
Truth, Heresy and Lucretia Mott 

(Afterword, A Freethinker’s Gospel, Chris Highland) 

“Truth for Authority, not Authority for Truth.” -Lucretia Mott 

One of my “freethinking saints” is Lucretia Mott (1793-1880), a Quaker preacher of 
abolition, women’s rights and freethought.  She was proud of being called a heretic and 
infidel.  Cousin of Benjamin Franklin, friend of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, colleague of 
Frederick Douglass, Lucretia was a force to reckon with as she worked tirelessly for 
equality, justice and freedom. 


Truth was central for Lucretia Mott.  As a founding member of several Society of 
Friends meetings and women’s rights conventions, she believed that truth was much 
more than a principle or philosophy, it was the basis for a fierce yet non-violent way of 
life, regardless of one’s beliefs.  Truth could be found as an “inner light”—within the 
individual person’s conscience.  The mind or “soul,” guided by experience and 
common sense, was the ground of authority.  No orthodox individual or institution 
controlled the authoritative truth.  


When some Quakers used scripture to support their views she countered with her 
personal motto:  “Truth for Authority, not Authority for Truth” (no surprise she was 
reviled as “a most dangerous woman”).  Though she was a person of deep personal 
faith, she needed no book or tradition to find her way and speak her mind—she 
became a model for all reformers—freethinkers with faith or without. 


What would Lucretia think about our crisis of “fake news” today?  Could she help us 
know who or what to trust? 


News, like truth and beauty, is in the eye of the beholder—from one person’s particular 
perspective.  This makes sense to keep in our consciousness as we try to absorb the 
waves of information and “reports” rolling in from across the globe.  Objective things 
are happening, they’re just seen or reported from a spectrum of subjective viewpoints.


Admitting we each observe the world from slightly (or wildly) different perspectives, 
let’s consider what news we hear from the world of faith and religion.


There are religious news services, denominational bulletins and online sources such as 
Beliefnet and Patheos.  There are faith-based magazines, books, podcasts and more.  
There are local religion pages in newspapers and of course the latest messages 
coming from congregations and pulpits everywhere.  




Then there are the ancient sources of “news” (not so new for us)—tales, traditions and 
texts.  


Some tell us they have “breaking news”—not only “good news,” but the “best news.”  
It’s always “breaking” and dramatic—more like a “reality” show.  It’s as if they are 
saying there is one channel that’s really worth watching broadcast from one station.  I’d 
call that broken news, and maybe not news at all.


In the history of religion we hear lots of amazing stories.  We hear tales of ordinary men 
(primarily men) who walk out of deserts and forests, caves and fields, with news to 
proclaim, curious experiences and messages to announce.  They try to convince 
anyone who will listen that their extraordinary experience really happened.  If we were 
there, the first people to hear these incredible stories, would we find them credible?  
How would we know we weren’t hearing fake news, even if the reporter seemed 
convincing, believable?


I listened to a “Radiolab" podcast that was a little scary.  Even the hosts found the 
story spooky.  New software has been developed that can manipulate the words 
coming out of a person’s mouth on screen—putting any words you choose literally into 
their mouth.  You could have a performer, politician or preacher saying whatever you 
want them to say and it would be almost impossible for most of us to notice. 


Talk about “breaking” and broken news.  Doesn’t this make it even more urgent for us 
to know truth when we see it, or hear it?  Maybe we’ll need to suspend judgment and 
“suspend belief” to contemplate and investigate.  We’ll need to think more, don’t you 
think?


This is a challenge for both believers and non-believers—for each of us who believes 
there really is “truth” (and not always in quotations) to find in our common world.  Like 
it or not, we need each other—testers of truths told.


We ask ourselves:  Do we trust a source?  If experience tells us the person is 
trustworthy, that their report is most probably accurate, then it should be fine to accept 
what they say as true.  But knowing this—really knowing—still seems slippery.


No one’s an expert on this search for accurate information (remembering that 
information is not knowledge and knowledge is not wisdom).  We might say, “I heard it 
on [blank]” or “I saw it on [blank]” or “I read it in the [blank].”  “[Blank] said it, it must be 
true.”  Liberals do it, Conservatives do it, the Faithful and the Faithless do it.  We’re 
human; it’s what we do.  But we can’t leave truth a blank. We love to hear “news” and 
then pass it along because we love to make the news our own so we can tell someone 
else “our news.”  




I make it a practice to say, “I heard this … but I’m not so sure.”  


The immensity of nature can be immensely helpful and instructive—even authoritative
—in these matters. 


Walking along a deep forest path, senses are heightened—at full alert, wide open.  So 
is the wildness of imagination.  That shadow looks like an owl; that rock looks like a 
bear; Is that a bird or a human voice?; Is that a root or a snake in the trail?


This may give us a hint along our stumbling, humbling trail toward truth.  If we are to 
use our senses and our common sense to determine “what’s really going on” beyond 
the mistakes and fakes, we may want to keep these rules of thumb in our pockets and 
packs:


Ask lots of questions; don’t jump to judgment (one way or another); take a deep breath, 
step back and wonder; check it out; think and reason; ask more questions.  Give 
freethinking a try.


I suspect we’ll be ok, if we can remember these simple tools to test the true.


Then again, the tools aren’t too simple.  We might not want to carry such a heavy pack.  
One thing is true:  the truth has never been too easy.  Naturally difficult, but not 
impossible.  It may be much harder to figure out tomorrow than it is today.  It seems 
worth the effort, though.


Lucretia Mott liked to quote the line attributed to Jesus:  “You shall know the truth and 
the truth shall make you free.”  Yet, how do we really “know”?  Of course, that is the 
central question and we must ask it over and over.  


Setting aside that some traditions would have us believe a person, a book or a creed 
embodies that freedom and that truth, we can happily take the ancient teaching as a 
call for all freethinkers—in the sacred or secular worlds—to figure out what is true and 
how to live it freely, because there really is only one world, and truthfully, it’s pretty 
good. 


Lucretia, and perhaps Jesus, might cast a knowing smile with these truthful words from 
a poet, chaplain and happy heretic:


“You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me; You shall listen to 
all sides and filter them from yourself.” -Walt Whitman 

Chris Highland


