
Thomas Paine’s Church:  A Mindful Reflection on Mindlessness 

“My own mind is my own church.”  ~Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason (1794) 

Breathe.  Step.  Smile.  Breathe.  Years of mindfully meditative walks at a favorite Zen 
retreat and farm on the California coast taught me to breathe (at least to be more 
aware of breathing) but also to let go of meditation itself.  It’s Zen; it’s not meant to 
“make sense” (be completely rational).  But a Zen practice is intended to cause a bit of 
head-shaking faced with contradictions.  “Let it go—don’t be attached,” even if the 
teaching is “Let it go—don’t be attached.” 

Shaking your head is a valuable lesson in itself.   “Be aware; don’t hold so tight to your 
head—your mind.”  I’d like to be attached to my head, but I get the point. 
   
During those silent walks, drawing waves of salty sea air deep into my lungs, I was 
devoting long hours to anxious thinking about fatherhood, chaplaincy, the unmindful 
messes of my life and the lives of so many.  Breathe.  Step.  Smile.   I learned to be 
skeptical of being “in my head” too much as well as not being too caught up in other 
people’s heads, and lives.  The alert practice of contemplating breath and steps 
opened a wider awareness and appreciation for nature and the nature of my mind 
even while being mindful of others. 

In the midst of daily stressful distractions demanding attention from every direction, 
the letting go, the release, was liberating, and I think the practice made me a better 
thinker as well. 

Mind your mindfulness while you learn to be mindless.  This could be a partial 
summary of what I have learned from Buddhism.  The Awakened One (“the Buddha”) 
and the traditions of his followers provide us with a delightfully disorienting path for 
living that consistently insists we leave the path—let it go too. 

We need to practice an awakened mindfulness, while having “less mind”—less stuck 
on our own thinking (beliefs, opinions).  Zen welcomes serious thought.  It is not “anti-
mind.”  But breathing moments of mindlessness can enhance the pathway too, within 
reason. 
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“Within reason” makes the difference.  And here’s where a closer consideration of 
Thomas Paine’s “meditation” on reason and religion could offer a trail map not only 
for secular folks (secular:  this present breathing world) but those on any path of faith. 

I’ve often mulled over the quotation at the head of this essay (mulling is a kind of 
freethinker’s meditation).  “My own mind is my own church” was penned by the 
flabbergastingly forgotten founder, Thomas Paine (1737-1809) in the opening 
paragraphs of The Age of Reason (1794).  He was sharpening the blade he would use 
on his axe-swinging saunter through the forest of faith (his image, not mine).  His 
aging reason was seasoned by years of reflection on the role of religion in personal 
and political governance.   

In reference to Paine’s concise statement, I have frequently placed emphasis on the 
latter half of the phrase: “my own church.”  Now I wonder if the emphasis in this 
famous phrase should swing back to “my own mind.”  In our day it seems dangerous 
to let “never mind” be our motto—“Never mind too much thinking here.”  A wise 
response to the “neverminders” might better be:  “Think about what you’re saying, 
doing, believing.”  This may provide a more cogent hint at Paine’s precise meaning of 
“church.” 

We live in a time when a distrust of the reasoning mind and critical thinking can lead 
to extremes.  An almost proud ignorance threatens education, healthcare, science 
and the environment.  Loud voices demand “religious freedom” (for their own 
religion) or proclaim nonsense that would “Make America Dumb Again.”  We may do 
well to heed the call to return to “Tom’s Church.”   

In the arena of religious faith Paine’s principle could get twisted and re-written as: “My 
own heart is my own church.”  A more popularized focus on “intuition and emotion.”  
How we “feel” about the world takes precedence over how we “think” about our 
world.  Are we stuck with the dichotomy?  No, and yes. 

To frame these matters around one’s “own heart” may be more palatable and 
preachable to progressive believers as well as more mystically-inclined folks, but the 
dilemma isn’t so easily dismissed.  It’s not that a “matter of the heart” is necessarily in 
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conflict with a “matter of the mind”  (and this is not a matter of mind over matter).   
The issue, as I see it, relates to who manages the sanctuary—reason or faith.  I don’t 
think (or feel) that both can equally handle the task. 

Why did Paine write that his mind, rather than his heart or body, “soul” or “spirit,” is a 
sanctuary? 

Oddly enough, there may be a flicker of illumination found in this pericope from 
ancient Buddhist scripture (The Dhammapada, sayings of The Buddha):  

“Those driven by fear go to many a refuge [sanctuary], to mountains, to forests, to 
sacred trees and shrines.  That, truly, is not a safe refuge, that is not the best refuge.” 
Those who have a basic grasp of Buddhism can anticipate where this is leading: 
“But the one who takes refuge in the Buddha, the Teachings and the Community” 
sees with clear wisdom to walk the path through the suffering of life. 

“Those driven by fear go to many a refuge.”  A fine example of freethought as a thorn 
in the side of spiritualized faith.  Seeking the shelter of sanctuary because of a 
reticence to trust the rational or out of fearful protectiveness may cause us to be less 
discriminating where we flee—physically and mentally.     

It would be a wild leap to claim that Paine found refuge (church, sanctuary) in Buddha 
and his philosophical path.  But, let’s leap! 

As understood by some Buddhists, definitions are slippery, so we could re-state the 
saying thusly:  Take refuge (find a non-fear-based sanctuary) in the Buddha (the 
enlightened, awakened mind), the Teachings (wisdom past and present) and 
Community (the congregation of all living things with their diverse voices). 

To awaken is to enlighten and wisely choose freedom alongside others who are 
intellectually awakening (consider Paine’s own Age of Enlightenment).  For guidance, 
old maps may provide hints (general directions) but it is our responsibility to discover 
up-to-date maps or, better yet, write our own, based on our own explorations and 
investigations.   
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For Paine, the only sacred text to study was the “scripture of creation.”  Like Muir, 
Thoreau, Darwin and other naturalists, he saw that the wilderness is only an open 
classroom to the open mind.    

This wild leap to connect philosophies might serve to assist our deeper appreciation 
for Paine’s insights as well as his far-sighted critique of reasonless religion (indeed he 
urged a “revolution in the system of religion”).  This could be a great benefit for 
people of faith to “clean up the sanctuary” and for secular people to resurrect Paine as 
an educator and bridge-builder (he once designed a brand new kind of iron bridge—
why not design some innovative spans for our day?). 

Maybe the leap is simply a conscious step onto a bridge we have built? 

Crossing these spans, making these connections, we could gain a Paine-ful 
perspective (not a pain-less prospect).  Letting go of those old maps with their 
distorted worldviews will lead to a feeling of being lost for some.  Yet, as stated, there 
remain valuable lessons in some texts that span the centuries.  

A startling passage from another ancient scripture, the Upanishads of Hinduism (III, 9, 
1), presents a further context for a leaping Paine: 

One sage asks another, “How many gods are there?” 
“Thousands,” is the response. 
“Yes, but how many gods are there?” 
“Thirty-three.” (that’s a lot of divine demotions)   
The Q and A continues to six, three, two, and my favorite:  “One and a half.” 
Finally the teacher presses his colleague, 
“Yes, but just how many gods are there?” 
“One.” 
Ah, now he’s got him. 
“Which is the one god?” 
We might imagine a long pause and deep sigh. 
“Breath,” the man says (another name for Brahman, the Creator) 
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“Amen!,” congregants in Tom’s Church might shout.  This draws us back to a very 
natural, human experience.  A supernatural beyond?  Perhaps.  But maybe all we have 
are questions to breath—and the breath is spirit enough, God enough. 

I’m not claiming to summarize two historic religions here, yet as a freethinker Paine 
was responding to any and all orthodoxies (with government or god) that resist or 
refuse to carry out the necessary questions (to pause, breathe and think) to their 
logical—or illogical—conclusions.  And since “conclusions” can be slick and squishy 
sometimes (leaping from our hands), this is especially true in matters of belief. 

Paine may not have read a Dhammapada or Upanishad but his reasoning dug down 
deep into the “heart” of all faiths where that leans toward heart (intuitive feeling) 
rather than head (rational skepticism). 

Many in faith communities nod their heads (ironically) when the focus is on heart.  Yes, 
they say, it’s about the heart and “soul,” not so much the head, reason, the brain.  
These folks aren’t always being irrational or anti-rational but there is a fundamental 
distrust of the brain.  They fear that too much reliance on the brain can strain or drain 
spirituality.   

It may be good to remind the mindful that Thomas Paine was a Deist with a Quaker 
background—believing in a Creator who cannot be known or experienced except 
through “the creation” including the “inner light” of the human mind.  What a person 
“feels” or imagines (gives an image or face to) concerning the Deistic deity must be 
checked and balanced by an enlightened (actively awakened) mind. 

Are there “mysteries of the unknown” for Paine?  Certainly.  However, what may 
appear mysterious is only currently unknown, not necessarily unknowable.  Nothing is 
beyond investigation.  And just because we don’t understand something we have no 
need to call strangeness “miracle” requiring either faith or revelation (revelation is 
mere hearsay in the gospel according to Paine—revealed to thee but not to me). 
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Appropriate questions remain.  Doesn’t Paine’s sanctuary of the mind simply open the 
door to making a god of Reason?  Isn’t this just the old personalistic path to complete 
relativism? 

As for relativism, an individual is about as relative as you can get.  We share feelings 
all the time.  Sharing coherent thoughts and ideas takes a further level of ability, we 
could even say sensibility (as in common sense, dear to the hearty mind of Paine). 

Was Paine suggesting he could claim, “God spoke to me in the church of my mind, 
therefore you must believe”?  Not at all.  His meaning is fairly clear throughout his 
writings on human rights and freedom for the whole person.  He was consistently 
mindful of the bigger picture that would include all animated minds.  In other words—
and this is what sets him apart from any religious truth-claims with their self-
proclaimed prophets—Paine stands with the authority of his own mind-church, while 
defending the right of each person to do the same.  There are as many sanctuaries as 
there are minds. 

Placed in a greater context, we could say that the revolutionary Paine was deeply 
interested in a community of minds.  If he was “all in his head” and unmindful to boot, 
there may never have been a cooperative community of minds to incarnate an Idea 
called America.  

Could reason (the investigations of the intellect) ever be a god?  Well, how many 
gods are there?, asks the sage.  Some might deify the mind, but to what purpose?  
Jesus himself urged his followers to “love God with the mind” as well as the heart, 
soul and strength.  Was he suggesting the mind is divine?  Maybe.  But perhaps more 
a tool or trail in the direction of the divine (ineffable immensity), and that somehow 
choosing to use that tool or trail was a form of devotion.  That could be taken “by 
faith,” or the devoted might accept the challenge to take it “by serious thought.” 

Paine might agree with Jesus (he had great respect for him as a human being)—with 
qualifications.  If we can know anything about a god it must be through a direct 
experience with the observable world, presented with verifiable evidence to 
reasoning minds.  Anything else, any other statement about a God-experience, needs 
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to be fully open to question and critique, though not necessarily respect, unless 
respectful of reason itself.   

Serious thought, linked to a meaningful practice of mindfulness, must be interested in 
truth and pragmatic results—take for instance a Revolution to create a new nation.  
Could that “idea” be more truthfully pragmatic?  Anything less true, real or practical is 
essentially nonsense, and the nonsensical (unreasonable) is such even if dressed up 
in “holy” writings, robes, rituals or the religions themselves.   

Naturalist John Burroughs seemed to be walking on the muddy path with Paine, 
sauntering reverently into the sanctuary, when he wrote, 

“If we do not go to church so much as did our [parents], we go to the woods much 
more, and are much more inclined to make a temple of them than they were.” 
(“The Gospel of Nature,” Time and Change, 1912).  The gospel of Burroughs, like the 
gospel of Paine, offered good news of churches and temples (mosques and 
synagogues) waiting to be discovered.  These are not “made holy” by any source or 
authority.  They are natural sanctuaries free and welcoming to any and all.   

The power of Paine-ful thinking is that we can always turn to the backdrop—the 
common sense that set fire to the American Revolution.  The irresistible energy of free 
persons with free minds and a courageous common sense claiming their rights, set 
the foundation for a mindful analysis of the beliefs that would divide and conquer the 
will and subjugate reason .  Paine’s dangerous but essential wild leap was one of joy—
though he wrote most of The Age of Reason in a Parisian prison—because the 
Revolution was not only about declarations and documents, it was a life and death 
liberation “fought for thought”—heady ideas that changed the real world—this present, 
secular world.  

His own mind was his sanctuary, his own country was the world and “to do good was 
[his] religion.”  Always stretching the boundaries and crossing the borders, Thomas 
Paine left us a secular legacy that not only leaves wide open space for freedom of 
beliefs, ideas, questions and the deepest feelings of the heart, but wild lands for 
exploration across the unknown, perhaps unlimited, sanctuaries of the mind. 
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Paine’s personal practice seems both meditative and reasonable.  Breathe.  Step.  
Smile.  Breathe.  Think.  Act.  Breathe … . 

Chris Highland 
December 2018
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