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♦ District Judge Vaughn

Walker denied California
death row inmate Darrell
Rich's request to participate
in a religious last rite at a
Native American sweat lodge
on prison grounds. Rich, who
was part Cherokee, was exe­
cuted March 15. He had said
the prayer ceremony — in
which fire-heated rocks are
doused with water — was
"critical for making amends
and preparing to meet my
Maker." State officials said it
was not a Cherokee tradition
and cited security concerns.

♦ House Minority Leader
Dick Gephardt, D-Mo., told
House Speaker Dennis Has­
tert, R-I1L, that the House
chaplain selection process,
which has sparked charges of
anti-Catholic bias, "has gone
seriously off-track." An aide
said Hastert is considering
"different options" and that
he does not "want a chaplain
who's going to serve in a
divided House."

♦ Alliance of Baptists Ex­
ecutive Director Stan Has-
tey, Baptist Peace Fellowship
of North America Executive
Director Ken Sehested and
American Baptist Churches
General Secretary Daniel
Weiss were among signers of
a letter urging President Bill
Clinton to declare a morato­
rium on the federal death
penalty. They applauded
Illinois Republican Gov.
George Ryan for suspending
executions after discovering
that several innocent people
were put on death row. A

Brent Walker formally installed
as fifth BJC executive director

B
aptist Joint Committee supporters
urged the agency's new director to
work tirelessly for religious liberty

but not to shirk his responsibilities to
family and friends.

J. Brent Walker, 49, was formally
installed as the
BJC's fifth execu­
tive director March
5 at Columbia Bap­
tist Church in Falls
Church, Va.

Oliver Thomas,
director of Knox­
ville (Tenn.) Legal
Aid Society and
former BJC general 
counsel, delivered a charge. Referring to
the biblical prophet Elisha, Thomas told
Walker, "bum your plow, barbecue your
oxen, but hold onto your marriage, your
family, your sanity and your life, 'cause ...
it's a two-sided coin."

Invoking the paradoxical two-sided
coin often cited by the BJC's previous
director, James M. Dunn, Thomas said,
"Law and grace, freedom and responsi­
bility, no establishment and free exercise;
tonight I have a coin for you."

Thomas said leading the 64-year-old
agency involves "traveling hundreds of
miles to preach to a small congregation
on soul liberty. But it's also walking just a
few blocks on a busy day with your
friends to ... get a crab cake sandwich.

"It's laboring late into the night to
make sure to complete an important
Supreme Court brief. But it's also leaving
work early on a Friday afternoon some­
time just to meet Nancy at the movies. ...
It's crying over the budget. It's laughing
over the budget."

Thomas said the wisest thing he did in
his eight years at the BJC was hire Walker
as associate general counsel.

"I don't say this about anyone," said
Thomas. "But I believe that God has put
his hands on Brent Walker — at least the

God I worship —
the God who loves
people, all people
— not just my peo­
ple or your people,
but gay people,
straight people,
black people, white
people, rich peo­
ple, poor people."

Nancy Walker,
Brent's wife of 28 years and Columbia's
minister to children, led the installation
prayer.

Reggie McDonough, executive direc­
tor of the Baptist General Association of
Virginia, called Walker "the kind of leader
that would carry us forward to stand in
the gap, in terms of freedom and liberty."

Rabbi David Saperstein, director of the
Religious Action Center of Reform Jud­
aism, said the BJC is effective because it's
reliable. It is a "treasure, not just for the
Baptist community but for the Jewish
community and for America," he said.

In response, Walker said education is
key to the future. "We must remind our
adults and teach our children that soul
freedom is universal; that religious liber­
ty is indispensable; and that church-state
separation is absolutely essential to pro­
tect the first two," he said.

Walker's predecessors were Dunn
(1981-1999), James E. Wood Jr. (1972-
1980), C. Emanuel Carlson (1954-1971)
and J.M. Dawson (1946-1953). A

“We must remind
our adults and
teach our children
that soul freedom
is universal."

- J. Brent Walker



New survey
shows support
for evolution
in schools

A leading liberal watch­
dog group said March

10 that 83 percent of
Americans want evolution,
not creationism, taught in
U.S. schools, but wide
numbers agree creationism
also belongs somewhere in
the classroom.

Officials from the
People For the American
Way Foundation released
what they said was the
first comprehensive survey
of American opinion on
the issue. The foundation
commissioned pollster
Daniel Yankelovich to sur­
vey 1,500 people in
November.

While the polling data
suggests wide support for
teaching the theory of
evolution, a significant
number of people said
they also support cre­
ationism being taught in
classrooms. A full 79 per­
cent of respondents say
the belief that Cod — not
random acts of science —
created the world belongs
somewhere in schools.

The crux of the debate
is where and when those
theories and beliefs
should be taught, founda­
tion president Ralph Neas
said.

"Schools should be
able to teach about reli­
gion, but when you’re
talking about evolution,
you’re teaching a science,
and when you're talking
about creationism, you’re
talking about a belief,”
Neas said. “There is a cor­
rect way to do it constitu­
tionally and there’s an
incorrect way to do it.” A

Appeals court upholds
school prayer policy

A federal appeals court has upheld a
Florida school district's policy of permit­
ting student-led prayers at high school
graduations.

The 11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals
ruled by a 10-2 margin that a policy allow­
ing "student messages" that may or may
not include a prayer does not violate the
separation of church and state.

Previously, a three-judge panel of the
appellate court ruled the prayer messages
illegal. The full court intervened on behalf
of the Duval County School Board in
Jacksonville, Fla., by granting a hearing
and setting aside the panel's decision
pending a final ruling, which the court
issued March 15.

The policy was enacted by a former
superintendent after the school district's
long tradition of graduation prayers was
declared unconstitutional in 1992. It lets
each senior class decide whether or not to
include a two-minute opening or closing
message and select the student to give it.
School officials may not regulate the con­
tent of the student messages, which can be
on any topic the student chooses.

A group of parents and students
charged the policy was a sham effort to cir­
cumvent the U.S. Supreme Court's ban on
graduation prayers and that it violated the
Establishment Clause of the First Amend­
ment.

The appeals court rejected those claims.
"Simply put, the selection of a gradua­

tion speaker by a secular criterion (not
controlled by the state) to deliver a mes­
sage (not restricted in content by the state)
does not violate the Establishment Clause
merely because an autonomous student
speaker may choose to deliver a religious
message," the appeals court said in a
majority opinion written by Circuit Judge
Stanley Marcus.

The families that sued the school board
were expected to appeal the ruling to the
Supreme Court. A

State judge strikes down
Florida voucher measure

A state judge in Tallahassee has ruled
that Florida's new school voucher pro­
gram violates the state's constitution.

"Tax dollars may not be used to send
the children of this state to private
schools," Circuit Judge Ralph Smith Jr.
said in his ruling March 14.

Smith said the 53 students in Pensacola 

who were the first children to attend pri­
vate schools in the program will lose their
vouchers at the end of the year.

Gov. Jeb Bush, who made the voucher
plan a centerpiece of his first year in office,
vowed to appeal. He called the ruling the
"first inning of a long, drawn-out legal bat­
tle," according to news reports.

The program had permitted students at
schools considered to be failing to seek
vouchers of up to $3,389 to help pay for
parochial or other private schools.

The judge said the program violates the
Florida Constitution's requirement that
the state provide education through a
"uniform, efficient, safe, secure and high-
quality system of free public schools."

The judge did not consider concerns
raised by many voucher opponents that
providing tax dollars for students to
attend sectarian schools would violate the
separation of church and state. A

Virginia House passes
minute of silence bill

Virginia schoolchildren may soon find
themselves bowing their heads in a
moment of silence before classes begin
after the state's House of Delegates passed
a bill March 6 to institute a mandatory
morning pause in the state's schools.

Virginia Gov. James S. Gilmore IH, a
Republican, has said he will sign the meas­
ure. The House bill was a scaled-down
version of a bill that passed the Senate ear­
lier this year.

"We're just not doing enough to remind
young kids that there's something greater
than themselves," said Gilmore.

The House bill would require students
and teachers to remain seated and silent
for one minute before classes begin. The
Senate bill goes a bit further and would
require that teachers tell students about
their choice to pray silently.

Discrepancies between the two bills are
expected to be worked out soon.

Virginia would join about 25 other
states that have instituted voluntary
moments of prayer or meditation in public
schools. But in a state that drafted the first
religious freedom statute, the measure has
already met stiff opposition.

Some Virginia Jewish leaders criticized
the bill, saying it would require teachers to
decide between what forms of religious
expression — crosses, rosary beads or
prayer shawls — are appropriate in the
classroom, said Sophie Hoffman, vice
president of the Jewish Community Coun­
cil of Greater Washington. A



Words of encouragement
from Congress?

I
'm honored to be
here tonight. I'm
also very thankful

that the Baptist Joint
Committee has not lost
its sense of humor —
asking a congressman
to stand up and give
words of encourage­
ment.

But on a day and
an evening that I nor­

mally reserve religiously for my faith and
my family, I am thrilled to be here
because — when invited — I realized
that's what this evening is about — my
faith, my family. It's about your faith and
your family. It's about the faith and fami­
ly of all American citizens.

... What could I say encouraging? Well,
in the last year and a half, we have had a
majority of the members of Congress first
vote to obliterate the first sixteen words
of the Bill of Rights; second, voted to tear
down the wall between church and state;
third, voted to determine which religious
document should be posted on public tax-
supported schoolhouse doors; and fourth,
the Congress voted to say it's OK to send
federal tax dollars directly to pervasively
sectarian organizations.

So Brent, in trying to find words of
encouragement, let me take off my hat as
a member of Congress and put on my hat
as a father of a 2-year-old and a 4-year-
old and borrow the first seven words of
their 12-word prayer. This begins by say­
ing, "God is great and God is good." ... As
you so well know, you will need all of
God's greatness and all of God's good­
ness to deal with us — the 535 members
of Congress on such an imminently criti­
cal issue as the separation of church and
state.

Now I don't want to put any pressure
on you and on Nancy. But what I do want
to point out is that James Madison and
James Dunn — after 200 years, have
passed on a Bill of Rights completely
intact. Your job is to keep it that way.

And don't be weighed down by the
fact that the attack on the Establishment
Clause by the U.S. Congress here in
Washington, D.C., is only outdone by the
attack on the Free Exercise Clause by local 

governments throughout our 50 states.
But I refuse to be a pessimist.

... I love the words that Bill Moyers
wrote in the book dedicated to James
Dunn when he said, "Every generation
must take up the challenge because the
threat to religious liberty is as perennial
as the seasons."

... If anyone doubts the wisdom of our
founding fathers — John Leland and
James Madison and Mr. Jefferson — sepa­
rating church and state, you don't have to
go back 200 years in history. Go back two
weeks. And look at South Carolina where
in the political process politicians were
more interested in saying ... whose side
God is on, rather than whose side we the
politicians were on.

You only have to go back to last week's
headlines about the fact that the U.S.
House of Representatives can't even agree
— without partisanship — on a choice of
chaplain. And yet some would let that
government entity inject the power of
government into our prayer life and into
our religious life.

To me these examples prove once
again, the perennial reality of politician's
inability to withstand the temptation —
the sin — of making God and religion a
means to our own political ends — a blas­
phemous sin in my book.

... The Baptist Joint Committee — with
James Dunn and with Brent Walker and
Melissa (Rogers) meeting with us on a
weekly basis — played a fundamental
role in fighting off the Istook constitution­
al amendment, which was not a back­
door attack but a direct attack on the
principle of the separation of church and
state.

... God so chose to give you and me the
divine gift of free will and who is man to
take away that gift? And thankfully, opti­
mistically, encouraging to me is that there
are people such as Brent Walker who will
continue on that fight to protect that
divine gift.... Because of you, I know that
the Constitution will — in principle and
in word and in spirit — last on for gener­
ations to come. A

Excerpts from remarks by Rep. Chet Edwards,
D-Texas, at installation service for BJC
Executive Director Brent Walker.

BJC panel boosts
budget, raises
endowment goal

In a March 6 business
session, the Baptist Joint

Committee Executive
Committee raised the pro­
jected 2000 budget to
$918,200, a $7,000
increase over the budget
adopted by the agency’s
directors in October.

BJC Administrator
Wanda Henry reported
that receipts to the 1999
operating budget totaled
$839,073, with expendi­
tures of $864,859.

BJC Endowment
President James Dunn told
the panel that as of Jan. 6,
the BJC had $1.02 million
in endowment funds,
placed mostly in the
Baptist Foundation of
Texas, the Cooperative
Baptist Fellowship
Foundation, the American
Baptist Foundation, the
Kentucky Baptist
Foundation, the North
Carolina Baptist Found­
ation and the Virginia
Baptist Foundation.

The executive commit­
tee named three members
of the BJC board to serve
as an ad hoc advisory
committee for the
agency’s endowment: C.
Todd Heifner, director of
endowment and capital
funds, Samford University,
Birmingham, Ala.; Richard
E. “Dick” Ice of Alameda,
Calif., president emeritus
of American Baptist
Homes of the West; and
W.B. “Bart" Tichenor, chief
hearing officer of the
State Tax Commission of
Missouri.

The executive commit­
tee also approved Dunn’s
proposal that the agency
set a goal to increase its
endowment to $2 million
by the end of 2000. A
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Supreme Court again refuses
Good Friday holiday challenge

The U.S. Supreme Court said March 6 it
will not hear an Indiana man's challenge
to the governor's designation of Good
Friday as a state holiday.

Earlier this year, the high court refused
a similar challenge to a Maryland law.

Upholding a federal magistrate's deci­
sion to dismiss the Indiana case, a three-
judge panel of the 7th U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals said the Indiana holiday does not
violate the Establishment Clause.

Good Friday has been a legal holiday in
Indiana since 1941. Russell Bridenbaugh, a
taxpayer from Bloomington, Ind., sued
Gov. Frank O'Bannon for selecting the day
as one of 12 state holidays.

Bridenbaugh said the holiday selection
amounted to a "law respecting an estab­
lishment of religion," and charged that it
had no secular purpose and had the pri­
mary effect of advancing religion.

But the appeals court, in a 2-1 decision,
disagreed with Bridenbaugh.

The appeals court panel said, "Indiana
does not celebrate the religious aspects of
Good Friday; for Indiana, the holiday has
absolutely no religious significance. To
Indiana, Good Friday is nothing but a
Friday falling in the middle of the long
vacationless spring — a day which
employees should take off to rejuvenate."

The court said the holiday contrasts
"sharply with other legal holidays such as
Martin Luther King Jr. Day, where the gov­
ernment not only gives the day off, but
endorses Martin Luther King Jr.'s philoso­
phies and principles."

The panel also said Indiana had secular
reasons to choose Good Friday as a holi­
day, such as the fact that over 30 percent of
Indiana schools are closed on that day.

"While there may be few secular
aspects surrounding Good Friday, there
are many secular aspects to Easter — the
Easter bunny, Easter baskets, jelly beans,
dyed eggs, and Easter-egg hunts," the
panel said. "And Indiana has intrinsically
tied the Good Friday holiday to the now-
secularized Easter holiday."

A dissenting judge said the case should
have gone to trial and argued that Indiana
was showing preference for one religion
over another since some Christians com­
memorate Holy Friday on a different date.

"Good Friday does not have the rele­
vant attributes of Sundays, Christmas and
Thanksgiving," said the dissent. "It is a
day of solemn religious observance, and
nothing else, for believing Christians, and
no one else.

"Unitarians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists,
atheists — there is nothing in Good Friday
for them, as there is in the other holidays
we have mentioned despite the Christian
origins of those holidays," it stated. A

Indiana governor signs
Ten Commandments law

Indiana Gov. Frank O'Bannon signed
legislation March 14 that permits govern­
ment entities, including schools, to post
the Ten Commandments in their buildings
along with other historical documents.

O'Bannon, a Democrat, said a new
monument will be erected on the State­
house grounds this summer that will fea­
ture the Commandments, the Bill of Rights
and the preamble to the U.S. Constitution.

The Indiana Civil Liberties Union
argues the law, which takes effect July 1,
violates the constitutional separation of
church and state. The group is expected to
sue shortly after the monument is in place,
according to The Associated Press. A
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