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♦ The Rev. Daniel E.
Weiss has announced plans
to retire as general secretary
of American Baptist Churches
in the U.S.A, effective Aug.
31. Weiss, 62, is a Baptist Joint
Committee board member.
He has served as general sec­
retary of the ABC since 1988.
Previously, he guided ABC's
Board of Educational Minis­
tries and was president of
Eastern College in St. Davids,
Pa., and Eastern Baptist The­
ological Seminary in Phila­
delphia.

♦ Carl Silverman, an ag­
nostic, won a challenge to a
minor-league baseball team's
policy of giving discounted
admission rates to fans who
brought church bulletins to
Sunday games. Under a set­
tlement reached between the
Hagerstown (Md.) Suns and
the American Civil Liberties
Union, a $2 discount will be
extended to families who
bring bulletins from any civic
or nonprofit organization.

♦ Shari Eicher, an 11th-
grade English teacher at
Scotland High School in
Laurinburg, N.C., is fighting
a suspension imposed after
she told school administra­
tors that she is a Wiccan.
Eicher, who has taught for
three years, said she did not
talk to students about Wicca
but disclosed her beliefs to
school officials after a
reporter inquired about a
website maintained by her
husband that deals with a
local Wiccan organization. A

Religious freedom commission
targets China, Russia, Sudan

I
n its first months of work, the U.S.
Commission on International Relig­
ious Freedom has issued a series of

statements detailing threats to religious
liberty in China, Russia and Sudan.

The 10-member commission created
by a 1998 law provides independent rec-
ommendations
about curbing reli­
gious persecution.

Executive Dir­
ector Steven T. Mc­
Farland said the
panel either meets
or holds a telecon­
ference every two
weeks. The panel
will hold a Feb. 15
Capitol Hill hearing on religious freedom
around the world. "What will make or
break the commission," McFarland said,
"is the response of the American people
to our findings and recommendations."

He said it may be too early to know
how the committee's work has helped
faith groups facing persecution by their
governments. "But some of the effects
will be invisible," he noted. "If you're
looking over people's shoulder and keep­
ing them honest, how do you know what
you may have prevented?"

Recently, the panel criticized China's
move to consecrate five Catholic bishops.
Chinese authorities reportedly require
the government-approved bishops to dis­
avow allegiance to Rome.

Rabbi David Saperstein, chairman of
the commission, said the move "is part of
an escalating pattern of religious repres­
sion in China." He urged the U.S. gov­
ernment to "again publicly condemn
China's persecution of religion."

In recent weeks, the commission has 

criticized China's repression of followers
of Falun Gong — a mixture of Buddhism,
Taoism and traditional Chinese exercise.
The Chinese government has labeled it a
"dangerous cult" and has issued a war­
rant for the arrest of the faith's teacher, Li
Hongzhi, who lives in the United States.

The commission
criticized the sen­
tencing of several
Falun Gong and
Christian leaders
to long prison
terms. Saperstein
noted that "the
outside world is
appalled" by the
actions.

The panel has also followed religious
freedom issues in Russia and Sudan.

In a statement charging that the war in
Chechnya is fed by religious bigotry
against Muslims, Saperstein urged U.S.
officials "to press Russia to stop playing
upon popular prejudice and fear of
Muslims to justify its military excesses."

The commission also applauded the
Russian Constitutional Court's decision
that religious groups already registered
in 1997 do not have to re-register under a
restrictive law passed that year.

It also said attempts by Sudan to
impose Islamic law on its south region
have restricted delivery of food aid. "The
Sudanese government is deliberately
starving people for religious, as well as
political, military and ethnic reasons,"
Saperstein said. The panel urged U.S.
officials to pressure Sudan to stop ban­
ning food flights and to ship food direct­
ly into southern Sudan in addition to its
continuing participation in the United
Nations' food aid program. A

“What will make or
break the commissii
is the response of tl
American people to
our findings and
recommendations. "

- Steven McFarl,
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Broadcasters,
lawmakers
criticize new FCC
guidance

Charging that new
Federal Communications
Commission guidelines will
restrict religious broad­
casts, House Republican
lawmakers say they will
introduce legislation to
reverse the FCC action.

Rep. Michael Oxley, R-
Ohio, said the FCC action
"is wrong, and it cannot
stand.”

The FCC issued the
guidelines when it ap­
proved a station swap in
Pittsburgh that will allow
Cornerstone TeleVision
Inc., a religious broadcast­
er, to move from Channel
40 to Channel 16, a chan­
nel reserved for noncom­
mercial educational pro­
gramming.

Previously, the FCC
required that reserved sta­
tions "be used primarily to
serve the educational
needs of the community."

The new guidance
requires that more than
half of the programming
on educational channels
“primarily serve an educa­
tional, instructional or cul­
tural purpose in the sta­
tion's community.”

But the FCC’s guidance
on what qualifies as edu­
cational programming
drew sharp criticism.

Critics cited the FCC’s
statement that while
church services generally
would not qualify as edu­
cational programming, a
church service that is part
of a historic event, such as
the funeral of a national
leader, would qualify if its
primary purpose served
the educational, instruc­
tional or cultural needs of
the entire community.
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Justices reject challenge
to Good Friday holiday

The U.S. Supreme Court refused Jan. 18
to hear a challenge to a Maryland law
requiring public school holidays on the
Friday before Easter through the Monday
following it.

Without comment, justices turned away
claims by a former Montgomery County,
Md., school teacher that the mandated hol­
iday unconstitutionally endorses Chris­
tianity over other faiths.

Judith Koenick challenged the holiday
statute in a lawsuit filed against the
Montgomery County Board of Education.
A federal district court ruled against
Koenick in an opinion upheld by the 4lh
U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals.

The appeals court said the law serves
the secular purpose of closing schools on
days that would otherwise have high rates
of absenteeism and does not endorse or
advance any specific religion.

The law "does not grant an added ben­
efit to members of one faith that it does not
grant to everyone, but rather treats all of
the affected parties the same with respect
to religion," the appeals court said.

The court noted that the mandated
four-day holiday has been part of the
Montgomery County school calendar for
130 years and that it now anchors a longer
spring break observed by the district's
schools.

Montgomery County public school offi­
cials also added Yom Kippur, the Jewish
Day of Atonement, and the first day of
Rosh Hashana to the list of school holidays
because of high absenteeism among teach­
ers and students on those days.

In urging the high court to hear her
claim, Koenick argued that federal courts
are divided over mandated holidays on
Good Friday. Her appeal noted that the 4lh
Circuit's approval of the Maryland law is
at odds with a 1995 decision by 7lh Circuit
that struck down an Illinois law closing
schools on Good Friday.

Another 7th Circuit ruling, however,
upheld an Indiana statute making Good
Friday a holiday for state employees. The
Supreme Court has yet to announce
whether it will review the Indiana case.

Koenick was supported in her bid to
challenge the Maryland law by the
American Jewish Congress, which told jus­
tices in a friend-of-the-court brief that the
state "has placed its imprimatur on Good
Friday in the eyes of public school stu­
dents and the rest of its citizens."

Koenick and the AJC argued that while 

the school district had evidence of high
absenteeism on the Jewish holidays, there
was no evidence to support projections of
high absenteeism on Good Friday. A

Florida Bible history courses
unconstitutional, group says

While there is a constitutionally appro­
priate way to teach about the Bible in pub­
lic schools, 20 percent of Florida's public
school districts have gone about it the
wrong way, according to People For the
American Way.

In a report released Jan. 13, the group
said that all 14 Florida school districts that
have taught high school courses in "Bible
History" since 1997 have been violating
the Constitution.

"Even the schools that appear to have
made an effort to do it right still got it
wrong," said PFAW President Ralph Neas.
"There is a right way — a constitutional
way — to teach about the Bible in the pub­
lic schools, and there is a wrong way."

PFAW provided the state education
department with a new publication titled
The Bible and Public Schools: A First
Amendment Guide. It was published by the
Freedom Forum's First Amendment Cen­
ter and the National Bible Association. It
was endorsed by a wide range of religious
and civil liberties groups, including PFAW,
the Christian Legal Society and the Baptist
Joint Committee.

Brent Walker, executive director of the
Baptist Joint Committee, said, "We simply
cannot afford to raise a generation of bibli­
cal 'know-nothings.' But, the Bible can't be
taught as if it were a Sunday school
instead of a public school."

The PFAW report criticized curricula
used in the 14 districts because it said the
courses are taught from a Christian (usual­
ly Protestant) perspective; the Bible is used
as a history textbook; students are as­
sumed to be Christian; the Bible is used to
promote Christian faith formation; and
Sunday-school training exercises are used
to indoctrinate students in Bible content.

The 62-page report said that students
are most often taught that "the Bible" has
66 books, even though the Bible accepted
by Catholics has 73. In one county, an
exam question asks students, "If you had a
Jewish friend who wanted to know if Jesus
might be the expectant Messiah, which
book of the Gospel would you give him?"

A spokeswoman said the Florida De­
partment of Education is "concerned"
about the report and is looking into issues
raised. A



Rules that deal with religion
require input process, caution

P
residential con­
tender John
McCain recently

was criticized for
demanding that the
Federal Communi­
cations Commission
make a decision
involving a political
patron, and now the
FCC is in political hot
water for the decision 

it ultimately made in the case. The FCC's
decision involves approving the assign­
ment of a noncommercial educational tel­
evision (NCETV) license to a religious
broadcaster (see story, Page 2). In its deci­
sion, the FCC offered "additional guid­
ance" for these licenses, stating that over
half of the programming of the license­
holder "must primarily serve an educa­
tional, instructional or cultural purpose"
in the community. To count toward this
benchmark, "a program must have as its
primary purpose service to the education­
al, instructional or cultural needs of the
community."

Noting that "not all programming,
including programming about religious
matters, qualifies as 'general educational'
programming," the FCC stated that "pro­
gramming primarily devoted to religious
exhortation, proselytizing, or statements
of personally-held religious views and
beliefs" and church services "generally
would not qualify as 'general educational'
programming." But it said "a church serv­
ice which is part of an historic event, such
as the funeral of a national leader, would
qualify if its primary purpose is serving
the educational, instructional or cultural
needs of the entire community."

This decision does not bar proselytiz­
ing and church services from the air­
waves; instead it states that certain reli­
gious programs generally cannot count
toward the educational benchmark rele­
vant for NCETV licenses (these require­
ments don't even apply to commercial
licenses, which most religious broadcast­
ers hold). Nevertheless, the decision falls
short in two ways — one procedural and
one substantive. First, the FCC formulat­
ed this guidance without employing a
process that affords the affected commu­

nity the opportunity to comment on and
influence it. Any additional guidance the
FCC offers in this delicate area would
benefit from such input.

The FCC's second error was the partic­
ular line drawing it did. As the two FCC
dissenters put it: Why would church serv­
ices not qualify as cultural programming
just as presentation of an opera might?
Similarly, many consider church services
educational and find it inappropriate and
intrusive for governmental officials to
label some church services educational
"sheep" and others non-educational
"goats."

Of course, sometimes the government
must draw lines regarding religion to
comply with the constitutional prohibi­
tion on governmental advancement of
religion. It must differentiate, for exam­
ple, between teaching about religion and
devotional study because allowing a pub­
lic school teacher to lead a captive audi­
ence of children in devotional study
would be a governmental endorsement of
religion. But when the Constitution does
not require the government to draw such
lines, the government enters a danger
zone when it does so anyway. A public
school that opens its facilities for week­
end community use, for example, should
not try to distinguish between religious
instruction and religious worship to per­
mit the former and bar the latter.

The FCC's opinion doesn't indicate
that its line drawing is compelled by the
Constitution. Instead, it makes distinc­
tions based on the FCC's definition of
"educational." Unfortunately, such policy
determinations can crack open the door
not only for constitutional violations of
another sort (e.g., excessive church-state
entanglement), but also for the dark side
of political correctness, e.g., dispassionate
religion is "educational;" evangelical reli­
gion is "noneducational."

These matters deserve a full airing and
careful review. The government may
reserve certain channels for educational
programming and develop generally
applicable standards for their use, includ­
ing religious use. In doing so, however, it
should avoid making arbitrary and intru­
sive judgments about religion. A

I FCC, Continued
Broadcasters President
Brandt Gustavson said the
guidance contains “a dis­
quieting implication that
the government may
restrict certain strains of
religious speech - disfa­
voring more passionate
and emotional expressions
of faith - while not con­
straining others that are
more ‘intellectual’ and
drained of human emo­
tion.”

In a prepared state­
ment, FCC Commissioner
Susan Ness emphasized
that the guidelines do not
apply just to religion.

"Programs primarily
devoted to exhortation
and proselytizing and
other types of incitement
and recruitment, should
not qualify as educational
programming regardless of
whether they are religious­
ly oriented, or are orient­
ed toward other social and
cultural issues,” she said.

In a letter to FCC
Chairman William Ken­
nard, Oxley and other
GOP lawmakers called the
new guidance “an uncon­
stitutional restriction on
religious speech” and
advised the FCC “to re­
verse this ruling, or stand
by and see it overturned
legislatively or in court.”

Responding to the law­
makers, Kennard noted
that the agency had
approved Cornerstone’s
move and denied the peti­
tions of those who sought
to block the move based
on the religious nature of
Cornerstone’s program­
ming.

Kennard also empha­
sized that the new guid­
ance does not apply to
most religious broadcast­
ers because they use com­
mercial channels rather
than those reserved for
noncommercial education­
al stations. A
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I
t seems like religion
and football are
inextricably linked.

Pro football lore is
replete with legendary
plays like the Hail
Mary and the Immac­
ulate Reception. Some
are calling the Ten­
nessee Titans' recent
improbable victory
over the Buffalo Bills

the Music City Miracle.
Here in Texas, two of our greatest

objects of religious devotion — prayer
and high school football — have come
together to produce a highly combustible
combination of football and faith. The
Santa Fe Independent School District per­
mits students selected by their peers to
deliver "a brief invocation and/or mes­
sage" during pregame ceremonies at
home varsity football games as long as
the prayer is "nonsectarian." In a 2-1 rul­
ing, the S* U.S. Circuit U.S. Court of
Appeals recently ruled that this policy of
pregame prayer is unconstitutional.

All this has caused much debate and
hand-wringing all over the state by school
administrators, parents, and students.

As a Christian minister, I am profound­
ly uninterested in the government's per­
mission or lack of permission when it
comes to my prayer life — at football
games or otherwise. I don't need permis­
sion. I'm not looking for it. The people of
our church don't need governmental
sponsorship of our prayer lives the way
football stadiums need corporate sponsor­
ship. In fact, if I have to ask permission,
I'd just as soon not do it. My prayers
don't end with the words: "This prayer
brought to you by the Rice Consolidated
Independent School District." My prayers 

end with "Amen." Neither are my
prayers "nonsectarian." "To whom it may
concern" prayers are an insult to people
of faith and to the God they worship.

Contrary to popular opinion, God was
not kicked out of high school football in
Texas this past season. The God I believe
in has never missed a kickoff. In fact, I
resent it when those who are in the busi­
ness of asking Caesar to sponsor their
prayer life say that God has been kicked
out of public schools. The God I believe in
is not subject to the Supreme Court, the
5th Circuit Court, the Congress, or the
school board. Objects may be kept out of
the classroom — chewing gum, for exam­
ple. God is not chewing gum. God is the
creator of heaven and earth.

As noted above, when the Tennessee
Titans won their playoff game against the
Buffalo Bills with an incredible play, some
commentators took to calling it the Music
City Miracle. Others, doubting that the
play was truly legal, began calling it the
Immaculate Deception. Perhaps those
who would seek to force local school dis­
tricts to sponsor their prayers at football
games perpetrate the true Immaculate
Deception. It's a dirty game they play as
prayer is reduced to their political foot­
ball. Needless to say, the participants get
plenty of mud on their uniforms in such a
game. The most unfortunate part, though,
is that in the process the football gets
pretty muddy as well. And that is
unsportsmanlike conduct of the worst
kind. A

Brent Beasley, a former intern at the Baptist
Joint Committee, is pastor of First Baptist
Church, Eagle Lake, Texas.
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