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♦ Florida's school vouch­
er law is constitutional, state
appellate Judge Charles
Kahn Jr. wrote in an Oct. 3
decision by the 1st District
Court of Appeals. He wrote
that nothing in the Florida
Constitution "clearly pro­
hibits the Legislature from
allowing the well-delineated
use of public funds for pri­
vate school education, partic­
ularly in circumstances
where the Legislature finds
such use is necessary."

♦ Arnaldo Pinto, presi­
dent of the Federation of
Honduran Teachers, said a
decision by that country's
Congress to require schools
to begin classes each day
with 10-minute Bible read­
ings "is a step back in the
advances in education that
we have made." Religious
leaders and other opponents
of the measure said the law is
a violation of the nation's
constitutional mandate for
secular education.

♦ U.S. Rep. Christopher
Smith, R-N.J., a leading critic
of the persecution of Christ­
ians abroad, is coming under
fire for his ties to a lobby that
espouses anti-Muslim rheto­
ric as part of its campaign to
highlight violence against
Christians, especially in Is­
lamic countries. The Council
on American-Islamic Rela­
tions, a leading Muslim ad­
vocacy group, asked the rep­
resentative to repudiate the
fundamentalist Christian lob­
by, International Christian
Concern. A

Surrounded by supporters of the legislation, President Bill Clinton signs the
Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act into law on Sept. 22.

Clinton signs bipartisan bill
protecting religious exercise

President Bill Clinton signed into law
Sept. 22 a bill providing houses of
worship with greater protection

from burdensome zoning restrictions.
The Religious Land Use and Insti­

tutionalized Persons Act will also give
persons in government-run prisons, hos­
pitals and other residential institutions
greater protection for religious exercises
that sometimes conflict with broad, gen­
erally applicable rules.

Sponsored by Reps. Charles Canady,
R-Fla., Jerrold Nadler, D-N.Y., and Chet
Edwards, D-Texas, as well as Sens. Orrin
Hatch, R-Utah, and Edward Kennedy, D-
Mass., the measure enjoyed broad bipar­
tisan support.

In a White House written statement,

Clinton said, "The Religious Land Use
and Institutionalized Persons Act will
provide protection for one of our coun­
try's greatest liberties — the exercise of
religion — while carefully preserving the
civil rights of all Americans."

Clinton also thanked a broad coalition
of religious and civil rights groups for
"the central role they played in crafting
this legislation."

"Their work in passing this legislation
once again demonstrates that people of
all political bents and faiths can work
together for a common purpose that ben­
efits all Americans," tire president said.

The measure has been a top priority of
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Church-state
group fights
Robertson
on voter guides

Americans United for
Separation of Church

and State said Sept. 28 it
will throw "a monkey
wrench into Pat Robert­
son's political machine” by
advising a quarter of a mil­
lion churches that the IRS
could revoke their tax-
exempt status if they dis­
tribute Christian Coalition
voter guides.

One day before the
coalition was scheduled to
host its annual Washing­
ton, D.C., meeting, Barry
Lynn, Americans United's
executive director, said the
guides "reek of dishonest
and, frankly, biased poli­
tics" and do not belong in
U.S. churches.

“These documents are
not voter guides at all,"
Lynn said at a news con­
ference. "Instead, they are
partisan campaign fliers
that advocate the election
of certain candidates and
the defeat of others."

Lynn announced a mas­
sive mailing to nearly
250,000 churches
reminding pastors that IRS
rules prohibit churches
from actively campaigning
for or against a candidate.
Lynn said coalition officials
have not been honest with
churches about the 75
million voter guides.

"America’s churches are
intentionally being led
down a road of misrepre­
sentation," Lynn said. A

BJC OKs $1 million budget,
adds new member bodies

The Baptist Joint Committee approved
the 64-year-old agency's first million-dol-
lar budget at its annual meeting Oct. 2-3.

The BJC also approved the formal par­
ticipation of the Alliance of Baptists and
the Baptist General Convention of Texas as
member bodies of the religious liberty
organization.

Joining the BJC board as a result of the
additions are Stan Hastey, executive direc­
tor of the Alliance of Baptists; Charles
Wade, executive director of the BGCT; Phil
Strickland, director of the BGCT's Chris­
tian Life Commission; and Albert Reyes,
president of the Hispanic Baptist Theo­
logical School in San Antonio.

The board approved a 2001 budget of
$1,027,950 and re-elected its officers. June
McEwen, a retired educator from the
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga
was re-elected BJC chair; Boyce Brannock,
a lawyer from Staunton, Va., was named
first vice chair; Chuck Weber, a history
professor at Wheaton College in Illinois,
was named second vice chair; and Walter
Parrish III, representative-at-large for the
Ministers and Missionaries Benefit Board
of the American Baptist Churches, was
elected secretary.

"The committee is committed to contin­
uing to enunciate, commend and defend
the historic principle of religious freedom
and the separation of church and state,"
McEwen said.

"These efforts are urgent in the face of
our country's move toward mixing gov­
ernment-supported religious expression
and civic affairs," she added. "We try to re­
mind our Baptist sisters and brothers of
our historic Baptist distinctive — soul free­
dom."

BJC Executive Director Brent Walker
gave his first report to the full board since
being named to lead the agency last year.
Walker said a recent survey on religion in
public life shows "we've got our work cut
out for us." The survey showed that 16
percent of Americans could name freedom
of religion as a right protected in the First
Amendment and 65 percent mildly or
strongly endorse prayer over the public
address system at football games.

He also told the board the BJC needs to
reach a $1.5 million budget to achieve "fis­
cal viability."

Todd Heifner, newly named director of
development at the BJC, joined Walker in
calling for increased funding for the reli­
gious liberty agency. "Many of our detrac­

tors operate on budgets five, 10 or 20 times
that of the BJC.... It is critical that we raise
more dollars to support our work,"
Heifner said.

Derek Davis, director of the J.M. Daw­
son Institute of Church-State Studies at
Baylor University, told the board that the
BJC is the leading religious advocacy
group on church-state issues. Davis, who
serves as special counsel to the BJC, said
he recently interviewed religious advocacy
groups in Washington and was told count­
less times by other groups that they did
not focus on church-state issues because
they counted on the BJC. The BJC "is real­
ly carrying the ball" on church-state issues
in the nation's capital, Davis said.

The Religious Liberty Council — the
individual membership arm of the BJC —
also met in conjunction with the board
meeting. RLC co-chair Bill Wilson, pastor
of First Baptist Church, Waynesboro, Va.,
told BJC directors the RLC needs to con­
sider long-term membership numbers
reaching 50,000 to advocate more effective­
ly for religious liberty.

The BJC heard greetings from former
U.S. Sen. Dan Coats, R-Ind., and U.S. Rep.
Jim Davis, D-Fla., representing the presi­
dential campaigns of Texas Gov. George
W. Bush and Vice President Al Gore,
respectively.

A worship service at Calvary Baptist
Church held Oct. 1 in conjunction with the
meeting was attended by President Bill
Clinton and Chelsea Clinton. Brian Har­
bour, Clinton's former pastor in Arkansas,
preached a sermon defending a strict sep­
aration of church and state.

"I am convinced our greatest threat in
America today is not government devoid
of religion but a government controlled by
religion," he said.

And BJC members later heard from Bill
Leonard, dean of the Wake Forest Divinity
School, and Melissa Rogers, general coun­
sel of the BJC. They joined Dwight Moody,
dean of the chapel at Georgetown College
in Georgetown, Ky., for a taping of his
weekly radio show, "The Meetinghouse:
Conversations on Religion in American
Life." They discussed religious liberty in
an era of religious pluralism.

Leonard distinguished between reli­
gious liberty and mere religious toleration.
He said religious liberty means "states
cannot judge, in matters of religion, either
the heretic or the atheist," while religious
toleration has meant "certain groups could
be allowed to practice their faith, but with
secular or religious sanctions against
them." A



Senate race foes, church members
prove life's about "higher reasons'

"What is it like hav­
ing two candidates
for the United States
Senate in one congre­
gation?" It is a ques­
tion I've gotten a lot
from reporters in the
past couple of
months. My church of
250 families happens
to have two men that
are to square off
against each other
come November. Rep.

Bob Franks, who has served four terms in
the House, is the nominee for the
Republican Party. Jon Corzine, the former
CEO at Goldman Sachs, one of the largest
investment banks in the world, is the
nominee for the Democratic Party.

One religious broadcaster from an
evangelical radio show put the question
more bluntly. Said he, "How can two men
with such differing views attend the same
church?" I thought to myself, "We don't
have that kind of church." The implica­
tion of such a question is that congrega­
tions ought to strive not only for unity
but also for uniformity. It also suggests
that my flock anxiously awaits my
preachments every Sunday so that they
can dutifully follow my advice during the
workweek. Oh that it were so simple!

One Sunday in the spring, we were cel­
ebrating Communion. We have a custom
in our church where I invite the congrega­
tion to gather around the altar in one
large throng. We stand shoulder-to-shoul-
der. I bless the bread and the wine; pass it
to the people nearest to me. They pass the
elements along to those around them. It is
a nice symbol of community and a vivid
expression of the priesthood of all believ­
ers.

This Sunday, I noticed that Jon and Bob
were both in church. As I gave the invita­
tion to come forward, they both came for­
ward on either side of the altar, with their
wives. As the group gathered closer and
closer, it occurred to me that this was an
apt symbol of what the Supper is all
about and what the church is all about on
its best days. Here were two men that
would be in head-to-head competition
with each other in the very near future.

But for this moment, they could stand
shoulder-to-shoulder with their neighbors
because their common need for God's
grace was greater than the competition
that separates them.

That is the reality of the church I serve
week in and week out. The congregation
is filled with business men and women
from competing investment banks that
battle for the same business during the
week. But on Sunday, they gather in com­
munity to hear again the higher reasons
for which we live. The competition is
intense and pointed but it is only busi­
ness, and they realize that there is a lot
more to living than "the deal." Perhaps
because they spend so much of their
week in marketplace competition, they
have a craving for the community of love
and grace that nurtures a more virtuous
part of themselves.

It's hard for reporters to understand
this, but when our candidates come to
church, people around here just call them
Jon and Bob. They ask them about their
families and how the kids are getting
along. That is because the church is not
about celebrity. It's about community.

As a minister, I am lucky because both
of them are men you hope your children
model themselves after. Both of them
understand the connection between the
groundwork of spiritual values, the infra­
structure of morality, and the exterior of
political policy. Both of them are very
positive people. Bob is a moderate
Republican. Jon is a liberal Democrat.
They come at the debate from quite dif­
ferent angles, but both are legitimate
expressions of American ideals. They will
debate each other soon, and the people of
New Jersey will decide who is the wiser. I
have the unfortunate duty of bringing
condolences that night to the one with
fewer votes because neither of them is a
loser.

And I suspect that sometime during
the Christmas season, I might well see
them both back around the Communion
table in search of the grace that gives us
the power to realize the higher reasons
for which we were created.

Frankly, after witnessing the vitriol of
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High court orders
reconsideration
of prayer case

The U.S. Supreme
Court has ordered an

appellate court to recon­
sider its decision allowing
Florida students to select
a class member to give a
prayer or other message
at high school gradua­
tions.

The justices set aside
the ruling Oct. 2, citing
their June decision which
declared that a Texas pub­
lic school policy permit­
ting student-led prayer
before football games was
unconstitutional.

In March, the 11 th U.S.
Circuit Court of Appeals
ruled in favor of the Duval
County, Fla., school dis­
trict

Since 1993, that dis­
trict has had a policy that
allowed high school sen­
iors to determine whether
a fellow student can give a
“brief opening and/or
closing message" at gradu­
ation. The student would
decide the content of the
message with no input
from school officials.

The court noted the
"total absence of state
involvement” in the deci­
sion about the message.

In their appeal to the
Supreme Court, students
who sued the school dis­
trict argued that the poli­
cy "results in state coer­
cion of student participa­
tion in religious exercises”
because attendance at
graduation ceremonies is
required. A
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a coalition of more than 50 religious and
civil liberties groups that formed to pass
the 1993 Religious Freedom Restoration
Act. Parts of RFRA failed a constitutional
challenge in the Supreme Court in 1997.

Groups from across the political spec­
trum joined the coalition. It included the
conservative Southern Baptist Ethics and
Religious Liberty Commission and the lib­
eral American Civil Liberties Union and
People For the American Way. Other mem­
bers included the Christian Legal Society
and the National Association of Evangeli­
cals, as well as the National Council of the
Churches of Christ.

The Baptist Joint Committee chaired
the diverse coalition. Some other groups in
the coalition included the American
Baptist Churches, American Jewish Con­
gress, American Jewish Committee, Amer­
icans United for Separation of Church and
State, Family Research Council, Prison
Fellowship Ministries and groups repre­
senting Muslims, Catholics and a variety
of Protestants.

Melissa Rogers, BJC general counsel,
said the new law "ensures, for example,
that a home Bible study or prayer gather­
ing will be treated with at least as much
dignity as a Tupperware party or a back­
yard barbecue."

Rogers, who attended the Oval Office
signing, also said the law protects people
confined to state residential facilities such
as homes for the disabled and correctional
facilities "without compromising security
and order in these facilities."

The bill was more narrowly targeted
than an earlier bill that left supporters of
gay and civil rights fearing it could threat­
en fair housing and civil rights laws. But
religious groups rallied around the meas­
ure as a good first step.

The law does not exempt chinches from 

zoning regulations, but does require zon­
ing officials to have a compelling reason to
substantially burden religious exercise. It
also requires zoning officials to treat reli­
gious applicants at least as well as secular
ones.

In cases of zoning restrictions and insti­
tutions such as prisons, the law forbids
state and local governments from impos­
ing a substantial burden on the exercise of
religion unless they can demonstrate that
imposition of such a burden is the least
restrictive means of furthering a com­
pelling governmental interest.

In a written statement, ACLU officials
said, "Claims by disgruntled opponents of
the law that it will exempt religious
groups from obeying zoning laws are sim­
ply untrue." The law "will merely restore
basic rights that existed until 1990, when
the Supreme Court gutted Americans'
right to freely exercise their religion," said
Chris Anders of the ACLU. A 

church leaders in many of our denomina­
tions when we debate issues like homo­
sexuals in the church or abortion, we
could probably learn a thing or two from
the competitors in our congregations
about how to keep community in the
midst of struggle. The fact remains that
we follow after One who came to recon­
cile enemies and to bind up what was
broken. More than anyone else, the
church ought to know how to do this. A

Charles T. Rush is pastor of Christ Church in
Summit, N.J., and a member of the Religious
Liberty Council.
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