WPM News

Pantheists unite for
“under God” case

Last year, in a case broughtby atheist
Micha el Newdow, the 9th U5, Circuft
Court of Appeals ruled that a public
school may not sponsor a dadly
recitation of the Fledge that {ncludes
the words “under God." The U.5.
Supreme Court heard the appeal
against thizs decidon on March 24,
and thelr decizion s expected in July. Elk Grove Unffied
School District, now backed by the Bush Admdnistration,
argues that school children are Hkely to percelve “under
God" as a statement about the nation's history and
political philosophy rather than as the promotion of any
particular religlous belief.

In Decamber Americans United for the Separation of Church
and State ashed the World Panthedst Movement if we would be
interested in filing a friend-af-the-court brief along with other
panthelst crganizations, and we agreed. A separate Invitaticn was
issued to Buddhist groups.

Fantheism and Buddhism were the only religions mevements
that flled briefs supporting Newdow by the end of February.

The incluslon of non-thelst religlous groups in a Pledge case lsa
new departure which significantly expands the set of athelst.
humanist. civil lbertles and religious freedom groups whe usually
eritirise the “under God™ wording, It shows that these words nn
counter to the convictlons of many religlous nen-thelsts toa, Of
course they also nun against the beliefs of polythelsts and
worshippers of famale dedties, and it 1s to be hoped that future cases
alzout separation of state and religion would include pagans, Hindus
and other theists as well.

We recognize that some WPM members den't have a preblem
using the word “God.” although very few of us would agree that a
mation can ke “under” God. We also recognize that people are free to
opt out of reclting the pledge. What concerns us 1s that pecple can
find themseles elther pressurized to recite words they don't believe
I, or mey be exposed to fdicule or ostradsm 1 they apt out. Thisis
eapecially important with mpressionable children and youths, and
it may even be one of the reasons why strengly Christian America
presents an anomaly among rich countries where traditional
religlons are losing ground.

The panthelst brief was written and filed pro bono by attorneys
Dov Szego and Michasl Worsham, with input from the WFPM.
the Universal Fantheist Society and Pantheist Association for
Matare. It argues that Congress's addition of the words
“Under God” to the Fledge of Allegiance in 1954 wiolates all
the tests used by the Supreme Court in weighing whether
government actions are barred by the Establishment Clavse



of the First Amendment to the United States Constitution. It
also argues that to require recitation of the Fledge including
“Under God” constitutes compulsion of speech as prohibited
by the First Amendment to the United States Consttution.
You can read the full pantheist brief online at:

http:/ fwww . pan theism. net fdocuments |

pledgebrief.pdf and the Americans United brief at:

http:/ fwww.an.or g/ press/ pro40213. him

WPM Members speak

The words "under god” are an unacceptable expression in the Pledge
of Alleglance. My 15year-old daughter. during the first invasien in
Afghanistan. decided not to participate in the Pledge because she
did not want to suppoert a country inltiating an unjustified war. She
15 also an athelst. My daughter sat quietly during the Pledge, and
respectiully refused to stand and/or participate in any way, in
additlon for stating her reasens for doing so. Her teacher removed
her from class and required her to st in the office.

[ was notifled that altheugh she was not required to say the
Hedge. she was required to stand. and if she did not stand she
wanld be suspended. 1 countered that 1t was uneonstitutlonal for
the school gystem (o require my daughter to stand during the Fledge
as she was nat creating any disruption or disturbance in class. The
principal then told me [ weuld have ta go to the Beard of Education
with further complaints. After discussing this with my daughter, she
decided that she would stand. becanse she felt that students and
teachers were ridiculing and allenating her. in additlon to creating a
hostile learning envirorment.

[ find it reprehensikle, in a couniry founded on freedom of
expresslon, of religlon, and of speech, that we suppress our
chilldren’s freedam to think or make cholces If those thoughts or
actions are autside the parameters determined by select few.

Bridget Chaney.

When 1 'was in schoel, and now when I'm at athletic or other
events where the pledge is recited. [ simphy omit the phrase “under
god.” The phrase implies an omnipotent male deity and therefore
excludes not enly athelsts, animists, panthelsts, agnestics, ete., but
also all those who belleve in the concept of female delty, Ttwould be
my preference to have the pledge restored to its pre-1954 status,
but I'm much moere concerned with the granting of our tax dollars to
religious groups for suppoesed charity work under the “falth-based
imitiative.” These groups are free to discriminate against those who
do not practice thelr partleular falth. and they are not prahibdted
from pressuring these poor and desperate falks to adopt thelr
particular beliefs and practices. So far, every penny of “falth-based
initiative” funds have been granted to conservative Christlan
organtzations. Larraine.

These words were added to the Fledge by an act of Congress
back in the B{'s. | don't think that It necessarly impinges on
religious freedams, in that the phrase does not act negatively - to
dery another persan's bellefs. 1 think the addition of the phrase
warks lis mischief in a posiitve sense - to elevate one partleular view

of God over others. The recitation of these geverrmentally
sanctioned words carry the implication that “my religlon Is better
than yours.” Tony Van der Mude, New Jersey.

As a long time member of Trastmasters and a past area
governor, | was sometimes asked tolsad the pledge of allegiance. |
had always remained silent at the phrase “one nation under God”
when reciiing the pledge, but I feund this awloward when [ myself
was leading the pledge. The group became confused at my silence,
stared at me with the “deer caught in the headlight” stare and finally
uttered the missing phrase, whereupon 1 would resume the rest of
the pledge. Recently [ sald [ thought it would be better if the pledge
were led by somecne willing to repsat the entire plecge.

[ feel that 1t is tmplied that the “God” in reference 1s the one
belonging to the Christlans. If it i= felt that a reference to a delty s
essential. there should be a brief perlod of sllence, between ©...the
repulblic for which it stands....” and “Indivisikle....” In that moment of
sllence, sach pledger would be free to think of any delty - ar none.

Ernie Hopkins, San Hego.

Our official statement

This is the WPM's official statement
approved by the directors:

Pantheists givwe religious revermee to the Toiverse and Nature
rather than to a Creator God. Some pantheists are comfortable
with using the word God as shorthand for this feeling, but
many are oot A recent Internet survey of Pantbheists showed
that only 36 per cent were comfortable with using the word
God |except inside quotation marks] in relation to ther own
religions beliefs. Even for those pantheists who use the word
God , the phrase “under God™ is difficult to endorse. Pantheists
beliewe that the Universe is a unity of which each buman and
every other existing thing in the uoiverse & a part. God is seen
as the totality or community of all of us. The expression
“under God"” implies a separate God who & in control of ws.

Clause mine of our belief statement states: *We upbold the
separation of religion and state, and the universal buman
right of freedom of religion.” The Wodd Paotheist Mowment
in principle camnot support the inclusion o a national pledge
of a religious phase associated with only some of the TSA's
many religious and non-religious orimtations - a phrase which
is not inclusive of belefs that are non-theistic or polythestic.
In our opinion the “free emeodse” of religion stipulated in the
US constitution requires freedom from fear of religions
persecution - whether that persecution is emorosed formally
by the state, or informally by individuals and sedal groups.

We have reports that children who opt out of the Pledge have
in some cases suffered ridicule or estradsm by their peers and
in a few ases sanctivns by their teachers. This constitutes a
social pressure on people to change their religious beliefs to
those of the majority, and it arses from the pledge phrase
“under God” and the need for objectors to opt out. Thus any
requirement of a daily pledge recital including this religious
wording may result in an infringement of the “fee exercise
of sincerely beld beliefs ™




