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♦ Robert H. Roberts, a
longtime leader in American
Baptist Churches in the U.S.A.,
has been named interim gen­
eral secretary of the 1.5 mil­
lion-member denomination.
Roberts will succeed Daniel
E. Weiss, who is retiring Aug.
31 after 12 years in the
denomination's top executive
post.

♦ Cecil P. Staton Jr., pres­
ident and publisher of Smyth
& Helwys Publishing, an­
nounced the publication of
Soul Freedom: Baptist Battle
Cry, a new book by Grady C.
Cothen, past president of the
Baptist Sunday School Board,
and James M. Dunn, presi­
dent of the Baptist Joint Com­
mittee Endowment and pro­
fessor of Christianity and
public policy at Wake Forest
Divinity School.

♦ Elliott Abrams, chair of
the U.S. Commission on Inter­
national Religious Freedom,
has appealed to Secretary of
State Madeleine Albright for
a stronger U.S. response to
the Muslim-Christian vio­
lence in Indonesia's Maluku
Islands, formerly known as
the Spice Islands.

♦ Kent Willis, executive
director of the Virginia chap­
ter of the American Civil Lib­
erties Union, said Virginia's
new moment-of-silence law
"is an attempt to put state-
sanctioned prayer back in
our public schools." Willis'
organization recently filed a
federal lawsuit challenging
the new law. A

High court OKs tax-financed
computers for religious schools

On the last day of its 1999-2000
term, the U.S Supreme Court
opened a wider door for govern­

ment aid to religious schools.
Six of the nine justices affirmed the

constitutionality of a 33-year-old federal
program that provides computers and
instructional mate-

between "direct" and "indirect" aid to
religious schools as well as past rulings
barring aid to "pervasively sectarian"
organizations.

In a dissenting opinion joined by
Justices John Paul Stevens and Ruth Ba­
der Ginsburg, Justice David Souter said,

"There is no mis­

type of government aid to such schools.
Writing for the plurality, Justice Clar­

ence Thomas said such aid does not
advance religion "since aid is allocated
on the basis of neutral, secular criteria
that neither favor nor disfavor religion,
and is made available to both religious
and secular beneficiaries on a nondis-

taking the aban­
donment of doc­
trine that would
occur if the plurali­
ty were to become
a majority."

The plurality's
notion of "even­
handedness neu­
trality" would "be
the end of the prin­

ciple of no aid to the schools' religious
mission," Souter predicted. Neutrality is
"not synonymous with evenhanded­
ness" in disbursing government benefits
but stands for the "required position of
government as neither aiding religion
nor impeding religious exercise by
believers," he added.

“There is no
mistaking the
abandonment of
doctrine that would
occur if the plurality
were to become a
majority. ”

- Justice David Souter

rials to public, pri­
vate and religious
schools.
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But the majority
split on how much
government can
support religious
schools, with four
justices forging a
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plurality that would
allow virtually any

criminatory basis."
Chief Justice William Rehnquist and

Justices Antonin Scalia and Anthony
Kennedy joined the opinion.

Justices Sandra Day O'Connor and
Stephen Breyer agreed that the program
was constitutional but criticized the
"unprecedented breadth" of the plurali­
ty's opinion.

"Although neutrality is important, the
court has never held that a government­
aid program passes constitutional muster
solely because of the neutral criteria it
employs as a basis for distributing aid,"
O'Connor wrote.

The plurality rejected past distinctions

The plurality's attack on the "perva­
sively sectarian" doctrine wrongly
"equates a refusal to aid religious schools
with hostility to religion," Souter wrote.

Souter cited the Baptist Joint Commit­
tee as one of many religious groups that
filed friend-of-the-court briefs opposing
the aid program "in a tradition claiming
descent from Roger Williams."

BJC General Counsel Melissa Rogers
cautioned that schools rejoicing over this
ruling should realize that "government
regulators also may use it to cross over to
the religious side and monitor such aid
and perform other government over­
sight." A
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Prayer case
returned
to lower court

Pointing to its recent
football game prayer

decision, the U.S. Supreme
Court instructed a lower
court to reconsider a
ruling that broadened
student-initiated religious
speech at public schools.

The 11 th U.S. Circuit
Court of Appeals had
ordered District Judge Ira
DeMent to rewrite a 1997
order against an Alabama
law so that it does not
prohibit “genuinely
student-initiated religious
speech" in DeKalb County
public schools.

But instead, it is the
11 th Circuit that will have
to rewrite a decision. The
Supreme Court instructed
the appeals court to re­
consider its order in light
of the high court’s recent
invalidation of student-led
prayer at football games.

DeMent had struck
down a state law author­
izing non-proselytizing,
student-initiated prayer at
school-sponsored events
and issued a permanent
injunction barring DeKalb
County school officials
from enforcing it.

But in a 3-0 decision,
the 11 th Circuit said
DeMent could not require
school officials to bar
"student-initiated religious
speech” in school.

But the appeals court
left in place DeMent’s
conclusion that the Ala­
bama law was unconsti­
tutional on it face. A

Baptist heritage society honors
Dunn with ‘courage’ award

Now is the "golden hour" for defending
the Baptist concept of soul freedom, James
M. Dunn told members of the William H.
Whitsitt Baptist Heritage Society at their
annual meeting June 29.

The society presented Dunn with its
William H. Whitsitt Courage Award. The
society and award are named for the
church historian who was forced to resign
the presidency of Southern Baptist Theo­
logical Seminary a century ago after as­
serting that Baptists trace their beginnings
to the 17th century. While the view was
controversial at the time, Whitsitt subse­
quently has been exonerated by the over­
whelming consensus of church historians.

Dunn is president of the BJC Endow­
ment and professor of Christianity and
public policy at Wake Forest Divinity
School in Winston-Salem, N.C.

"Soul freedom feeds the deep heart
hunger found in millions of persons seek­
ing authenticity and immediacy in reli­
gion," Dunn declared. "If there's ever been
a time when the world wanted what we
Baptists at our best have, it's now. If there's
ever been a time when we doubted our
resolve to deliver soul liberty, it's now."

He referenced recent action by a South­
ern Baptist Convention committee ap­
pointed to revise the doctrinal statement
the "Baptist Faith and Message." The com­
mittee initially omitted references to the
terms "soul competency," "priesthood of
believers" and "religious liberty," which
many Baptists believe are hallmark Baptist
principles.

The committee eventually reinserted
"soul competency" and "priesthood of
believers" into the statement, but specifi­
cally defined them under the "authority"
of Scripture.

"Unless we boldly offer the competence
of the soul before God, we shall have
missed our golden hour," Dunn stressed.
"All mission and evangelism are predicat­
ed on soul freedom. Religious liberty for
any must be religious liberty for all,... and
Baptists know that in their innards. They
urgently thirst for a faith that fills the God­
shaped empty space in their souls." A

Church-state specialists
identify threats to liberty

The greatest threat to religious liberty in
America is a mindset that lumps religion
in with secular pursuits and insists reli­
gious activity should be determined by 

majority control, church-state specialist
Brent Walker warned.

Walker, executive director of the Baptist
Joint Committee, and Melissa Rogers, the
agency's general counsel, addressed
"Religious Liberty at Y2K" in a discussion
session during the Cooperative Baptist
Fellowship's annual meeting.

"The most serious threat to (American)
religious liberty is not religious persecu­
tion. This is the freest and most tolerant
society in history," Walker said. Religious
persecution is grave elsewhere, such as
Burma, Indonesia and China, where reli­
gious hostilities often flare into physical
violence, he noted.

"And religious liberty is not seriously
threatened by insensitive bureaucrats who
handle our zoning laws and implement
local ordinances that impact churches," he
added. "This is a problem, but it's not our
most serious threat to religious liberty.

"The biggest threat is the mindset that
calls for religious equality — for religion to
be treated equally with secular pursuits —
and insists on majoritarian control of reli­
gion."

In fact, the Bill of Rights to the U.S.
Constitution is "countermajoritarian,"
Walker said, explaining the first 10 amend­
ments to the Constitution were designed
to protect the rights of minorities, includ­
ing religious minorities.

And the religious practice of all faiths is
"best secured when government treats
religion differently than secular institu­
tions," he said.

For example, the hiring practices of a
church appropriately are protected from
the laws that control nondiscrimination in
hiring employees of a business, such as
McDonald's. He said a Baptist church
should be protected from being forced to
hire a person of another faith as a minister.

Another cause for concern is the politi­
cally popular concept of "charitable
choice," Rogers said. It is the practice of
providing government funds to churches
and other charitable organizations to help
them operate benevolence services.

"Religious organizations and churches
that take tax dollars must consider this:
When you take tax dollars, they will come
with strings attached," she warned.

"Charitable choice is a hot topic," she
said, noting both George W. Bush and Al
Gore have advocated the concept.

But it is riddled with pitfalls, she added.
"Although the law is continuing to devel­
op, the risks are too great for religious lib­
erty. Accountability will be great for
groups that accept tax dollars." A
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One more court vote could bring
sweeping church-state changes

The last week of
the Supreme
Court's term is

always interesting
and often controver­
sial. This year was no
exception — with rul­
ings on abortion, free
speech, gay rights
and church and state.
The court seems to 
save the high profile

cases until the end of the term so that the
justices can skedaddle after the rulings
are handed down.

The two church-state cases — one deal­
ing with school-sponsored prayer at high
school football games (Doe vs. Santa Fe)
and the other with government aid to
parochial schools (Mitchell vs. Helms) —
brought good news and bad news.

The good news is that the court contin­
ues to hold a firm line barring govern­
ment from sponsoring religious exercises
and endorsing religious speech. Six jus­
tices joined a strong majority opinion in
Doe without any qualifying concurring
opinions. The court reaffirmed its historic
position that prayer is none of govern­
ment's business, distinguishing between
government-endorsed religious expres­
sion, which the Constitution forbids, and
private religious expression — even in
public places — which the Constitution
protects.

Now the bad news. The court took yet
another step down the primrose path
toward parochiaid by allowing govern­
ment to provide computers and other
instructional materials for religious
schools.

The court is terribly splintered when it
comes to public funding for parochial
schools. Justice Clarence Thomas, writing
for a plurality of four, penned sweeping
language that ramifies beyond the specific
facts of this case. Justice Thomas soundly
repudiated the "no-aid" rule that has long
informed the court's jurisprudence and
adopted a rule that opens the door wide
for more generous forms of aid, including
vouchers. According to the plurality, as
long as the aid is available to secular as
well as religious schools and the aid itself
is not religious, there is no constitutional 

problem. The plurality overruled two
precedents and repudiated the "perva­
sively sectarian" formulation that the
court has used to define the kinds of enti­
ties that should not receive governmental
support.

Even this juridical cloud has something
of a silver lining. The opinion is only a
plurality, not a majority — thus limiting
its impact. Joining in the judgment, San­
dra Day O'Connor and Stephen Breyer
wrote a much narrower concurring opin­
ion, finding the plurality opinion "trou­
bling" and "unprecedented" in its breadth.
While O'Connor and Breyer were willing
to say yes to computers and instructional
material, they were not willing to endorse
more wide-ranging forms of aid.

Justice David Souter's dissent, joined
by Justices Stevens and Ginsburg, inci­
sively articulated the traditional "no-aid"
position. Cutting through the legal
mumbo-jumbo, Justice Souter recounted
the fundamental concerns that caused our
wise founders to reject the use of tax dol­
lars to fund religion: 1) requiring a tax­
payer to subsidize religion violates the
freedom of conscience; 2) government
financial support always corrupts reli­
gion; and 3) government involvement in
religion sooner or later creates conflict.
Justice Souter rejected the plurality's sim­
plistic fixation on "evenhandedness" as
the defining justification for aid to
parochial schools. His more nuanced
view, in line with a half century of court
precedent, would also take into account
the nature of the recipient, the method of
distribution and the character of the aid
itself.

Justice Souter cited the Baptist Joint
Committee brief in support of the propo­
sition that the "no-aid" position does not
amount to an act of hostility against reli­
gion. Rather it serves to protect religion
from the horrible consequences of state
involvement in religion. Justice Souter
rightly concluded that, while the majority
reached "an erroneous result," it did not,
as yet, "stage a doctrinal coup."

But, one more vote, turning the
plurality of four into a majority of five,
could consummate the coup and change
the church-state landscape for years to
come. Bad news, indeed. A
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Religious Liberty
Council elects
officers, BJC
board members

Members of the
Religious Liberty

Council elected two new
co-chairs during the
group’s annual meeting
June 30 in Orlando, Fla.

Now heading the RLC -
the individual membership
organization of the Baptist
Joint Committee - are
Suzii Paynter, an education
specialist in Austin, Texas,
and Bill Wilson, pastor of
First Baptist Church in
Waynesboro, Va.

Bryan Brock, minister
of education at First
Baptist Church, Gaithers­
burg, Md., was elected
secretary of the RLC.

RLC members also
elected new representa­
tives to the board of the
BJC. David Currie, execu­
tive director of Texas
Baptists Committed, and
Ed Massey, a school board
member from Erlanger, Ky.,
were elected to begin
three-year terms.

Sue Bennett, a banking
executive from Tulsa,
Okla., and Steve Tondera,
a retired engineer and
rancher from Huntsville,
Ala., were elected to com­
plete two-year terms for
board positions vacated
by Paynter and Todd
Heifner, who was recently
named BJC director of
development. A
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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 con-
ventions/churches

REPORT FROM THE CAPITAL
J. Brent Walker

Executive Director
Larry Chesser

Editor
REPORT from the CAPITAL
(ISSN-0346-0661) is published
24 times each year by the Bap­
tist Joint Committee. Single sub­
scriptions, $10 per year. Bulk
subscriptions available.

S
 Baptist
Joint
Committee

200 Maryland Ave. M.E.
Washington, D.C. 20002-5797
202-544-4226
Fax: 202-544-2094
E-mail: bjcpa@bjcpa.org
Website: www.bjcpa.org

Grady Cothen receives
7th J.M. Dawson Award

Grady C. Cothen, retired president of
the Baptist Sunday School Board, is the
seventh recipient of the Joseph Martin
Dawson Religious Liberty Award.

The award was presented during the
2000 general assembly of the Cooperative
Baptist Fellowship. It was accepted by
Cothen's daughter, Carole Shields, co-
chair of the board of People For the Amer­
ican Way Foundation. Shields read re­
marks Cothen prepared for delivery at the
annual Religious Liberty Council meeting.

Named in honor of the BJC's first exec­
utive director, the award recognizes contri­
butions to advancing religious liberty,
defending separation of church and state

and applying Christian commitment in
public life.

Cothen previously served as a U.S.
Navy chaplain and as president of
Oklahoma Baptist University and New
Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary.

Past award recipients are Porter W.
Routh, former chief executive of the SBC
Executive Committee, and Fred Schwen-
gel, former member of Congress (1986); G.
Hugh Wamble, former church history pro­
fessor at Midwestern Baptist Theological
Seminary, and J. Wesley Forsline, former
American Baptist Churches in the U.S.A.
pastor (1993); and former President Jimmy
Carter and broadcast journalist Bill
Moyers (1996).

The text of Cothen's prepared remarks
appears below.

Soul Freedom at the Bar of Political Expediency
Grady C. Cothen

In spite of the passing of two hundred
years, we in this room stand only a breath

away from the blood-soaked ground of John
Leland and James Madison. Once again pow­
erful forces of political expediency yoked
unevenly with religious power brokers threat­
en religious freedom in the name of educa­
tion and charity.

Of great concern to the spiritual descen­
dants of the martyrs who died for their faith,
the present struggle to unite the power of
the state and the character of the faith is
being led by those who call themselves
Baptists. Those who either never knew the
history of such tragic unions or have forgot­
ten it are clamoring for the support of gov­
ernment for church schools, charitable
organizations and public sponsorship of reli­
gious activity.

When we formed the Religious Liberty 

Council a few years ago we little suspected
that by the year 2000 we would be fighting
other so-called Baptists for the soul of the
nation. Today we stand in peril of losing the
separation of church and state, protected
only by the fragile promises of questionable
politicians. Tragically, once again, the spiritu­
al and civic welfare of the many rests on the
stubborn commitment of the few.

Across the centuries religious liberty has
found its champions in the few who under­
stood the struggle and vowed eternal alle­
giance to freedom. You in this room are the
few of today - 2000 A.D. The war will be
furious and unpleasant. The cost in invested
human personality will be high. The outcome
is in doubt. You stand in the breach. This is
your hour. When your grandchildren read his­
tory, they will see what you have done. A
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