kneeland  

I am Abner Kneeland, and I was ordained into the Universalist ministry
in 1804, and was in the ministry for 25 years.  Unitarians and 
Universalists were not close at all in those years.  Universalists were 
still more traditionally Christian in comparison.

However, during my years as a Universalist minister, I developed 
doubts about the central tenets of Christianity.  When I retired, I 
became a lecturer for the Free Thought Movement in Boston.  I was a 
champion of civil rights, advocated inter-racial marriage and the 
abolition of slavery.  Though I left the Universalist ministry in 1829, in 
the public's eye, I remained a Universalist minister; so at one point the
editor of the Universalist Trumpet asked me to declare myself in a way
which would make it clear that I was no longer a representative of the 
denomination.  And I replied:

"Dear Sir:  You observed to me the other day, that people still 

considered me a Universalist, and said to me "If you will acknowledge 

that you are not, I will publish it."  I shall now anwer you...

I still hold to universal philanthropy, universal benevolence, and 

universal charity.  In those respects I am still a Universalist.  Neither 

do I believe in punishment after death; so in this also I agree with 

Universalists.  But as it respects all other of their religious notions in 

relation to another world, or a supposed state of conscious existence, 

I do not believe in any of them.  As for instance:

1. Universalists believe in a god which I do not; but believe that their 

god, with all his moral attributes, (aside from nature itself), is nothing 

more than a chimera of their own imagination.
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2. Universalists believe in Christ, which I do not; but believe the whole 

story concerning him is as much a fable and a fiction, as that of the 

god Prometheus, whose death is said to have been acted on the 

stage in the theatre at Athens 500 years before the Christian era.

3. Universalists believe in miracles, which I do not; but believe that 

every pretension to them can either be accounted for on natural 

principles or else is to be attributed to mere trick and imposture.

4.  Universalists believe in the resurection of the dead, in immortality 

and eternal life, which I do not; but believe that all life is mortal, that 

death is an eternal extinction of life to the individual who possesses it, 

and that no individual life is, ever was, or ever will be eternal.

I profess to believe in all realities of which I can form any rational 

conception, while they believe in what I believe to be mere ideal 

nothings to which they give both a "location and a name"..."

Signed, Abner Kneeland”

I spoke the truth. But was jailed for blasphemy in 1838  -- the last 

person in Massachusetts to be punished for that crime.
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Ernestine L. Rose   

I am Ernestine Rose.  I was born in Poland as Ernestine Louise 
Polowsky in 1810.  My father was a wealthy rabbi and my mother the 
daughter of a wealthy businessman.

When I was five, I began to "question the justice of a God who would 
exact such hardships" as the frequent fasts that my father performed. 
As I grew older, I began to question my father more and more on 
religious matters, receiving only "A young girl does not want to 
understand the object of her creed, but to accept and believe it." in 
response. 

By the age of fourteen, I completely rejected the idea of female 
inferiority and the religious texts that supported that idea.

In 1836 I and my new husband, William Rose, emigrated to the United
States, and became naturalized citizens.

I began to give lectures on the subjects that most interested me, 
joining the "Society for Moral Philanthropists" and traveling to different 
states to lecture on the abolition of slavery, religious tolerance, public 
education and equality for women. My lectures were met with 
controversy. 

When, in 1855, I was invited to deliver an anti-slavery lecture in 
Bangor, Maine, a local newspaper called me "a female Atheist... a 
thousand times below a prostitute." 

This created such publicity that, by the time I arrived, everyone in 
town was eager to hear me.

I was elected president of the National Women's Rights Convention in 
1854, in spite of objections that I was an atheist. My election was 
heavily supported by Susan B. Anthony, who declared that "every 
religion – or none – should have an equal right on the platform".
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"... the Atheist says to the honest conscientious believer, Though I 

cannot believe your God whom you have failed to demonstrate, I 

believe in man; if I have no faith in your religion, I have faith, 

unbounded, unshaken faith in the principles of right, of justice, and 

humanity.... Whatever good you do out of fear of punishment, or hope 

of reward hereafter, the Atheist would do simply because it is good; 

and being so, he would receive the far surer and more certain reward, 

springing from well-doing, which would constitute his pleasure, and 

promote his happiness."
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Ralph Waldo Emerson   

I am Ralph Waldo Emerson.  I was the minister of Boston's Second 
Church in 1829.  In 1832, I requested to be relieved of serving 
Communion because I felt that it was a barbaric practice. The church 
did not agree to that, and so I resigned from the ministry.  It is just as 
well, since I was never as good at ministering and found a much more
agreeable life as a writer and lecturer.

“Our age is retrospective.  It builds the sepulchers of the fathers.  It 
writes biographies, histories and criticism.  The foregoing generations 
beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their eyes.
Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe?  
Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of 
tradition, and a religion by revelation to us and not the history of 
theirs?

The sun shines today also.  There are new lands, new men, new 
thoughts.  Let us demand our own works and laws and worship.”

“The assumption that the age of inspiration is past, that the Bible is 
closed; the fear of degrading the character of Jesus by representing 
him as a man; indicate with sufficient clearness the falsehood of our 
theology.”

Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.  He who would 
gather immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of 
goodness, but must explore if it be goodness.  Nothing is at last 
sacred but the integrity of your own mind.

Good and bad are but names very readily transferable to that or this; 
the only right is what is after my constitution; the only wrong, what is 
against it.    I am ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges
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and names, to large societies and dead institutions.”
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Theodore Parker   

I am Theodore Parker and I was born in 1810 in Lexington, 
Massachusetts.  I went to Harvard Divinity School where I heard 
Emerson give his Divinity School address.  Emerson was one of the 
most influential persons on my life, and with him, I considered myself 
a Transcendentalist.  I later accepted a pastorate at West Roxbury in 
1837 and preached in many pulpits around Boston as a visitor. 

“Christianity cannot be validated by miracles or by scriptural witnesses
or even by the authority of Jesus.  If Christianity is true, its truth must 
be axiomatic and self-evident, and would be just as true if Jesus had 
never existed, or if the message had been proclaimed in Athens rather
than Palestine.
The forms and the doctrines of Christianity are all transient.  What is 
permanent is the word of God expressed in each human heart, the 
word of God spoken through Conscience, Reason, and Faith.

If Christianity is to be seen as one expression of eternal truth; that 
same truth finds expression in other religions and is rooted in the 
humans soul.  The Christian claim to uniqueness can no longer be 
sustained.”

Some ministers, calling me an unbeliever and an atheist, refuse to 
speak to me, to shake my hand, or sit beside me in meetings.
 
 After 1846, the Unitarian Year Book never listed me among the 
ministers of the denomination. 
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Cyrus Bartol  

My name is Cyrus Bartol.  I was born in Freeport, Maine in 1813 and 

was the minister in Cincinnati, Ohio in 1835 and the West Church in 

Boston beginning in 1837 until I retired.

In 1865, Henry Bellows, minister of All Souls Unitarian Church in New 

York called for a National Convention of Unitarian Churches.  Up until 

this time, Unitarian churches had been strongly noncreedal, but at the 

meetings Bellows and his supporters sought to have the convention 

accept a creed affirming allegiance to "Our Lord Jesus Christ".  Many 

of us found the creed objectionable, especially those who had opted 

for  transcendentalism and those who had accepted a non-Christian, 

"scientific theism".   We had begun to study the various world 

religions, and knew about such founders as Buddha, Zoroaster, and 

Muhammed.  To pledge allegiance to Jesus was perceived as "an act 

of sectarianism" inconsistent with our vision of a wider world 

fellowship.  We advocated a "scientific study"  of religion, but thought 

belief should be left to the private judgment of the individual.

I began meeting with a number of like-minded Unitarians in my home 

in 1867.  We then established the Free Religious Association. Ralph 

Waldo Emerson was the first to place his name on the membership 

list.  Most maintained their affiliations with the American Unitarian 

Association.

The FRA was to be non-creedal, and attempted to be more inclusive.  

Reform rabbi Isaac M. Wise was a member, as was Felix Adler of the 

Ethical Culture movement.

Then, in 1894, the AUA (The American Unitarian Association) revised 
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its statement from narrowly focusing on the religion of Jesus, and also

affirmed their noncreedal principle and refused to exclude any 

persons from membership based on the content of their belief.
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Francis Ellingwood Abbot     

I am Francis Ellingwood Abbot.  I was born in 1836 in Boston,and 

attended Harvard University and the Meadville Theological School.  I 

served churches in Dover, New Hampshire,and Toledo, Ohio.  I was 

also a member of the Free Religious Association.

"Science is... destined to be the world's true Messiah.

The elements of the future of human progress are held in both religion

and science, despite their frequent hostility.

Religion, because of its concern with human spiritual destiny, asks the

right questions.  But science, because it is neither more or less than 

human knowledge, in all its various branches and departments is the 

only force ultimately capable of providing answers.  Theologians 

therefore have to overcome their fear of science and accept the fact 

that statements of faith have to be treated like other scientific 

questions.  Scientists have to come to see that larger questions of 

religion are worthy of their attention.  The present attitude of science 

towards ideas of God and Immortality is that of pure indifference.  

Science will at last take into its own hands interests which are now 

somewhat contemptuously abandoned to the care of priests.

For me, the universe is infinitely intelligible, because it continually 

opens up before the queries of the mind.  Such a universe is an 

evolving one, and I see clearly that it is this conception toward which 

evolutionary thought is tending.”
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Octavius Brooks Frothingham    

My name is Octavius Brooks Frothingham.  I was pastor of the North 
Unitarian church of Salem, Massachusetts from 1847 to 1855.  I was a
firm abolitionist, which separated me from my congegation.  From 
then to 1860, I was minister of a new Unitarian society in Jersey City 
and then New York City.  In 1867 I became the first president of the 
Free Religious Association.

“Religious value is in the evolving progress of the human race, and 

God works in and through human nature.

Unburdened by the present God of Christian tradition, a person is thus

able to do his own work, without interference from spectres.

"In honest doubt is all the live faith that exists... the spirit of truth 

manifests itself in the form of doubt...  Doubt is the evidence of a live 

mind.  The creeds mark the point which mind has reached and where 

the mind rests.  Doubt is the tingling of new vitality in the brain, the 

movement of fresh waves of spiritual power."



23

John White Chadwick  

I am John White Chadwick. After deciding to become a minister, I
graduated in 1864 from Harvard Divinity School. That year I also
became pastor of Second Unitarian Church in Brooklyn, New York,
where I served my entire life. I was also elected Phi Beta Kappa
poet at Harvard in 1885, and in the following year preached the
alumni sermon at the Divinity School.

“I Disagree with Emerson and the Transcendentalists:

Such intuitions do not enjoy the high repute as they did formerly. It
begins to be doubted whether there are any such intuitions. Truth
is located in experience. The necessary truths that the
Transcendentalists might have attributed to intuition were actually
arrived at by observation and experiment and reflection and do not
inhere to the mind as such. Thus religious intuitions are in fact
products of ancestral experience organized in us. They
are the flower of an hereditary experience, whose roots are buried
in an immemorial past."
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Jenkin Lloyd Jones   

I am Jenkin Lloyd Jones, and I was superintendant of the Western 
Unitarian Conference that was formed in Cincinnati in 1852.

In comparison with the more conservative eastern Unitarianism 

centered at the AUA in Boston, the Western Unitarian Conference is 

much more radical.  We insist on creedless religion tied to an “ethical 

basis” rather than a theological dogma.

I, William Channing Gannet, and other Unity men, as the we came to 

be known, had established "Freedom, Fellowship, and Character in 

Religion" as our motto.  No mention of God, Christ, the church, or the 

Christian tradition.

The Western Conference adopted a nonbinding explanation of its 

theology in 1887.  Avoiding a creedal statement, it was called "The 

Things Most Commonly Believed Today Among Us"

Among its 10 points were:

"We believe that to love the good and live the good is the supreme 

thing in religion:

We hold reason and conscience to be the final authorities in matters 

of religious belief:

We trust the unfolding Universe as a beautiful, beneficient, 

unchanging Order; to know this Order is truth; to obey it is right:

We believe that we ought to join hands and work to make the good 

things better and the worst good, counting nothing good for self that is

not good for all.”
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Robert G. Ingersoll   

My name is Robert Green Ingersoll and I was born in Dresden, New 

York in 1833.  I was the son of a Congregational minister, and my 

childhood had a great effect on me.  Negatively.  My father was so 

mistreated and persecuted by his loving Christian parisheners that I 

vowed that I would have nothing to do with that for the rest of my life.

I became a lawyer, and involved myself in politics, and in the process, 

discovered that I had a talent as an orator.  In the 1880s and 90s I 

was able to attract large crowds to hear me speak – even after the 

local ministers warned their congregations to stay away from this 

Agnostic.

"If the naked are clothed, man will clothe them; if the hungry are fed, 

man must feed them.  I prefer to rely on human endeavor, upon 

human intelligence, upon the heart and brain of man.  There is no 

evidence that God ever interfered in the affairs of man.  The hand of 

earth is stretched uselessly towards heaven.  From the clouds there 

comes no help.  In vain the shipwrecked cry to God.  In vain the 

imprisoned ask for liberty and light -- the world moves on, and the 

heavens are deaf, dumb and blind.  The frost freezes, the fire burns, 

slander smites, the wrong triumphs, the good suffer, and prayer dies 

upon the lips of faith."
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Mark Twain   

I am Mark Twain.  I was born Samuel Clemens right next to the 
Mississippi river in the state of Missouri in 1835.

“During many ages there were witches.  The Bible said so.  The Bible 
commanded that they should not be allowed to live.  Therefore the 
Church, after doing its duty in but a lazy and indolent way for eight 
hundred years, gathered up its halters, thumbscrews, and firebrands, 
and set about its holy work in earnest.
She worked hard night and day during nine centuries and imprisoned, 
tortured, hanged, and burned whole hordes and armies of witches, 
and washed the Christian world clean with their foul blood.

Then it was discovered that there was no such thing as witches, and 
never had been.  One does not know whether to laugh or cry.
Who discovered that there was no such thing as a witch – the priest, 
the parson?  No, these never discover anything.  At Salem, the parson
clung pathetically to his witch text after the laity had abandoned it in 
remorse and tears for the crimes and cruelties it has persuaded them 
to do.  The parson wanted more blood, more shame, more brutalities; 
it was the unconsecrated laity that stayed his hand.  In Scotland the 
parson killed the witch after the magistrate had pronounced her 
innocent. 

There are no witches.  The witch text remains; only the practice has 
changed.  Hell fire is gone, but the text remains.  Infant damnation is 
gone, but the text remains.  More than two hundred death penalties 
are gone from the law books, but the texts that authorized them 
remain.”  
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John H. Holmes   

I am John H. Holmes and I was minister of the Church of the Messiah 
(Unitarian) in New York from 1907 to 1918.  I was also a founding 
member of the NAACP and the ACLU.  As a pacifist, I refused to 
support the First World War.

The American Unitarian Association, in clear violation of the principle 

of congregational polity, announced that it would withhold all support 

from any church whose minister did not wholeheartedly support the 

war aims of the government during the first World War..

So, I and my church withdrew from the denomination.

When the war was over, the AUA apologized for its transgression, and

welcomed me and my congregation back into fellowship.  This served 

as a reminder of how much a part of the national establishment 

Unitarianism was, and how vulnerable it was to conventional thinking, 

even at the expense of its ancient principles.

Then in 1918, my congregation dropped the "Messiah" from the name,

ended pew rental, and eliminated a covenant as a requirement for 

membership.  

We renamed it the Community Church, symbolic of the direction we 

were going, from a liberal Christian church to a religion of social 

concern.  I felt it was the logical completion and perfection of the 

liberal movement in modern religion for three reasons: 1. it shifts the 

basis of religion from God to man; 2. it moves from the individual to 

the social group as the center of religious life; and 3. accepts the 

community in place of the denomination as the unit of spiritual 
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integration.

“This was a call for a religion stripped of the miraculous, free of all 

supernaturalism and based in the natural world.  A call for a religion 

that moved from concentration on the individual and focused instead 

on the social nature of every individual.”  
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John Dietrich    

I am John Dietrich. I was educated at the Lancaster Theological 
Seminary in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, ordained in the ministry of the 
Reformed Church in 1905. I was defrocked in 1911 for failing to affirm 
primary Christian beliefs. I converted to Unitarianism and served at 
First Unitarian Society of Spokane beginning in 1911 and First 
Unitarian Society of Minneapolis from 1916 to 1938. 

While in Spokane, I began using the term “humanism”.  This has often
been misunderstood because I never implied that one worshiped 
human beings or that they were the highest and most important.  
Rather, I simply wanted to differentiate it from theism – “the needs of 
man instead of the needs of God.”

  
“There are two kinds of religion.  One is religion that thrives on human 
weakness and failure.  Built upon threats of punishment, it teaches 
humans to turn to a supernatural power as the source of all blessing 
and promises them a better existence in another world after death.  
The second religion, in contrast, has faith in people and looks for no 
help or consolation from without. It turns human effort from seeking 
heaven whence no help comes, to a firm and confident reliance upon 
themselves, in who lie the possibilities of all things.  Humans do not 
go to a kingdom beyond this life; they create their kingdom on this 
earth.

The kind of world we live in depends not upon some God outside of 
man, but upon man himself, or as some of us would put it, upon the 
God that dwells in humanity.  It matters not which way you put it, the 
responsibility clearly rests upon man.
Curses do not bring storms and prayers do not avert them.  Curses do
not make people ill, and prayers do not make them well.  Curses do 
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not bring on wars, and prayers do not end them.  Storms come and go
as the result of well-established laws.  Every department of the 
universe has its own laws and conditions, and events are controlled 
solely by these.”

“The very ends which religion craves lead it to pay attention to the real
conditions of life, to study the laws of the physical world upon which 
life depends – and instead of praying or sacrificing for peace and 
happiness, men do the things which make for peace and happiness...”



31

Curtis Reese   

My name is Curtis Reese.  I grew up in a family of devout Southern 
Baptists in North Carolina.  I felt that God had given me the  “call” and 
so I entered the ministry, graduating from the Baptist College at Mars 
Hill in 1908.  In 1911, I became the Baptist minister in Tiffin, Ohio.  
“I preached twice on Sunday, but following the evening service my 
conscience bothered me.  I could and did say what I believed, but I did
not feel free to say what I did not believe.”  I met with the minister of 
the Unitarian church in Toledo, and decided that that was more in line 
with my own beliefs.  I became a Unitarian minister in 1913.
I also was the first president of the American Humanist Association in 
1941.

“After I moved from the Baptist faith to the Unitarian, my mother said 
very sincerely that she would rather have seen me dead.  This is 
understandable, for had she heard of my death she would have had 
the satisfaction of knowing that I was flying around with angels in 
heaven.  But now she was sure that if and when I died, I would burn in
hellfire and brimstone for ever and ever.”

“Historically, the basic content of religious liberalism is spiritual 
freedom.  Out of the basic content has come the conviction of the 
supremacy of reason, of the primary worth of character, and of the 
immediate access of man to spiritual sources.  The method of 
religious liberalism has always been that of reflection, not that of 
authority.  Liberalism has insisted on the essentially natural character 
of religion...  Liberalism is building a religion that would not be shaken 
even if the thought of God were out-grown.” 
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Edwin Wilson   

My name is Edwin Wilson.  I was raised in Concord, Massachusetts 
and attended the First Parish Church there.  I went to the Meadville 
Theological School and graduated in 1928.  I then was the minister in 
Dayton, Ohio.
It was when I attended school at Meadville that I became convinced 
that humanism has time, science, and human need on its side.

In 1929, I became a regular contributor to “The New Humanist”, a 
newsletter published by the “Humanist Fellowship in Chicago”.  This 
was primarily composed of students from a number of universities in 
the Chicago area.  This was a forerunner of the American Humanist 
Association.  In 1930, I was the managing editor of the magazine.
In 1941 I was one of the founders of newly formed American Humanist
Association, and served as its executive director until 1970.

In 1933 we published “The Humanist Manifesto” as part of that edition 
of “The New Humanist”.  This manifesto was not a creed, but was to 
be a general agreement about what the humanist point of view is all 
about.

The manifesto was signed by 34 individuals – mostly Unitarian 
ministers, including myself, John Dietrich, and Curtis Reese, but also 
eminent philosophers such as John Dewey of Columbia, Roy Wood 
Sellars of the University of Michigan, E. A. Burtt of Cornell University, 
and others.

It is truly astonishing that you could get 34 people – ministers and 
philosophers to agree to anything.  And, of course it underwent a long 
development and editing changes.

Since this was assembled by ministers and philosophers, it was 



33

initially viewed as a religious statement.  Its preamble reads:

“The time has come for widespread recognition of the radical changes
in the religious beliefs throughout the modern world.  The time is past 
of mere revision of traditional attitudes.  Science and economic 
change have disrupted the old beliefs....  Today man's larger 
understanding of the universe, his scientific achievements, and his 
deeper appreciation of brotherhood have created a situation which 
requires a new statement of the means and purposes of religion.
To establish such a religion is a major necessity of the present.  It is a 
responsibility which rests upon this generation.  We therefore affirm 
the following:
(There are a total of 15 points to the manifesto, but I will point out just 
a few of the highlights)

First. Humanists regard the universe as self-existing and not created...
Humanism believes that man is a part of nature and that he has 
emerged as a result of a continuous process. 
humanists find that the traditional dualism of mind and body must be 
rejected...
Humanism asserts that the nature of the universe depicted by modern
science makes unacceptable any supernatural or cosmic guarantees 
of human values...
We assert that humanism will: (a) affirm life rather than deny it; (b) 
seek to elicit the possibilities of life, not flee from it; and (c) endeavor 
to establish the conditions of a satisfactory life for all, not merely for 
the few...

This manifesto is dated by the views held at its creation during the 
depression in 1933.  I has been updated twice since then, the most 
recent in 2003. It has expanded and grown deeply into secular 
society. Whereas the first manifesto viewed itself as a religious 
document, this latest version begins:  “Humanism is a progressive 
philosophy of life...” 
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Kenneth L. Patton   

I am Kenneth Patton.  I am a minister and a poet, and you will find 
many of my hymns and responses in this hymnal as well as in the 
newer gray hymnal that many UU churches are using.
In 1949 I was was invited to become minister of the Charles Street 
Meeting House, a Universalist church in the Boston area.  I served 
there for 15 years.

“Real atheism is lack of faith in humanity, in the forces of nature that 
evolve and sustain us.  Theism is disbelief that we can achieve a 
more abundant life, a denial of the powers of the universe that we 
embody.  The most theistic religions are thus the most atheistic, the 
most lacking in faith in nature and humanity.  For above all other 
beliefs, the faith that growth and creativity are in nature, that 
intellectually, socially, morally, and spiritually, we are still evolving, is 
the faith we require.

Reality is not impoverished to find everything in the natural realm.  It is
as vast and incomprehensible as before.  The finite distances of a 
space-time and light-year universe are greater than the infinite 
distances of the past.

We celebrate, not in bowing down, not in closed eyes and deafened 
ears.  We celebrate in the opening of all windows, with the stretching 
of our beings.  The compassion of wisdom comes in singing and 
laughter, in tears and confidings, in a rising wave, when we have 
fallen in love with life.  Therefore we celebrate to learn to love.”
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David E. Bumbaugh     

I am David E. Bumbaugh.  I served congregations in Ohio, Illinois, 
Virginia, New York, and New Jersey. I have taught ministry at 
Meadville Lombard Theological School since 1999. I am now retired 
and live in Waverly, Ohio.

In 2003, the then president of the UUA, William Sinkford, questioned 
whether we had a sufficiently respectful vocabulary for the things that 
are important to us.  He even suggested that we might return to an old
language which includes “God, spirits, and prayer”.  Many of us 
responded to his suggestion:

“When the Humanist Manifesto declared that we are part of nature 
and we have emerged as the result of a continuous process, it not 
only denied the creation stories of the western religious traditions, it 
gave us an immensely richer, longer, more complex history, one 
rooted in a system which invites not blind faith, but challenge and 
correction and amendment, one which embraces “truth, known or to 
be known.” It also gave us a language of reverence because it 
provides a story rooted not in the history of a single tribe or a 
particular people, but a history rooted in the sum of our knowledge of 
the universe itself. It gave us a doctrine of incarnation which suggests 
not that the holy became human in one place at one time to convey a 
special message to a single chosen people, but that the universe itself
is continually incarnating itself in microbes and maples, in humming 
birds and human beings, constantly inviting us to tease out the 
revelation contained in stars and atoms and every living thing.
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William Schulz   

I am William Schulz.  I was the Executive Director of Amnesty 
International USA, from 1994 to 2006. I also served as president of 
the Unitarian Universalist Association from 1985 to 1993. 

“...Humanism is not just a matter of historical curiosity, at least as far 
as Unitarian Universalism is concerned. After all, 46 percent of 
Unitarian Universalists reported in 1998 that they regarded 
themselves as theologically humanist—more than twice the number 
who identified with the second most common perspective, nature-
centered spirituality, and far more than the 13 percent who called 
themselves theists or the 9.5 percent who described themselves as 
Christians.

The truth is that a lot of nonsense passes for religion in this twenty-

first century, as it has in all the preceding centuries. Humanism is 

willing to call a charlatan a charlatan, and while reason is by no 

means the only vehicle of religious exploration, we abandon it 

altogether only at our peril...

 Humanism beckons us to believe that we can make a difference to 

history. In fact, human rights themselves, as articulated in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, are grounded not in the 

callings of the divine or the imperatives of natural law but in the 

common experience of human empathy transmogrified into a set of 

guidelines designed to effect a civilized world. Finally, there is 

humanism’s generous contention that the blessings of life are 

available to all, not just the chosen or the saved, and that they appear 

not in the miraculous or extraordinary but in the simple dress of the 

everyday.”
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Bette Chambers   

I am Bette Chambers.  I became a member of the American Humanist 
Association in 1961 and served as its president from 1973 to 1979.

“For all the talk about reason and science, humanism is really about a 
passionate love affair. It is a love affair with life, not a mythical 
hereafter. Humanism is a love affair with a progressive vision of 
civilization where each of us can add to our growing library of wisdom,
our evolving knowledge of what there is, and what is truly important.  
...
All human beings seek a whole, integrated story for our lives, 
something that gives us power and meaning, hope, joy, and purpose.  
Most of us privately long for something worthy of our noblest devotion.
...
Humanism is that grander vision of life. It is a devotion to humanity 
and the biosphere that humanity is part of. It is our passionate 
commitment to the best ideals that are supported by what experience, 
science, and civilization have taught us.”
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Kendyl Gibbons   

Hello. I am Kendyl Gibbons.  I am the minister of the First Unitarian 
Society of Minneapolis and I am a mentor for the Humanist Institute.

“...The heroes of our humanist heritage were in some cases people of 
extraordinary reverence, who spread before us a feast of that 
language, if only we will hear them still. The visionary Walt Whitman, 
the philosopher poet Kenneth Patton, the compelling orator Robert 
Ingersoll, our own John Dietrich; these were people of profound
reverence. Reverence for the truth and for liberty, for the world of 
nature, for the tenacity of the human spirit, and for the community that 
we might yet build together. They knew the awe and wonder of a 
universe far larger than themselves, and of ideals that they would 
never master; they knew the bitter regret of their own failings...

And yet, although the past can teach us a great deal about the human
experience of reverence, we will not find our own authentic language  
only there. The call for a language of reverence is in the end a call to 
move forward, not backward. It is a call for creativity, for experiment, a
demand that we speak the truth as we know it.” 



39

Narrator

And so, here we are, the beneficiaries of the courage and thought of 
those Americans who have come before us.  We are now in many 
different groups: UU Humanists, American Humanist Association, 
American Atheists, Ethical Cultural Society, Jewish Humanist 
Association, Coalition of Reason, Non-theists, and many more.  
Together, we can carry on with continued resolve to speak the truth as
we know it.
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