SUNDAY, MARCH 18, 1984

“WHAT ABOUT PRAYER IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS?”

MATTHEW 6:1-8

ALTHOUGH LAST SUNDAY I BEGAN A SERIES OF SERMONS
FOR THIS SEASON OF LENT BASED ON SOME OF THE
MIRACLE STORIES FROM THE LIFE OF JESUS, I'M
GOING TO DEPART FROM THAT SERIES FOR THIS ONE
SUNDAY TO DEAL WITH A SUBJECT THAT HAS BEEN

IN THE NEWS ALMOST EVERY DAY FOR THE PAST TWO
WEEKS AND IN THE NEWS PERIODICALLY SINCE THE
SUPREME COURT DECISION OF 1962, WHICH SAID IN

EFFECT THAT STATE LAWS THAT CALLED FOR GOVERNMENT-
ORGANIZED PRAYER SESSIONS IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

ARE UNCONSTITUTIONAL.

IN FACT, IN THE PRESENT DEBATE ABOUT PRAYER

IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS, MOST PEOPLE SEEM TO HAVE
FORGOTTEN WHAT THE SUPREME COURT SAID AND WHY,
THE BOARD OF REGENTS OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK
IM 1951 DRAFTED A PRAYER WHICH WAS TO BE USED
EACH MORMNING IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS OF THAT
STATE., MNOT LONG AFTER THAT, FIVE PARENTS IN
NEW HYDE PARK, NEW YORK, PROTESTED THE ACTION
ON THE GROUNDS THAT PRESCRIBIMNG SUCH A PRAYER
VIOLATED THE FIRST AMENDMENT AND THE 14TH
AMENDMENT OF THE U. S. CONSTITUTION. THE CASE
WAS HEARD IN THE COURT OF APPEALS OF THE STATE
OF NEW YORK AND FINALLY IN THE U. S. SUPREME

COURT.

IN PART, THE DECISION OF THE SUPREME COURT OF
THE U, S. SAID IN 1962, “ITHE CONSTITUTIONMNAL
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PROHIBITION AGAINST LAWS RESPECTINMNG AN ESTABLISHMENT
OF RELIGION MUST AT LEAST MEAN THAT IN THIS
COUNTRY IT IS NO BUSINESS OF THE GOVERMMENT

TO COMPOSE OFFICIAL PRAYERS FOR ANY GROUP OF
THE AMERICAN PEOPLE TO RECITE AS PART OF A

RELIGIOUS PROGRAM CARRIED ON BY GOVERNMENT ,

9"
> ¥

NOTE ESPECIALLY THAT THE SUPREME COURT DID NOT
SAY THAT INDIVIDUALS COULD NOT PRAY IN PUBLIC
SCHOOLS OR OTHER PLACES. THE COURT SAID THAT

NO AGENCY OF THE STATE OR ANY OF ITS SUBDIVISIONS
LIKE SCHOOL BOARDS HAVE ANY BUSINESS DRAFTING

OR PRESCRIBING PRAYERS THAT MUST BE USED., IN
OTHER WORDS, THE STATE CANNOT REQUIRE RELIGIOUS

DEVOTION IN ANY FORM.,

NOW, WHY DO A SERMON ON THIS SUBJECT OF PRAYER
IN SCHOOLS? BECAUSE I BELIEVE THAT SOME VERY
IMPORTANT RELIGIOUS ISSUES ARE INVOLVED, AS
WELL AS SOME VERY IMPORTANT POLITICAL ISSUES,
AND I ALSO BELIEVE THAT NO MATTER HOW WELL-
MEANING AND SINCERE THE SUPPORTERS OF A
CONSTITUTIOMAL AMENDMENT WHICH WOULD ALLQW
GROUP PRAYER IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS AS PART OF THE
REGULAR DAILY SCHEDULE, THAT THERE ARE SOME
IMPLICATIONS WHICH ARE DANGEROUS AND NEED TO
BE FACED, THUS I AM OPPOSED TO ANY CONSTITUTIONAL
AMENDMENT WHICH WOULD SEEK TO PROVIDE FOR ANY
KIND OF SCHOOL~SPONSORED RELIGIOUS OBSERVANCES,

FIRST, I'M OPPOSED BECAUSE SUCH AN AMENDMENT



IS NOT MEEDED AND WILL DO MORE HARM THAN GQOD,

[T CANNOT BE SAID ENOUGH, REGARDLESS OF WHAT
PRESIDENT REAGAN AND OTHER PROPONENTS OF THE
SO-CALLED “PRAYER AMENDMENT” MAINTAIN, NO SUPREME
COURT DECISION HAS EVER REMOVED GOD OP RELIGION
FROM THE PUBLIC SCHoOOLS., THE CAREFULLY DRAFTED
OPINIONS BY THE COURT ON THESE MATTERS DO NOT
KEEP A STUDENT FROM EXERPCISING HIS OR HER HUMAN

OR CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHT TO PRAY SILENTLY OR
ORALLY AT ANY TIME IN THE SCHOOL DAY, SO LONG
AS THAT PRAYING DOES NOT DISRUPT EDUCATIONAL
ACTIVITIES. [THEY DO NOT PROHIBIT INDIVIDUALS
FROM SAYING “GRACE” BEFORE LUNCH., THEY DO NOT

PREVENT STUDY OF RELIGION AS AN IMPORTANT FORCE
IN AMERICAN HISTORY AND IN AMERICAN CULTURE,

[ PERSONALLY GET VERY IRRITATED WITH SOME OF
THE STATEMENTS MADE BY POLITICIANS AND OTHERS,
AS, FOR EXAMPLE, WHEN PRESIDENT REAGAN SAID

IN A SPEECH RECENTLY TO THE NATIOMAL ASSOCIATION
OF EVANGELICALS, "I FIRMLY BELIEVE THAT THE
LOVING GOD WHO HAS BLESSED OUP LAND AND MADE

US A GOOD AND CARING PEOPLE SHOULD NEVER HAVE
BEEN EXPELLED FROM AMERICA’S CLASSROOMS,"

THE GoD I BELIEVE IN AND WHICH JESUS CHRIST
REVEALED CANNOT BE EXPELLED FROM ANYWHERE BY

ANYONE., SUCH STATEMENTS TEACH A VERY LIMITED
AND NARROW COMNCEPT OF GOD, AND NEED TO BE EXPOSED

FOR WHAT THEY ARE -- POLITICAL RHETORIC FOR
THE PURPOSE OF GAINING VOTES -- BUT THEY HAVE
NOTHING TO DO WITH THE FACTS.

PROPONENTS OF THE PRAYER AMENDMENT HAVE EVEN
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SEPTEMBER SHOWED THAT 814 OF RESPONDENTS WHO
HAD FOLLOWED THE ISSUE SUPPORTED SUCH A PRAYER
AMENDMENT, WHILE ONLY 1l4% OPPOSED IT. LESS
THAN 40% oF AMERICANS ATTEND A CHURCH REGULARLY,
SO ONE COULD CONCLUDE THAT WE WANT THE PUBLIC

SCHOOLS TO TAKE OVER YET ANOTHER FAMILY AND
CHURCH RESPONSIBILITY.,

ONE NEWS COMMENTATOR RECENTLY -WROTE, "“THE SENATE
DEBATE ON PRAYER IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS IS ALMOST
ENOUGH TO MAKE A PERSON GIVE UP RELIGION FOR
LENT.”

MARTIN MARTY, THEOLOGIAN AND CHURCH HISTORIAN,
RECENTLY WROTE: “THE ARGUMENTS PRESENTED IN

THE SENATE DID LITTLE MORE THAN REPEAT THE HOUSE
JUDICIARY COMMITTEE HEARINGS ON SCHOOL PRAYER
IN 1964, THE CURRENT ROUND, HOWEVER, IS
DISTINGUISHED BY THE INCIVILITY AND UGLINESS
OF THE DEBATE. IT’S LESS TO DO WITH RELIGION
THAN WITH WHO IS THE GOOD AMERICAN AND WHO
ISN'T. LEBANON DOES IT WITH GUNS. WE DO IT
WITH WORDS., SO THIS DEBATE WHICH IS SUPPOSED
TO BRING CONCORD INTO AMERICAN LIFE BY GETTING
US TO THINK OF SPIRITUAL THINGS, IS RENDING
THE FABRIC OF SOCIAL LIFE.”

TIME MAGAZINE REPORTED THIS WEEK THAT JOARNN
BELL AND LucILLE Mc CORD VISITED THE CAPITAL

TO RELATE AT A PRESS CONFERENCE WHAT HAPPENED
TO THEM THREE YEARS AGO IN LITTLE AXE, OKLAHOMA,
WHEN THEY FILED SUIT AGAINST A “VOLUNTARY” PRAYER
PROGRAM THAT THEY THOUGHT WAS COERCIVE. A WEEK
AFTER THEY FILED THE COMPLAINT, BELL'S CAR WAS



SURROUNDED BY AN ANGRY CROWD AND A SCHOOL
CAFETERIA EMPLOYEE PULLED HER OUT OF THE
VEHICLE, DISLOCATING HER ARM, Mc CORD SAID
HER THREE SONS WERE HUMILIATED BY TEACHERS AND
BEATEN UP BY OTHER CHILDREN ON THE SCHOOL

PLAYGROUND, BOTH FAMILIES MOVED TO THE TOWN
OF HARRAH 20 MILES AWAY.,

SECOND, [‘M OPPOSED TO THE PROPOSED AMENDMENTS
FOR RELIGIOUS REASONS, [ RESPECT THE POWER
AND IMPORTANCE OF PRAYER AND THE ROLE IT PLAYS
IN THE LIVES OF MILLIONS OF PEOPLE IN THIS
COUNTRY AND IN OUR SOCIETY. AND I FIRMLY

BELIEVE THAT SPIRITUAL NURTURING IS THE
RESPONSIBILITY OF THE FAMILY AND OF RELIGIOUS

INSTITUTIONS, PARTICULARLY THE CHURCHES, THE
SYNAGOGUES, AND THE INSTITUTIONS OF OTHER
RELIGIOUS, BE THEY BUDDHIST, OR MOSLEM, OR
HINDU,

WHEN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS OR OTHER PUBLIC
INSTITUTIONS GET INVOLVED, RELIGION IS OFTEN
BROUGHT DOWN TO THE LOWEST COMMON DENOMINATOR
SO THAT NO ONE IS OFFENDED. OR, IF PEOPLE OF
ONE TYPE OF RELIGION ARE IN AN OVERWHELMING
MAJORITY IN AN AREA OR SCHOOL DISTRICT, THEN
THAT BRAND OF RELIGION IS USED AS THE BASIS
FOR THE PRAYERS, AND THE RELIGIOUS MINORITIES
ARE OFFENDED OR OVERLOOKED. RELIGION EITHER
BECOMES SO BLAND IT IS ALMOST USELESS OR

MEANINGLESS (A KIND OF POLITE NOD To GOD), OR
[T BECOMES SO PARTICULAR OR SECTARIAN THAT IT
IS DIVISIVE.




IF A PRAYER AMENDMENT WERE PASSED, THINK OF

WHAT MIGHT HAPPEN. IF A SCHoOL DISTRICT IS
MOSTLY BUDDHIST, THEN A BUDDHIST PRAYEP MIGHT
BE USED AND THE SOUTHERN BAPTISTS WOULD BE
OFFENDED., IF A SCHooL DISTRICT IS MOSTLY
MORMON, THEN A MORMON PRAYER MIGHT BE USED AND
HE LUTHERANS WOULD BE OFFENDED., PRAY IN JESUS'

NAME AND THE JEWS WOULD BE OFFENDED.

I DON'T WANT A LOCAL SCHOOL BOARD OR A PRINCIPAL
OR A CLASSROOM TEACHER DEFINING PRAYER. YET

IF PRAYER IS TO BE USED AS A REGULAR PART OF

THE EVERYDAY CURRICULUM, SOMEONE HAS TO DEFINE
IT OR DECIDE WHAT’S GOING TO BE USED,

THERE'S ALREADY TOO MUCH MIS-INFORMATION AND
MISUNDERSTANDING AS TO WHAT PRAYER IS WITHOUT
ADDING MORE TO THE CONFUSION,

WHAT BOTHERS ME MOST OF ALL FROM A RELIGIOUS
POINT OF VIEW IS THAT THE WAY PRAYER WILL
NECESSARILY BE CARRIED OUT IMN A PUBLIC SCHOOL
SETTING MIGHT VERY WELL DRIVE MORE PEOPLE AWAY
FROM DEVELOPING A MEANINGFUL PRAYER LIFE AS
THEY CONTINUE TO GROW AND MATURE. T00 MANY
PEOPLE ALREADY BELIEVE THAT PRAYER IS A KIND

OF MAGIC WHICH CAN CAUSE GOD TO DO SOMETHING
SPECIAL FOR THEM, 100 MANY PEOPLE ALREADY
BELIEVE THAT PRAYER IS SIMPLY A CERTAIN FORMULA
OR SAYING SOME WORDS THAT HAPPEN TO MENTION
GoD’S NAME, TRUE PRAYER IS MUCH MORE LISTENING
THAN TALKING, IT IS AN ATTITUDE; IT IS PAYING
ATTENTION AND BECOMING ATTUNED TO THE SPIRITUAL

WITHIN US AND AROUND US. IT IS A WAY OF LIFE,




PRESCRIBED PRAYER OF WHATEVER KIND IS TOO MUCH
| IKE THE FALSE PIETY WHICH JESUS WARNED US
AGAINST. HE SAID IN THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT:
"BEWARD OF PRACTICING YOUR PIETY BEFORE OTHERS
IN ORDER TO BE SEEN BY THEM: FOR THEN YOU WILL
HAVE NO REWARD FRPOM GoD. WHEN YOU PRAY, YoOU
MUST NOT BE LIKE THE HYPOCRITES, FOR THEY LOVE
TO STAND AND PRAY IN THE SYNAGOGUES AND AT THE
STREET CORNERS THAT THEY MAY BE SEEN BY OTHERS,
BUT WHEN YOU PRAY, GO INTO YOUR ROOM AND SHUT
THE DOOR AND PRAY TO YOUR GOD IN SECRET. AND
IN PRAYING DO NOT HEAP UP EMPTY PHRASES, LIKE

SOME WHO THINK THEY WILL BE HEARD FOR THEIR
MANY WORDS.”

UNFORTUNATELY, I BELIEVE THE ISSUE OF PRAYER

IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS IS BEING USED BY PEOPLE FOR
POLITICAL GAIN, IT’S AN APPEAL TO POPULAR PIETY
AND HAS LITTLE TO DO WITH TRUE RELIGION,

THE PROPHET AMOS SPOKE ABOUT SUCH THINGS IM

HIS TIME AS RECORDED IN THE BOOK OF AMOS IN

THE OLD TESTAMENT OF THE BIBLE. AMOS NOTED

THAT PEOPLE AROUND HIM, INCLUDING THOSE IN POWER
WERE VERY MUCH CONERNED WITH THE FORMS OF RELIGION,
THEY WERE CONCERNED THAT PEOPLE PROPERLY CARRY

OUT RELIGIOUS RITUALS, BUT AT THE SAME TIME
JUSTICE AND MERCY WERE LACKING,

SAID AMOS, GOD IS NOT CONCERNED WITH SUCH FALSE
PIETY. GoD SAYS, ”I HATE, I DESPISE YOUR FEASTS,
AND I TAKE NO DELIGHT IM YOUR SOLEMN ASSEMBLIES
. + . TAKE AWAY FROM ME THE NOISE OF YOUR SONGS:



TO THE MELODY OF YOUR HARPS I WILL NOT LISTEN.
BUT LET JUSTICE ROLL DOWN LIKE WATERS, AND
RIGHTEOUSNESS LIKE AN EVER-FLOWING STREAM."”

PRAYER IN THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS WON’T MAKE THIS
COUNTRY ANY MORE TRULY RELIGIOUS IN THE RIGHT
SENSE OF THAT WORD, OR ANY MCRE RELIGIOUS THAN

IT HAS BEEN IN THE PAST. ONE GREAT MARK OF

OUR RELIGION, HAS ALWAYS BEEN THIS COUNTRY'S
TOLERANCE OF, INDEED OUR INSISTENCE ON DIVERSITY.
THE INSTRUMEMT OF THIS TOLERANCE HAS BEEN THE
FIRM DISTINCTION BETWEEN MATTERS OF STATE AND
MATTERS OF CONSCIENCE.

THUS CONTENDING PROTESTANT DENOMINATIONS HAVE
ALL FLOURISHED IN THE UNITED STATES. SO HAVE
ROMAN CATHoLICS, JEWS, MOSLEMS, ALL BELIEVERS.
AND ALSO NON-BELIEVERS. DBECAUSE THESE GROUPS
HAVE REFRAINED FROM IMPOSING THEIR FAITHS ON
EACH OTHER AMD HAVE BEEN CONSTITUTIONALLY
RESTRAINED WHENEVER THEY LOST THAT RESTRAINT,
THIS HAS MADE AMERICA THE ENVY OF EVERY OTHER
SOCIETY.

THE SUPREME COURT HAS BEEN THE FAITHFUL CUSTODIAN
OF THIS ESSENTIAL FREEDOM, IN THE MOST DIFFICULT
EFFORT TO FIND THE LINE BETWEEN STATE AND FAITH,
IT HAS RIGHTLY PREVENTED THE GOVERNMENT-PAID
SCHOOL TEACHER FROM PRESSING CHILDREN WHO ARE
REQUIRED TO ATTEND CLASSES TO PRAY OR READ THE
BIBLE THERE. FOR US TO CONTINUE TO STAND BY
THAT PRINCIPLE IN NO WAY DEMEANS RELIGIOUS

PRACTICE FOR ANYONE. RATHER I BELIEVE IT WILL
CONTINUE TO STRENGTHEN THE OVER-ALL RELIGIOUS
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VALUES OF THIS NATION AND OF MOST OF OUR CITIZENS,

[F PEOPLE TRULY WANT TO LEARN TO PRAY, LET THEM
‘. COME TO THE CHURCHES. I AM WILLING TO HOLD
CLASSES ON PRAYER EVERY DAY OF THE WEEK. AMEN,




