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Prayer in Public Schools
President Ronald Reagan has proposed a constitu-

tional amendment to restore our right to pray in public 
schools — a right which was taken away from the 
American people by the U.S. Supreme Court 20 years 
ago. All polls ever taken on this issue show that the 
overwhelming majority of Americans want the right to 
pray in public schools.

The proposed Prayer Amendment is simple and 
non-coercive. It reads:

“Nothing in this Constitution shall be construed 
to prohibit individual or group prayer in public 
schools or other public institutions. No person shall be 
required by the United States or by any State to par-
ticipate in prayer.”

With all the illegal drug use, immoral sex, and 
vandalism that go on daily in public schools, it is hard to 
see how anybody could be upset about kids saying a 
prayer.

The U.S. Supreme Court overturned centuries of 
law, custom, tradition, and educational practice when it 
censored prayer and Bible reading out of the public 
schools. The Court simply rewrote the First Amendment 
in Engel v. Vitale (1962) and Abington v. Schempp 
(1963) to require an absolutist banning of religion that 
could not be justified by the text of the Constitution, the 
intent of the Founding Fathers, or American history.

However, those bad Supreme Court decisions are 
only part of the problem. Some lower federal court 
judges have taken the High Court’s decisions as a cue for 
even more extremist decisions. Here are a few examples:

In Stein v. Oshinsky (1965), a U.S. Circuit Court 
upheld a school principal’s order forbidding kinder-
garten students from saying grace before meals on their 
own initiative. In DeSpain v. DeKalb County Com-
munity School Dist. (1967), another U.S. Circuit Court 
ruled that the recitation of a similar verse before meals 
— even though it made no reference to “God” — was a 
prayer in violation of the First Amendment.

In Karen B. v. Treen (1982), the Supreme Court 
affirmed a lower court decision striking down a school 
board policy of permitting students, on their own re-
quest and with their parents’ consent, to participate in a 
one-minute prayer or meditation at the start of the 
school day. The lower court had ruled that such prayers 
violate the “absolute governmental neutrality” de-
manded by the First Amendment.

In Stone v. Graham (1980), the U.S. Supreme Court

held that the posting of the Ten Commandments on 
classroom walls in public schools is unconstitutional.

In Lubbock Civil Liberties Union v. Lubbock In-
dependent School District (1982), a U.S. Circuit Court 
held that the First Amendment prohibits students from 
conducting voluntary meetings for “educational, reli-
gious, moral, or ethical purposes” on school property 
even before or after class hours. In State Board o f  
Education v. Board o f  Education (1970) a state court 
forbade the reading of prayers from the Congressional 
Record in a high school gymnasium before the begin-
ning of school.

In Collins v. Chandler Unified School Dist. (1981), 
another U.S. Circuit Court prohibited student-initiated 
prayer at school assemblies that were wholly voluntary 
and not supervised by teachers. In each of these cases, 
the court found no constitutional difference between the 
students initiating voluntary prayer and the ordering of 
prayer or Bible readings by school authorities.

The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Col-
umbia recently even ruled that atheists have standing to 
challenge the practice of the Congress in retaining 
Chaplains to open Senate and House sessions with a 
prayer (Murray v. Buchanan, 1982). It’s anybody’s guess 
whether the court will find that constitutional or not.

It is the Reagan Administration’s view that these 
extremist decisions by activist federal courts are com-
pletely uncalled for by the First Amendment, and have 
overshadowed the First Amendment right of students to 
free exercise of their religion. As Justice Stewart pointed 
out in his dissent in the original anti-Bible-reading case 
(Abington School District v. Schempp, 1963), the result 
is not state neutrality but an aggressive discouragement 
of religion.

“For a compulsory state educational system so 
structures a child’s life that, if religious exercises are held 
to be an impermissible activity in schools, religion is 
placed at an artificial and state-created disadvantage.
. . And a refusal to permit religious exercises thus is 
seen, not as the realization of state neutrality, but rather 
as the establishment of a religion of secularism . . . ”

Liberal Double Standards
President Reagan’s proposal for a constitutional 

amendment to allow voluntary school prayer has 
touched off a raft of emotional editorials from the li-
berals. They are shouting “First Amendment” from the



housetops, but their inconsistency in bending the First 
Amendment to suit their ideological goals speaks even 
louder.

For the past six months, “censorship” has been the 
most fashionable liberal slogan on TV and radio talk 
shows and in metropolitan newspapers. We are told it is 
un-American and a First Amendment violation to censor 
any textbook or school reading material, no matter how 
pornographic, profane, blasphemous, or offensive to the 
students’ religious or moral values or ethnic self-respect.

Yet, in the liberal scheme of things, censorship of 
prayer is acceptable. It has even been elevated to a virtue 
and wrapped in the mantle of the First Amendment.

The First Amendment reads clearly: “Congress shall 
make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or of the press . . . ” The purpose of 
that Amendment was to prevent the federal government 
from setting up an established church, as many other 
countries had at that time. Some Western democracies 
s till do have a g o v ern m e n t-e sta b lish e d  and 
government-supported church, notably Great Britain 
and Sweden.

Nobody could seriously argue today that there is 
any danger of Congress’ establishing an Episcopal or 
Lutheran or Baptist or any other sectarian church in 
America.

The problem is that the U.S. Supreme Court, in a 
series of convoluted decisions over the last 20 years, has 
interpreted (redefined is a better word) the First 
Amendment to achieve results that were never intended, 
are unwanted by the American people, and are incon-
sistent with each other. Those inconsistencies are warmly 
applauded by the liberals.

The liberal argument against prayer in schools ob-
viously cannot be a fear that the recitation of the Lord’s 
Prayer will “establish” a sectarian church in the schools. 
Essentially, the liberals’ argument is that the free speech 
of teachers and students who want to talk to God (which 
is what prayer is) must be strictly and absolutely pro-
hibited so that atheists will not be annoyed or embar-
rassed by having to listen to the recitation of the prayers 
they don’t agree with.

The liberals who argue for the censorship of prayers 
in public schools then turn around and argue just the 
opposite when the issue is textbooks, lectures, and school 
materials that offend the religious and moral values of 
churchgoing Americans.

When the issue is classroom obscenity, profanity, 
immorality, evolution, secular humanism or feminism, 
the liberals are ostentatious and self-righteous in waving 
the First Amendment to justify “anything goes” in the 
schools. The liberals tell the churchgoing pupils and their 
parents, “Too bad for your religious values; you will be 
forced to read the books and listen to the teachers. And, 
if you are so foolish as to object to our anti-religious 
teaching in the schools, we will attack you in the media 
and ridicule you and your children in front of your 
peers.”

When parents and pupils complain that explicit 
classroom teaching about how to perform every kind of 
sex act, and about how to get contraceptives and procure 
abortions, is offensive to their religious and moral values, 
the liberals reply, “Too bad for you. You will be forced 
to listen and conform; we don’t care how much you are 
embarrassed or isolated by teacher tactics or peer

pressure.”
The psychological intimidation by which immature 

children are forced to participate in classroom discus-
sions of teenage “sexual activity” (fornication) are far 
more hurtful to the religion and morals of the good child 
than a moment of voluntary prayer could ever hurt the 
atheist child. In fact, as Ronald Reagan said, no child was 
ever harmed by having to listen to a prayer.

The liberals insist that the First Amendment re-
quires the good child to shut up and endure his em-
barrassment while classroom discussions include pro-
fane, blasphemous or obscene books; attacks on moral 
standards and on the child’s belief that God created the 
world; and descriptive classroom discussions of fornica-
tion, homosexuality, contraceptives, and abortions as 
though they were normal and acceptable practices. It’s 
time that we expose the double standard of the liberals 
who promote such anti-religious classroom authorita-
rianism, but who want to censor with a vengeance any 
child who dares to speak the name of God in prayer.

Religion On College Campuses
May college students at state universities meet on 

campus for prayer, worship and Bible study? May vi-
siting speakers talk about religious topics? Do students 
have a right to evangelize on campus?

Over the last decade, such questions came up at one 
public university after another, putting college admini-
strators in a quandary. They didn’t seem to know 
whether the Constitution permits, requires or forbids 
them to allow such religious activities. Judges were 
similarly confused; various courts rendered conflicting 
decisions.

Finally, as a result of a new effort by Christian 
lawyers determined to assert their rights in federal 
courts, the Supreme Court provided a decisive answer. 
In the landmark case of Widmar v. Vincent, the Su-
preme Court ruled 8-to-l in December 1981 in favor of 
a Christian student group that had been prevented from 
holding religious meetings at a state university. The 
decision rests on the straightforward principle that 
religious speech is entitled to the same constitutional 
protection as any other forms of speech on campus.

The W idmar story began at the University of 
Missouri in Kansas City in 1973. A student group called 
“Cornerstone” began meeting in University classrooms 
and at the student center for worship, prayer, Bible 
study, and personal testimonies. In 1977 the University 
informed Cornerstone that its meetings violated a 1972 
University regulation which provided that “No uni-
versity buildings or grounds . . . may be used for pur-
poses of religious worship or religious teaching by either 
student or nonstudent groups.”

Eleven Cornerstone students filed suit. The U.S. 
District Court for the Western District of Missouri ruled 
in favor of the University, taking the position that the 
First Amendment not only permits but requires the 
University to deny religious groups all access to uni-
versity facilities.

The students appealed to the Eighth Circuit Court 
of Appeals, which reversed the lower court and held that 
the University must give Cornerstone the same privi-
leges it gives other student groups that meet on campus, 
such as the Students for a Democratic Society and the 
Young Socialist Alliance. Instead of accepting defeat 
gracefully, the University appealed to the U.S. Supreme



Court.
Justice Powell, writing for the majority of eight 

Justices who affirmed the Court of Appeals decision, 
discussed the case primarily in terms of the First 
Amendment’s Freedom of Speech Clause«rather than the 
Free Exercise of Religion Clause. The Supreme Court 
emphasized that a state’s regulation of speech must al-
ways be “content-neutral.” In other words, since the 
University of Missouri generally permits student groups 
to meet on campus ana discuss topics of their choice, it 
cannot discriminate against those students who choose 
religion as their topic for discussion.

The Widmar decision provides guidelines for res-
olving many issues which Christians have encountered 
on state university campuses when they meet together to 
share their faith. If a meeting of a student group on 
public college campuses is voluntary and student- 
initiated, it is protected. When a state university has an 
“open forum” policy allowing groups to meet on campus, 
it cannot discriminate against student groups who meet 
in “open forum” for religious purposes.

For students and any other individuals not em-
ployed by the school, a state university may not impose 
restrictions on their religious speech which do not apply 
equally to other forms of speech. Thus, if a college allows 
outsiders onto the campus to speak, it would be un-
constitutional to prevent an outside speaker from 
speaking about or referring to religious issues or topics. 
The efforts by some state universities to forbid the 
mention of Christ in speeches is simply unconstitutional.

If a college generally allows students to discuss to-
pics with fellow students, it cannot restrict discussions 
about religion. Under Widmar, it is unconstitutional for 
a school to single out evangelism as a form of speech 
subject to regulation.

The Widmar decision should be good news to the 
best and the brightest high school seniors who will enter 
college in the fall. The 12th annual survey of high school 
high achievers, published by W ho’s Who Among 
American High School Students, reported that 75 per-
cent consider themselves to be an active member of a 
religion; 50 percent attend religious services weekly; and 
another 19 percent attend regularly. In the post -Widmar 
era, they won’t be treated like second-class citizens if 
they want to discuss their faith on campus.

The Widmar decision is a step in the right direc-
tion, but it certainly does not eliminate the need for a 
constitutional amendment to restore prayer to the public 
schools. Widmar is a very narrow decision that does not 
help the public school problem at all. Widmar was based 
on free-speech rather than freedom-of-religion grounds 
and it applies only to colleges and universities.

Secular Humanism vs. Parental Rights
“Secular humanism” has become the battle cry of 

many parents who are distressed at the way the public 
schools have expelled religious values and replaced them 
with a moral neutrality based on situation ethics. These 
parents claim that the schools teaching Secular Hu-
manism are themselves in violation of the First 
Amendment’s Establishment Clause.

Is Secular Humanism a “religion”? These parents 
say Yes, and cite as evidence the 1961 Supreme Court 
decision in Torcaso v. Watkins which states: “Among 
religions in this country which do not teach what would 
generally be considered a belief in the existence of God

are Buddhism, Taoism, Ethical Culture, Secular Hu-
manism and others.”

Since the Fi rs t  A m e n d m e n t ’s ban on the 
“establishment” of a religion has effectively barred 
prayer, Bible reading, ana all evidences of a sectarian 
religion, should not that same First Amendment likewise 
bar the teaching of the religion of Secular Humanism? 
There is much in the language of Supreme Court deci-
sions to encourage parents to assert their rights to pre-
vent Secular Humanism from being taught to their 
children.

In Zorach v. Clauson in 1952, the U.S. Supreme 
Court said, “We are a religious people whose institutions 
presuppose a Supreme Being. . . . When the state 
encourages religious instruction or cooperates with 
religious authorities by adjusting the schedule of public 
events to sectarian needs, it follows the best of our 
traditions.”

The same Supreme Court which prohibited prayer 
and Bible reading cautioned that “the state also may not 
establish a ‘religion of secularism’ in the sense of affir-
matively opposing or showing hostility to religion, thus 
preferring those who believe in no religion over those 
who do believe. ’” (Abington School District v. Schempp, 
1963)

Although the Supreme Court prohibited the public 
schools from requiring that an official state prayer be 
recited, the Court apparently intended that this decision 
should not indicate a hostility toward religion or prayer. 
The Court added, “School children and others are offi-
cially encouraged to express love for our country by 
reciting historical documents such as the Declaration of 
Independence which contain references to the Deity or 
by singing officially espoused anthems which include 
the composer’s professions of faith in a Supreme Being.” 
(Engel v. Vitale, 1962) (Subsequent decisions, however, 
particularly by the lower federal courts, did develop that 
hostility to religion.)

Finally, in the ultimate parents’-rights decision, 
Wisconsin v. Yoder, the 1972 Supreme Court said: “The 
primary role of the parents in the upbringing of their 
children is now established beyond debate as an en-
during American tradition.”

That role had been recognized three decades earl-
ier, in Prince v. Massachusetts, when the 1943 Supreme 
Court ruled: “It is cardinal with us that the custody, care 
and nurture of the child reside first in the parents, whose 
primary function and freedom include preparation for 
obligations the state can neither supply nor hinder.”

We can thank the 1969 decision that upheld the 
right of students to protest the Vietnam War with black 
armbands, Tinker v. Des Moines School Dist., for the 
Supreme Court rule that “School officials do not possess 
absolute authority over their students. . . . Students 
may not be regarded as closed-circuit recipients of only 
that which the state chooses to communicate. They may 
not be confined to the expression of those sentiments that 
are officially approved.”

In upholding the right of students not to stand 
during the singing of the National Anthem, the U.S. 
District Court in Sheldon v. Fannin, stated in 1963: 
“Where, however, a particular application of a general 
law not protective of some fundamental state concern 
materially abridges free expression or practice of reli-

(Continued on page 4)



America’s Great Religious Document
In the debate now swirling around President 

Reagan’s proposal for a constitutional amendment to 
restore prayer to public schools, some liberals are trying 
to propagate the myth that America was founded on a 
rock of secularism, and that our liberties are somehow 
endangered by schoolchildren’s prayers. This Fourth of 
July, which is the 206th anniversary of the declaring of 
the Declaration of Independence, gives us a good chance 
to reexamine our nation’s religious roots.

The one best way to observe our nation’s birthday is 
to re-read and re-examine our Declaration of Inde-
pendence, and to rededicate ourselves to its principles 
and its message. The Declaration of Independence is 
THE most important document in American history and 
the most inspired writing in world history that ever 
flowed from the hand of man alone.

The Declaration of Independence is the official and 
unequivocal recognition by the American people of their 
belief and faith in God. It is a religious document from 
its first sentence to its last. It affirms God’s existence as 
a “self-evident” truth which requires no further discus-
sion or debate.

The nation created by the great Declaration is 
God’s country. The rights it defines are God-given. The 
actions of its signers are God-inspired. There are five 
references to God — God as creator of all men, God as 
the supreme Lawmaker, God as the Source of all rights, 
God as the world’s supreme Judge, and God as our Pa-
tron and Protector.

The Declaration of Independence declares that 
each of us is created. If we were created, there must have 
been a Creator. The Declaration of Independence pro-
claims that life and liberty are the unalienable gifts of 
God 2— natural rights — which no person or government 
can rightfully take away.

Tne Declaration of Independence declares that 
each of us is created equal. This means equal before 
God. It does not mean that all are born with equal ca-
pabilities, as obviously they are not. Nor does it mean 
that all men can be made equal, as Communist dogma 
alleges. Obviously and realistically, as your own unique 
fingerprint proves, each of God’s creatures is unequal 
and different in every other way from every other 
person who has ever lived or ever will live on this earth.

The Declaration of Independence proclaims that 
the purpose of government is to secure our God-given 
unalienable individual rights, and that government de-
rives its powers from the consent of the governed. For 
the first time in history, government was reduced from 
master to servant.

The Declaration of Independence comes to us after 
206 years in all its pristine purity. Whereas the U.S. 
Constitution has had to suffer the slings and arrows of 
outrageous Supreme Court interpretation and judicial 
distortion, neither the meddling judges nor the bungling 
bureaucrats have been able to confuse or distort the 
Declaration of Independence. As the Declaration was in 
the beginning, it is now and ever shall be because it 
proclaims truth and facts which are not subject to change 
or amendment.

The Supreme Court, which has banned God from 
the public schools, has not been able to censor Him out 
of the Declaration of Independence. The Supreme Court 
has forbidden public school children to declare their 
dependence upon God, but the unchangeable Declara-
tion of Independence forever pledges the firm reliance 
of the American people on the continued protection of 
God’s Divine Providence.

The holiday we celebrate on the Fourth of July is 
not the anniversary of the start or finish of the American 
Revolution, the writing or ratification of the U.S. Con-
stitution or the Bill of Rights, the Boston Tea Party, the 
battle of Bunker Hill, or George Washington’s Inaugu-
ration. The youth of America should learn the lesson that 
it is the anniversary of America’s greatest religious 
document: the Declaration of Independence.

Knowledge of our Declaration of Independence 
should be required of all high school graduates. They 
should also be taught that many of the men who signed 
it paid for their courage with their lives and fortunes; 
and that’s why we are able to enjoy our freedom and 
independence.

The federal courts should be stopped from their 
interference with our great religious heritage. A con-
stitutional amendment to permit prayer in public 
schools would restore the First Amendment to its 
original meaning and would be in harmony with 
America’s great religious document, the Declaration 
of Independence.

(Continued from  page 3)

gious belief, then the law must give way to the exercise 
of religion.”

The same First Amendment and Court decisions 
which enabled parents to stop the schools from forcing 
their children to stand during the National Anthem 
should also enable parents to stop the schools from 
forcing their children to listen to lectures on Secular 
Humanism, sex, situation ethics, and values clarification. 
It’s time for parents to start asserting their natural power 
over the education of their children.
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