
Sunday, February 19, 1984 
WHAT ARE SOME OF THE LARGER ISSUES IN THE CHRISTIAN SCHOOL 
CONTROVERSY? 
Acts 5:27-39 
 

 

The Jewish authorities in Jerusalem had a problem. They didn’t approve of the teaching and 
preaching of Petr and the other Apostles, so they arrested them and put them in jail. However, 
during the night Peter and the others were let out of jail by an angle of God. And so, the next 
morning, they were back in the temple preaching. Again, they were arrested, and this time 
brought before the council. The High Priest reminded them that they had been ordered not to 
carry on their ministry. But Peter and the Apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than 
men.” This answer so enraged the rulers of the Council that they wanted to kill Peter and the 
others. 
 

But one of the members of the Council, a man named Gamaliel, said, “Let’s not be too hasty in 
our decision. We’ve had other movements like this come and go, and, because we didn’t 
bother with them too much, the movements died. If we deal too harshly with these people, it 
will only strengthen them. Furthermore, if God is truly behind this movement, nothing can stop 
it anyway, and if God is not behind it, it will fail.” 
 

In this case from the Book of Acts in the New Testament, the established Jewish religion was 
trying to deal with the problem of what they considered to be heresy — a religious movement 
being carried on by the followers of Jesus that was deviating too much from what was 
considered to be the true faith. 
 

We, the people of Nebraska, currently have a problem that is similar, but different. We are 
attempting to deal with what many of us consider educational heresy, although it is more 
complicated because religious belief is mixed in. On the one hand, the State, through its legal 
system, and the Department of Education have an obligation to enforce the laws regarding 
education of children and young people. On the other hand, a small group of religious schools 
maintain that the present law and its requirements are contrary to their religious beliefs and 
that any interference by the state is an interference in their religious beliefs and practices. They 
quote the statement of Peter from the book of Acts, “We must obey God, rather than men,” or, 
“We must obey God, rather than the state.” 
 

Now, before we look at what I consider to be some of the larger issues in this conflict, I want to 
make a few statements of my own beliefs so you know where I am coming from. 
 

My purpose in this sermon this morning is not to take sides or provide answers, but to help 
reframe the questions or issues. Often times how a question is framed helps determine the 
answer. A man once asked a priest if it was permitted to smoke while he prayed, and the priest 
answered, “No.” As he was telling this incident to one of his friends, his friend remarked that he 
had asked the question in the wrong way. His friend said, “I went to the priest, and I asked if it 
was all right if I prayed while I smoked,” and the answer was, “Yes.” 
 

1. First of all, I am a strong believer and supporter of the public schools. I think we need to 
strengthen them in every way possible. I wanted my children to attend public schools so that 
they would come in contact with all kinds of people and all kinds of beliefs. Learning to mix and 
get alone with a wide variety of people and points of view is a part of education. 
 



Furthermore, I agree with the overall vision and direction of public education — namely, that 
the purpose of education is more than just acquiring a certain body of knowledge, more than 
learning the basic skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic. While these are basic and have to 
be learned, education also has the purpose of opening the minds and hearts of individuals so 
that they can participate and contribute in our kind of society. This means acquiring the skills of 
critical thinking, knowing how to evaluate information so that one can tell truth from 
propaganda; it means learning how to learn so that one will continue to grow and learn all 
through life. It means not being afraid to question and to search for new truth. Education in its 
root meaning connotes an experience or leading out, of being opened up. Unfortunately, more 
and more education in our society has been defined as the transfer of information. 
 

2. I am a strong believer and supporter of high educational standards, and this includes the 
certification of qualified teachers and the accreditation of schools. From the vantage point of 
my Christian faith, such requirements are not an intrusion or interference with my religious 
beliefs and practices. 
 

But suppose extremely fundamentalist Christians or the adherents of some other religion were 
in complete control of the state in which I lived an in control of the writing of all curriculum and 
of all teacher training and that in the schools, therefore, the teaching of evolution was 
forbidden and that students could only learn facts about life from a very narrow point of view. I 
would certainly want to have the vision of that kind of school changed, and, if that failed, and if 
other attempts to change it failed, I might want to start my own kind of Christian school. 
 

Also, before we look at some of the larger issues, let’s remind ourselves of what are not the 
main issues, because we so easily get side-tracked. 
 

1. Everett Sileven is not the main issue, although he seems to want to be made the issue, and 
we often fall into that trap. 
 

2. Secondly, the uncalled-for tactics used by Sileven and others are not the issue, although 
again, much of the talk I hear is about the tactics and not much else. 
 

3. Thirdly, people tend to get overly emotional because of the tactics and methods that have 
been used and then make the same mistakes as those who have used the bad tactics in the 
first place. Reason goes out the window. This past week, for example, I received a postcard 
from Mr. Anonymous because my name appeared in the papers along with some other 
ministers, and in our statement, we simply called upon the people of Nebraska to encourage 
and support the legislators in their efforts to develop a fair and workable solution. 
 

 

This brings me to state what I believe to be the first larger issue or question that is involved in 
the Christian school controversy, not only in Nebraska, but in other places, as well. 
 

1. That larger issue is this: How do we in a democratic free society, such as we have in this 
country, deal with dissenters? How much latitude do we allow those who as a matter of 
conscience and religious belief disagree with the norm that has been established and with 
which the overwhelming majority of people seem to agree? It’s not a new issue and has to be 
decided over and over again in societies like ours. 
 

One of the first test cases in matters like these occurred in 1878 in a US Supreme Court case, 
“Reynolds vs the United State.” This case involved the Mormon church and its practice of 



polygamy. Laws had been passed forbidding the practice. The Mormon church of that time 
claimed that such laws were an infringement of their freedom to practice their religion 
according to their belief. 
 

The Supreme Court ruled that “Congress was deprived of all legislative power over mere 
opinion but was left free to reach actions which were in violation or social duties or were 
subversive of good order.” The reasoning went like this: Laws are made for the government of 
action. While they cannot interfere with mere religious belief and opinions, they may with 
practices. Suppose one believed that human sacrifice was a part of worship. Could the state 
interfere to prohibit that sacrifice? Or, if a wife seriously believed that it was her religious duty 
to burn herself on the funeral pyre of her dead husband, would it be beyond the power of the 
state to prevent her from carrying her belief into action? 
 

You can believe what you want; however, your right to practice that belief is protected only so 
long as it does not conflict with the compelling public interest. 
 

But what’s the compelling public interest? It’s always something which the legislators and then 
the courts must determine in our kind of society. There are no neat definitions. In 1905, in the 
case of Jacobsen vs. Massachusetts, there was a case involving Christian Scientists and a 
smallpox epidemic in Massachusetts. The Christian Scientists opposed inoculations for their 
children. The government said there is a compelling public interest in preventing a further 
spread of the disease; therefore, your religious belief must yield. 
 

Throughout the years there have been many cases involving Jehovah’s Witnesses and blood 
transfusions. The compelling public interest has usually been in preserving life, even if that life 
doesn’t want to be preserved. Another interesting case about a year ago involved Bob Jones 
University. That university said it believes religiously that it must prevent inter-racial dating and 
inter-racial marriage on its campus, and the court said there is a compelling public interest in 
integration in education; therefore, we will take away your tax exemption unless your policy 
against integration is changed. 
 

Some years ago, there was a case in Tennessee with a “Holiness Church” and snake 
handling. It was part of the religious practice of this church to handle poisonous snakes in the 
worship service. Some of the neighbors were afraid some of the snakes might escape and 
endanger the neighborhood. The State Supreme Court stopped the practice by saying there is 
a compelling public interest in preserving life; therefore, even thought prohibiting snake 
handling removes the theological heart of the holiness church, we must do so. 
 

Now again, to apply this kind of reasoning to the Christian school controversy — what is the 
compelling public interest in this case? The compelling public interest is that all people need a 
certain basic education to function effectively in our society. Do the Christian school provide 
enough training of students to meet the public interest, even though we may not agree with 
their definition of education? How much latitude can we allow a tiny minority who religiously 
believe that they must educate their children in their own way, which in practice is in violation 
of state educational requirements? Or is there some way in which both the compelling public 
interest can be met and religious freedom protected, even though we who are in the majority 
disagree with the educational philosophy and practice of such schools? 
 

2. A second larger issue involved in the Christian school controversy is the question: How 
much right do parents have to control the education of their children? 
 



3. And a third related large issue is: How much of a monopoly should the state have in 
education? 
 

It has already been decided in this country that there is a clear acceptance of the legal right of 
parents to send their children to parochial schools. A decision of the Supreme Court (Pierce 
vs. Society of Sisters) in 1925 established this principle by declaring unconstitutional a law of 
the state of Oregon that required parents to send their children for a number of years to the 
public school. This action was important, not only because of its bearing on religious schools, 
but also because it discouraged a tendency toward a state monopoly on education. It 
emphasized the right of parents to control the education of their children. But again, the 
question, how much control? And what kind of parochial schools? Is the compelling public 
interest being met? Is religious freedom being eroded? 
 

These are issues all of us must discuss and decide over and over again. 
 

As I said in the beginning of this sermon, I don’t have any definitive answers. In our kind of 
society, it’s up to all of us to make up our own minds and then to let our legislators know what 
we think. 
 

As you think about it this morning and through the week, ask yourself again: what is the 
compelling public interest and how can it best be served while at the same time allowing as 
much latitude as possible for small minorities who as a matter of conscience want to do 
otherwise. Amen. 
 

I invite you this morning to a discussion of these issues. We will meet in Calvert Parlor after the 
conclusion of this worship service. 


