CONTROLLING LEGAL PRINCIPLES
Free Exercise Clause Decision — The “Contemplation of Justice”
United States v. Seeger, 380 U.S. 163 (1965)
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Some theologians, and indeed some examiners, might be tempted to question the existence of the
registrant's "Supreme Being" or the truth of his concepts. But these are inquiries foreclosed to
Government. As MR. JUSTICE DOUGLAS stated in United States v. Ballard, 322 U. S. 78, 322
U. S. 86 (1944):

"Men may believe what they cannot prove. They may not be put to the
proof of their religious doctrines or beliefs. Religious experiences which
are as real as life to some may be incomprehensible to others."
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boards and courts in this sense are not free to reject beliefs because they consider them
"incomprehensible.” Their task is to decide whether the beliefs professed by a registrant are
sincerely held, and whether they are, in his own scheme of things, religious.

But we hasten to emphasize that, while the "truth™ of a belief is not open to question, there remains
the significant question whether it is "truly held.” This is the threshold question of sincerity which
must be resolved in every case.

Justice when he said in the same opinion that even the word "God" had myriad meanings for men
of faith:

"[P]utting aside dogmas with their particular conceptions of deity, freedom of conscience itself
implies respect for an innate conviction of paramount duty. The battle for religious liberty has been
fought and won with respect to religious beliefs and practices, which are not in conflict with good
order, upon the very ground of the supremacy of conscience within its proper field."”

At 283 U. S. 634.
Within that phrase would come all sincere religious beliefs which are based upon a power or being, or upon
a faith, to which all else is subordinate or upon which all else is ultimately dependent.
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