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( Newsmakers]

Shannon M. Harton and Jack W.
McClelland started Jan. 4 as interns
with the Baptist Joint Committee.
Harton, a communications graduate
of the University of Kentucky, is
working with the information ser­
vices office, covering news events
and helping with production of the
agency newsletter. Previously, he
was a promotions intern and a pro­
motions engineer at two radio sta­
tions in Kentucky. Harton's father, R.
Michael Harton, is director of the
Division of Sunday School Develop­
ment for the Baptist General Asso­
ciation of Virginia. McClelland, a
sophomore at Carson-Newman Col­
lege, is a public affairs intern. In
addition to college activities, he has
provided pulpit supply and co-led a
Bible study at a center for disadvan­
taged youths.

Education Secretary Richard
Riley said the U.S. Constitution does
not need to be altered to protect vol­
untary prayer in public schools.
Responding to a question at a recent
news conference at Washington's
Children's Museum, Riley said he
believed in "voluntary school
prayer/' adding "that is a constitu­
tionally protected right. So long as a
prayer is voluntary, is not coercive
and intrusive of other students ...
then that is the right of students."

William Gayyid, an Assemblies
of God pastor charged with trying to
convert three Egyptian women to the
Christian faith, was released Dec. 19
after spending 37 days in jail. Still,
four other Coptic Christians arrested
in October and November are being
held in Egypt, according to the
International Institute for the Study
of Islam and Christianity. Gayyid
was arrested Nov. 11 after three
Muslim women entered his church
in Cairo and asked him to pray for
them. The women told police he did
not try to convert them. A

New Congress reopens
school prayer issue

The 104th Congress convened Jan.
4 by electing new leadership and
introducing reform legislation —

including proposals to amend the U.S.
Constitution to allow public school
prayer.

The first Republican-led Congress in
40 years elected Rep. Newt Gingrich, R-
Ga., as speaker of the House. The
House of Representatives worked into
the morning hours to fulfill Republican
leaders'
pledge that
the opening
day of Con­
gress would
be more than
ceremonial.

Members
of Congress
introduced a
plethora of
initiatives in
both chambers. Four of the measures
related to public school prayer.

Melissa Rogers, associate general
counsel of the Baptist Joint Committee,
said that many of the school prayer ini­
tiatives are "perennial efforts that have
failed time and time again. A Repub­
lican-led Congress, of course, throws a
new factor into the mix.

"But opponents of state-organized
prayer in the schools sit on both sides of
the aisle and will be sure to fight such
measures."

Sen. Jesse Helms, R-N.C., introduced
a bill (S. 27) that would withhold feder­
al funds from public schools that bar
constitutionally protected prayer. He
introduced a similar bill in the previous
Congress, but it failed to become law.

Sen. Robert Byrd, D-W.Va., intro­
duced a measure (S.J. Res. 7) that would
amend the Constitution to neither pro­
hibit nor require prayer in public 

schools or at extracurricular activities.
Introducing the resolution, Byrd

said the amendment is "an effort to
make clear that neither the
Constitution, or the amendments there­
to, require, nor do they prohibit, volun­
tary prayer in public schools."

He said he hoped the amendment
would "restore the spiritual compass
that has been lost in the lives of so
many of our citizens. And, most impor­

tantly, we can
begin to re­
turn to our
children the
moral orienta­
tion they so
desperately
desire."
Sen. Strom
Thurmond, R-
S.C., who was
elected presi­

dent pro tempore, also introduced a
measure (S.J Res. 6) that would amend
the Constitution related to "voluntary
school prayer."

In the House, Rep. Bill Emerson, R-
Mo., also proposed a constitutional
amendment to allow for voluntary
school prayer.

Emerson said the "Founding Fathers
intended religion to provide a moral
anchor for our democracy. Wouldn't
they be puzzled to return to modern-
day America and find, among elite cir­
cles in academia and the media, a scorn
for the public expression of religious
values?"

The BJC's Rogers said, "Prayer has
not been 'kicked out' of the public
schools. Students always have had and
always will have the right to pray in
school. They may pray privately at any
time, and they may pray in a group as
long as they are not disruptive." A

"Opponents of state-organized
prayer in the schools sit on both
sides of the aisle and will be sure to
fight such measures."

— Melissa Rogers
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Advocacy groups go
to court on prayer issue

Two advocacy groups recently chal­
lenged a Mississippi school district's
long-standing practice of mixing reli­
gion with secular studies.

In a suit filed in U.S. District Court in
Oxford, Miss., on behalf of Lisa
Herdahi and her five children, People
for the American Way and the
American Civil Liberties Union
charged the Pontotoc County School
District with violating the Herdahis'
rights to freedom of religion.

The suit alleges, among other things,
that the Herdahi children were haras­
sed for not taking part in religious
activities and that the school district
teaches a history course in which the
Bible is used as an instructional
resource. The course, called Biblical
History of the Middle East, focuses on
history, western civilization and litera­
ture, the suit states.

The challenge to the Mississippi
practices comes amid a widening pub­
lic debate over the role of religion in the
schools. A number of suits — including
a challenge to a new Mississippi law
allowing student-initiated prayers in
public classrooms — are pending
around the country.

In addition, Rep. Newt Gingrich, R-
Ga., the new speaker of the House of
Representatives, has called for a consti­
tutional amendment to institute prayer
in the public classrooms.

"If Newt Gingrich is successful with
his school prayer amendment, this fam­
ily's experience of intimidation and
abuse will be replicated across
America."

Arthur J. Kropp
President, People For the American Way

Anti-Semitic crimes rise
in Germany, report says

More anti-Semitic crimes were
reported in Germany during the first
nine months of 1994 than in all of 1993,
according to government figures
recently released.

Some 937 crimes directed at Jews or
Jewish property and committed by neo-
Nazi and other right-wing groups were
reported by the German federal police
agency BKA for the nine-month period.
In 1993, 656 incidents were reported.

Among the crimes reported was the
March firebomb attack on a Luebeck
synagogue — the first attack on a syna­
gogue in Germany since the World War
II Nazi era. A

Fight over Jesus picture
continues in Michigan

The Bloomingdale, Mich., Board of
Education has agreed to ask the U.S.
Supreme Court to let it keep its portrait
of Jesus hanging in a high school hall­
way.

In October 1992, then-senior Eric
Pensinger and his mother, Dott
Washegesic, filed suit asking that the
portrait be removed as a violation of
the separation of church and state.

Several court rulings have gone
against the school board, but on Dec. 19
the board said it would petition the
high court to hear its case.

"We still believe the community and
the school should decide what hangs on
their walls, and we still believe it
would be censorship to take it down."

James Dickerson
School Board President

Jewish groups explore
private-school vouchers

Jewish groups that have long
opposed government funding of
parochial schools are taking another
look at the issue.

The impetus is the growing Jewish
day-school movement, which increas­
ingly is seen as the strongest bulwark
against Jewish assimilation into secular
American culture.

No one expects the groups immedi­
ately to alter their long-held official
opposition to vouchers, which are tax-
funded vehicles that parents can use to
pay for private or parochial school
tuition.

However, Jewish community offi­
cials say the current conservative polit­
ical climate — coupled with Jewish
angst over rising intermarriage and
declining rates of synagogue affiliation
— is forcing them to revisit the issue to
a degree previously unthinkable.

Abraham Foxman, national director
of the Anti-Defamation League, which
officially has opposed public funds for
parochial schools for decades, said new
discussion of the issue has prompted 

the ADL to review its position. ADL
directors will take up the issue at a
meeting set for early February. He said
he does not expect a reversal in policy
at this time.

But Alvin Schiff, a Yeshiva Univer­
sity professor and the former executive
director of the Board of Jewish
Education of New York, said the fact
that the ADL is revisiting the issue is
evidence that change is in the wind. A

Organized school prayer
now issue in Great Britain

Organized prayer in schools has
become an issue in Great Britain, where
Prime Minister John Major has defend­
ed the law requiring schools to hold
"broadly Christian" daily religious
assemblies.

Major had been urged to relax the
law. Instead, he said that, "collective
worship in non-denominational
schools is required to be wholly or
mainly of a broadly Christian character.
We have no plans to change these legal
requirements."

Children whose parents object to the
assemblies are not required to partici­
pate, and many teachers say the British
law is impractical and often disregard­
ed.

"In our multicultural, multi-faith
society, religious belief is a private
matter. Parents should make them­
selves responsible for their children's
religious upbringing."

Eamonn O'Kane
Educator

New York City to maintain
legal challenge to RFRA

The City of New York, turning aside
pleas of religious groups, says it will
continue to challenge the constitution­
ality of a new law aimed at protecting
religious practices.

At issue is the Religious Freedom
Restoration Act, signed into law
November 1993. The law restored the
standard requiring government to
show a "compelling interest" before it
can restrict religious activities.

Since the law was signed, there has
been a spate of suits by prison inmates
around the country demanding the
prison officials accommodate their reli­
gious practices. A
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The Constitution and the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act
protect a wide range of student
rights to practice their religion
while at public school. Students
may take their Bibles to school and
read them during free time.
Students may participate in a "See
You at the Pole" event in which
they meet before or after school for
prayer. In addition to wearing reli­
gious attire, including yarmulkes
and head scarves, students general­
ly may wear T-shirts with religious
messages.

Also, when a teacher assigns
"open-ended" homework (e.g., to
write a report on a book chosen by
the student), the student may
address religious issues. Teachers
may not reject or correct such stu­
dent work because it discusses reli­
gion. Of course, teachers should
use appropriate standards to evalu­
ate such assignments, including
substance and grammar.

- Melissa Rogers
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( VIEWS OF THE WALL

Education key to prayer debate

As I write
this col­
umn, the

104th Congress
is convening to
begin its work.
For the first time
in more than
four decades, a
Republican —
Newt Gingrich
— is being
sworn in as 

On the first
day, Rep. Bill Emerson, R-Mo., filed a
proposed amendment to permit "indi­
vidual or group prayer in the public
schools." In the Senate, Robert Byrd,
D-W.Va., filed a measure to permit
"voluntary prayer in public schools ...
[and] at public school extracurricular
activities." And, Strom Thurmond, R-
S.C., has filed one that is identical to
Rep. Emerson's

The Baptist Joint Committee oppos­
es these amendments for a number of
reasons as regular readers of this col­
umn well know. The point is that
prayer already is permitted in our
public schools in a variety of ways
under the First Amendment as it now
reads and under nearly 50 years of
Supreme Court precedent. The maxim,
"if it ain't broke, don't fix it" applies
with special force to attempts to "fix"
the U.S. Constitution. However, we do
need to do a better job of getting the
word out to school administrators,
teachers and parents about what the
court actually has ruled about religion
in the public schools. The answer is
better education, not a constitutional
amendment.

We are working on several
resources to do just that.

First, the Baptist Joint Committee
and numerous religious and civil liber­
ties groups are preparing a document
titled Religion in the Public Schools:
What Everyone Agrees Schools May Do.
Signers of this document disagree over
the need for a constitutional amend­
ment, but all agree on certain things
that can already be done in the public 

J. Brent Walker
General Counsel

speaker of the
House.

schools. Topics of agreement include
the practice of private student prayer,
teaching about religion, "See you at
the Pole" programs, teaching core val­
ues and religious themes in student
assignments (see "Pew, Pulpit & the
Law"). This statement should be ready
for distribution within a week's time.

Second, on a more ambitious level,
we are in the process of preparing a
four-lesson curriculum for teaching
youths about religious liberty. While it
is critical that we educate our school
administrators and teachers, it is
equally important to teach our youths
about the Baptist heritage of religious
liberty and the need to preserve and
protect that liberty through the consti­
tutional safeguard of the separation of
church and state. Though designed
primarily for use in Sunday school, the
curriculum can be used in other set­
tings as well.

Lesson 1 teaches about how we
Christians are citizens of two king­
doms, the kingdom of God and the
kingdom of Caesar, and asks the ques­
tion: What happens when the two
make conflicting demands on their
common citizens. The second lesson
focuses on Baptist history and on our
fight for religious liberty over the past
350 years. The third lesson zeros in on
the Constitution and the development
of the Bill of Rights, particularly on the
two religion clauses in the First
Amendment. Finally, and most impor­
tantly for our purposes here, the fourth
lesson, titled Freedom: A Continuing
Struggle, hones in on a contemporary
application of what has been learned
in the previous three lessons and
applies it to religion in the public
schools. We hope that this curriculum
will be ready for publication shortly
and certainly in time to be used in con­
junction with Religious Liberty Day
this June.

Let us know if you are interested in
receiving either of these two resources.
We will be happy to supply you with
them when they become available.
Education, yes; constitutional amend­
ment, no. We are trying to do our part
on both scores. A
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BOOK REVIEW

Risky Business! Church Hiring
and Volunteer Selection:
A Legal and Policy Guide
Lynn Robert Buzzard and Susan Edwards,
The Church-State Resource Center,
Norman A. Wiggins School of Law,
Campbell University and Baptist State
Convention of North Carolina, 1994.

awsuits filed against
churches and religious
organizations alleging

negligent hiring of employ­
ees or selection of volunteers
are on the rise. A quick

glance at denominational publications
and the daily newspapers confirms that
fact. The public in general, and church
members in particular, place a high
level of trust in their church and church
leaders. Thus, when injuries result from
the breach of trust, passions can run
high and jury damage awards can be
astronomical.

Lynn Buzzard and Susan Edwards
have written a very helpful and user­

friendly guide to avoid many of the
problems. The authors provide an
overview of the legal landscape. They
discuss the law of negligent hiring and
the application of employment laws to
churches. In a very helpful section they
set forth "hiring steps" and outline a
process by which hiring can be accom­
plished in ways that minimize the lia­
bility to the church.

They also discuss hiring in various
special contexts, including calling of
clergy, hiring of child care workers and
the selection of volunteers. They then
address the application to churches of
several pieces of federal legislation,
including Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act, the Equal Pay Act, Family and
Medical Leave Act and the Americans
with Disabilities Act. The authors
unravel this maze of governmental reg­
ulation in a way that is easy to under­
stand.

In a 78-page appendix, the authors
include numerous forms that can be
tom out, copied and used in the hiring
process. In addition, they include form
bylaw provisions that will serve to pro­

tect the church from needless legal
entanglements and lawsuits.

Buzzard and Edwards have done
churches and leaders of religious orga­
nizations a great service. This is not just
a legal handbook. The book is written
in a theological context and in light of
the special mission of the church in
today's society. The authors point out
that doing ministry is inherently risky
and sometimes, in order to be faithful
to its mission, the church must assume
that risk. They state that "it is important
for churches and believers to remember
that our charter is not the civil law, not
even the Constitution, but the Word of
God." According to the authors, "being
conscious of the law and legal risks is
secondary to [the] spiritual process."

Yet, they show us how to be "wise as
serpents" even as we strive to be "as
gentle as doves." This book should be
on the desk of every pastor and chair­
man of deacons and on the shelves of
every church library. A

— J. Brent Walker
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