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S.M. Wright, Baptist Joint
Committee board member who died
in November after a bout with can­
cer, is expected to be memorialized
by the state of Texas. State legislators
recently voted to name a freeway
after the Dallas civil rights and reli­
gious leader. Gov. George W. Bush is
expected to sign the bill. Wright, for­
mer pastor of Peoples Baptist Church
in Dallas, would become the first
African American to have a Dallas
freeway bear his name.

President Boris Yeltsin has
turned back Russian hard-liners who
planned a maneuver to crack down
on religious freedom by making
llth-hour changes to new legislation
outlawing dangerous religious
groups. He sent parliament a mes­
sage rejecting the proposed amend­
ment in principle after he got wind
that Communists and nationalists
were using a legislative committee to
tack on harsher limits than those for
which lawmakers voted.

Hammond Bin Abdullah al-Akla
al-Shouebi, a prominent Islamic
scholar who has pressed for reform
in Saudia Arabia, has been arrested
by the government, according to a
London-based dissident group. The
government has not commented on
the claim. Al-Shouebi, who is 75 and
blind, has been a leading critic of the
Saudi government.

Will Badger, a high school stu­
dent who defied the spirit of a court
order barring two religious songs
from a graduation ceremony, said
he's glad he did it — even though he
was reprimanded for his action. The
court order resulted from a suit
brought by a Jewish student who
was a member of the choir. Rachel
Bauchman objected to the singing of
Christian songs at graduation. She
also claimed she had been the subject
of harassment because of her reli­
gious views. A

School choice proposal
makes rounds—again

The perennial voucher debate has
returned to Capitol Hill, and
church-state separationists say

that the latest proposal is no better than
its predecessors.

A House subcommittee examined
the Low-Income School Choice
Demonstration Act (H.R. 1640) at a June
21 hearing. The bill would earmark $30
million over the next three years to
fund school choice demonstration pro­
jects in select
school districts
across the
nation. The
measure
would pro­
vide parents
with public
funds to send
their children
to the public,
private or reli­
gious school of their choice.

The Baptist Joint Committee joined
with other groups, including the
National PTA, in opposing the bill. In a
written statement, the National PTA
said it opposed the bill on several
grounds, one of which is that the bill
violates the constitutional guarantee of
church-state separation.

"Vouchers will pay for religious
instruction, advance the sectarian mis­
sion of the schools and lead to an intol­
erable intrusion of the government into
church affairs," the statement said.

Barry W. Lynn, executive director of
Americans United for Separation of
Church and State, said that the propos­
al would lead to government regulation
of private religious schools and do
nothing to ensure parental choice in
education. The Supreme Court has
struck down every program that pro­
vides direct government funding of pri­

vate sectarian schools, said Lynn, who
is also a minister.

"Whether the cash flows through a
direct government faucet or a parental
pipeline, tax aid to religious schools is
unconstitutional," Lynn testified before
the panel. "Government assistance to
sectarian schools is unconstitutional
because such aid invariably advances
the institutions' religious mission."

Lynn said that voucher schemes and
other forms
of tax aid to
religious
schools have
been rejected
by the voters
in referenda
in 13 states,
as well as the
District of
Columbia. At
least 10 state

legislatures have rejected voucher
plans this year, he added.

Proponents of the bill said it would
empower parents to obtain the best
possible education for their children,
and that such competition would bol­
ster educational reform.

Rep. Frank Riggs, R-Calif., said that
"the only way to improve our current
educational system is through competi­
tion."

Riggs also said that the bill does not
have constitutional problems.

"Recent decisions by the U.S.
Supreme Court make clear that, unlike
direct subsidies to religious schools,
educational benefits that include reli­
gious schools among the range of
options do not violate the
Constitution," said Riggs, who is an
Episcopalian.

The bill has been introduced in both
chambers. A

"Whether the cash flows through a direct govern­
ment faucet or a parental pipeline, tax aid to reli­
gious schools is unconstitutional."

— Barry W. Lynn
Americans United
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Crucifixion of Christian
in India prompts probe

Amnesty International, a human
rights organization, is investigating the
crucifixion-like killing of an unidenti­
fied 22-year-old Christian in India's
eastern state of Bihar.

News reports say 10 men seized the
victim, tattooed his face, broke his
backbone and ribs, nailed his hands
and feet to a cross, then forced him to
drink motor oil.

Northern and eastern India have
seen a series of anti-Christian violence
in the past year, resulting in other
deaths. A

Christians in Saudi Arabia
most restricted, study says

Saudi Arabia tops a list of nations in
which Christians face the strictest
repression for their faith, according to
the 1995 international survey by a reli­
gious organization based in Strasbourg,
France.

Christians in Iran, Sudan, the
Comoros Islands and China also face
severe religious liberty restrictions. Of
the 30 countries at the top of the list, 24
are predominantly Muslim and four are
Communist.

The index is based on 25 different
criteria including the country's consti­
tution, the attitude of the authorities to
Christians and the liberty of churches to
conduct their own affairs.

Portes Ouvertes, sponsored by evan­
gelical and Protestant churches, con­
ducted the study. Established in 1955,
its principal role is to support
Christians facing persecution. A

Diverse coalition backs
RFRA against challenges

A coalition of 60 religious and civil
liberties groups have joined together to
protect a landmark religious-liberty
law.

The group filed the brief with the
U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals for the
Fifth Circuit. The Coalition for the Free
Exercise of Religion said federal district
judge Lucius Bunton erred when he
ruled the Religious Freedom
Restoration Act unconstitutional.

RFRA was crafted to ensure that cit­
izens have the widest possible latitude
in religious expression.

Bunton, the first federal judge to rule
the law unconstitutional, said RFRA
intruded on the power of the courts
because it sought to undo a 1990 U.S.
Supreme Court decision. That decision 

expanded government's ability to regu­
late religious practice.

The Baptist Joint Committee is a
coalition member. A

Gingrich owes Mississippi
mom apology, attorneys say

House Speaker Newt Gingrich, R-
Ga., should apologize to a Mississippi
mother for accusing her of anti-reli­
gious bias, said People For the
American Way attorneys.

Lisa Herdahi filed suit to bar recita­
tion of prayers in her children's public
school — an action the speaker report­
edly described as an example of anti-
religious bias at a recent town meeting.

Herdahi is a professed Christian
whose children regularly attend church
and Sunday school, but she believes
that public schools should not advocate
religion. She has been harassed and
threatened for her stand, the attorneys
said. In a June 20 letter, the attorneys,
who are representing Herdahi in the
suit, urged Gingrich to apologize.

"It is reprehensible for one of the
nation's highest ranking elected offi­
cials to be fueling the flames of reli­
gious intolerance, and it is irresponsible
to denigrate the motives of Mrs.
Herdahi," the letter said. A

Abner McCall, educator, RLC co-chairman, dies
roles in Baptist life.

He was honored for a lifetime of
service by the Texas legislature.

Baptist Joint Committee Executive
Director James M. Dunn lauded
McCall's contributions to Baptists:

"Abner McCall knew how to be a
partner. He got a heavy dose of being
Baptist when at 18 he moved into the
J.M. Dawson home to start to Baylor.
His lifelong loyalty to the Baptist
understanding of church-state separa­
tion shaped his fierce friendship with
the Baptist Joint Committee.

"The Religious Liberty Council, a
BJC auxiliary, was his creation. It pro­
vides a mechanism for support and
advancement to sustain the BJC.

"But more, Abner knew loyalty.
Abner knew Baptists. Abner knew
friendship. He was my friend." A

Tudge Abner V. McCall, co-chairman
J of the Religious Liberty Council,
died June 11 at his home in Waco,
Texas. He recently celebrated his 80th
birthday.

McCall served as president of
Baylor University in Waco from 1961
to 1981 and continued to serve as
president emeritus. A native of Perrin,
Texas, he was a graduate of Baylor
School of Law, scoring the highest
mark on the bar exam of any person to
that time.

His association with Baylor includ­
ed stints as professor, dean of the law
school, executive vice president and
chancellor. He also served as a special
agent for the FBI and as an interim ap­
pointee to the Texas Supreme Court.

McCall, a Sunday school teacher
for 45 years, held a host of leadership 
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Q: Does the Religious Freedom
Restoration Act protect only religious
practices that are mandated by a faith?

A: No. Although some lower
courts have ruled that RFRA covers
only mandatory religious practices,
those rulings incorrectly interpret
the act. RFRA prevents die govern­
ment from substantially burdening
religious exercise unless it has a
compelling interest for doing so.
RFRA's legislative history makes
clear that the law protects not only
conduct required by a religious
faith, but also exercise that is moti­
vated by sincere religious belief.
Congress recognized that protect­
ing only practices compelled by
religious doctrine would under­
mine many important exercises of
faith. For example, although many
religions don't "compel" believers
to pray at specific times of day or to
become a minister, these acts are
clearly religious exercises under
RFRA. (MR)
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( VIEWS OF THE WALL

Sticks and stones

Ever feel
like you
are walk­

ing on a tight
rope with peo­
ple on both
sides trying to
push you off in
opposite direc­
tions? I had that
feeling last
week.

On church­
state issues, the
Baptist Joint
Committee is 

seen as a centrist organization. We
often play a bridge role between
groups on both sides of the spectrum
as we seek to build viable coalitions.
Witness the Equal Access and the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act
coalitions.

Recently, the BJC participated in
such a project. Along with 35 other
groups, we helped craft a document
called Religion in the Public Schools: A
Joint Statement of Current Law. In this
document, we briefly identified the
many ways in which public school stu­
dents can pray and express their reli­
gious convictions in the public school
setting under present law. We hope
this document will help educate the
American people about where the
proper line should be drawn, as well
as provide a common baseline for
debate when the constitutional amend­
ment on school prayer is introduced.
Even some groups that support an
amendment (i.e., National Association
of Evangelicals and Christian Legal
Society) joined in.

We are proud of this statement and
our involvement in its preparation.
But, as often happens, we drew fire
from both sides. The ironic twist here
is that the sticks and stones came from
members of the same family whose
names are synonymous with both
corpse-cold secularism and religious
fundamentalism.

Give up? It's Madalyn Murray
O'Hair and her son, William J. Murray.

First, William — not to be confused
with Jon Garth who still works with

J. BRENT WALKER
General Counsel

Madalyn. At 14, William was the
named plaintiff in the famous 1963
Supreme Court case concerning devo­
tional Bible reading in the public
schools. As you may know, he became
a Christian in 1980 and apparently is
trying to make up for the sins of his
mother. William wrote me that "the
document A Joint Statement of Current
Law is full of lies." He went on to
charge that "those who associate them­
selves with this document are just
plain liars." He laments that the BJC
"represents the liberal political agen­
da" working with suspect characters
on this project who, according to
Murray, are mostly "pro-abortion and
anti-the Christian faith." (Never mind
that the National Association of
Evangelicals and Christian Legal
Society are decidedly Christian and
actively anti-abortion).

Enter Mama. In her "American
Atheist Newsletter" which I received
several days later, Madalyn excoriated
the signers of the document for selling
out to the religious right. She berates
the many "Jewish organizations" that
participated, lambastes the "liberals"
for caving and then wonders about the
"strange bedfellows" (including the
BJC) who joined in. Writes O'Hair:
"With extraordinary alacrity, the
nation's so-called defenders of state­
church separation capitulated to the
Christian Coalition's not-yet-named
specific demands for the intrusion of
religion into the public schools." With
the floodgates open, she goes on to
prognosticate that the "next concession
will be that the mythological J.C. may
be depicted as a historical person, with
his resurrection and ascendance into
'heaven' presented as recorded fact."
She concludes that the "public schools
of the United States should be 'reli­
gion-free/ secular institutions of learn­
ing."

Well, there you have it. The BJC is
comprised of a bunch of left-wing,
anti-Christian liars, and weak-kneed,
fundamentalist-appeasing dupes at the
same time. Just ask the Murrays. If
groups are defined by who their oppo­
nents are, I take heart. We must be
right on. A
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GUEST VIEW

am a parent of
three school­
age children.

My wife is a first
grade teacher in
that same school
system. Some
days, all we talk
about is school. I
am also a Southern
Baptist pastor who
is conservative and 
evangelical in my approach to ministry.
I am deeply troubled by the decay and
erosion of morality that seems to beset
our nation at this time in our history.

Having said that, I want to urge you
(lawmakers) to resist those who advo­
cate the government as the instigator,
promoter and advocate of religious
faith. A Virginia Baptist has a unique
perspective on this subject. In our state
we tried joining the church and the
government in an attempt to ensure
religion's place in society and its influ­
ence on public life. All Virginia Baptists
had to show for that unholy wedding
were some cracked skulls and hard 

Bill Wilson

time in local jails. Two hundred years
ago Baptist preachers like James Ireland
and William Webber found themselves
in the Culpeper and Chesterfield jails
because there was no religious freedom
extended by the government. The
Baptists rose up along with others, and
Thomas Jefferson led the way to our
passing the Virginia Statute for
Religious Freedom (the forerunner to
the First Amendment).

Instead of knee-jerk legislative or
judicial reaction to our social and moral
quagmire, why not let the religious
community do what we are called to do
(which is to) promote God? What we
need from you is neutrality.

Despite what some of the shrill voic­
es would have us believe, we have
great freedom in this country to be reli­
gious.

There is no doubt that our nation is
hemorrhaging. Our families are our
building blocks for society, and they are
falling apart. The list of social ills is
longer and more complex than I even
want to think about. We are in trouble.
Vocal religious leaders are blaming the 

government because that is easier than
accepting responsibility for a history of
self-serving religion that means we reli­
gious types have helped create this cri­
sis in our nation's soul.

I know you want to provide some
needed and necessary treatment and
healing. But please, do not apply the
Band-Aid of a constitutional religious
amendment of some type to this criti­
cally ill patient. We have worked hard
to create the level playing field that we
now have regarding our practice of reli­
gion. Let the church do what it does
best in its best moments, and you go
about the work of maintaining the fair
and just society that has enabled
America to become the most religious
nation in the world. A

Bill Wilson is -pastor of First Baptist
Church, Waynesboro, Va., and a member of
the Baptist Joint Committee board. He
spoke against amending the U.S.
Constitution to allow state-sponsored
prayer in public school before a House panel
June 10 in Harrisonburg, Va. These
excerpts are printed with his permission.

REPORT from the CAPITAL
James M. Dunn

Executive Director
Larry Chesser

Editor
Pam Parry

Associate Editor
J. Brent Walker

Book Reviews
REPORT (ISSN-0346-0661) is
published 24 times each year by
the Baptist Joint Committee.

Established in 1936 ---------------------------
Baptist Joint Committee on Public Affairs
200 Maryland Avenue, N.E., Washington, D.C. 20002

_________________________ 202-544-4226

Supporting bodies: Alliance of Baptists • American Baptist Churches in the U.S.A. •
Baptist General Conference • Cooperative Baptist Fellowship • National Baptist
Convention of America • National Baptist Convention U.S.A. Inc. • National
Missionary Baptist Convention • North American Baptist Conference • Progressive
National Baptist Convention Inc. • Religious Liberty Council • Seventh Day Baptist
General Conference • Southern Baptist state conventions and churches.

Baptist Joint Committee
200 Maryland Avenue, N.E.
Washington, D.C. 20002

Non-profit Org.
U.S. Postage

PAID
Riverdale, MD

Permit No. 5061

3452
Dr LYNNE. MAY JR
HISTORICAL COMMISSION
127 NINTH AVE.,N
Nashville TN 37234


