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Top 10 Myths About Religious Freedom
Scholars and experts surveyed by the Council for America’s First Freedom

“Religious liberty might be supposed to mean that everybody is free to discuss religion.

 In practice, it means that hardly anybody is allowed to mention it.”

· G.K. Chesterton, 1930
Richmond, Va. (December 21, 2006) – What are the prevailing myths that surround the issue of religious freedom today?  That's the intriguing question that the Council for America’s First Freedom, an organization dedicated to increasing the understanding of religious freedom through education, asked a select group of respected opinion leaders and experts to answer.  

 

The Council found that the experts agree on 80% of the most prevalent myths and only 20% reflected discord and different positions. Listed below are excerpts from 10 of the most popular myths cited, which will shed useful light on this topic (The views expressed here are not necessarily the view of the Council for America’s First Freedom. The complete text of all myths can be found at www.firstfreedom.org):
 

Prayer is banned in public schools. 

Children are free to engage in truly voluntary prayer either alone or with others, whether before an exam, at the beginning of the school day, or before meals. [Jeremy Gunn, Director, ACLU Program on Freedom of Religion and Belief]

The law protecting freedom of religion favors those who are religious over those who are not. 
The Constitution prevents the government from favoring religion over non-religion. The U. S. Supreme Court has held that the Establishment Clause of the Constitution means that the state and federal government may neither “force nor influence a person to go or to remain away from church against his will or force him to profess a belief or disbelief in any religion” [Justice Sandra Day O’Connor (Retired), U.S. Supreme Court citing Everson v. Board of Education, 300 U.S. 1, 15-16 (1947)]  

The First Amendment is intended to protect the government from religion rather than to protect religious freedom from the government.
The no establishment provision is intended to protect, not limit, the goal of the free exercise of religion. [Richard John Neuhaus, President, Institute on Religion and Public Life]

Separation of Church and State is clearly defined in the Constitution.
Our Founding Fathers felt that religious freedom was so important that they included it in the Bill of Rights. It clearly states that “Congress shall pass no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” [Congressman Chet Edwards, U.S. House of Representatives (Texas)]
Public schools can’t recognize religious holidays

Any recognition of religious holidays in public schools must avoid stigmatizing or disparaging students from other faiths, or those who profess no religious faith.  [Robert O’Neil, Director, Thomas Jefferson Center for the Protection of Free Expression]

America’s laws are based on the Bible.
They (Constitution founders) were Christian in that they belonged to a culture influenced by Christianity; almost all were church members in formal and official senses; some were well-read in the Bible; ALL were concerned with morals, morality, and virtue, and most believed that religion would somehow back these. They took pains to see that being a full citizen did not mean that you had to believe in someone else’s book of revelation; and that no such book should be formally privileged. [Martin Marty, Professor Emeritus, University of Chicago Divinity School, Author, Editor, Columnist, and Pastor]
We are not allowed to display the Ten Commandments on public property.
The Ten Commandments are woven into the art and architecture of thousands of public buildings in the United States, including the U.S. Supreme Court. Only in very limited circumstances has the Court found that they must be removed. [James Standish, Executive Director, North American Religious Liberty Association]
Religious freedom is at risk only under despotic regimes. 
Religious freedom is also threatened in the developed world, including Europe and North America, wherever subtle pressures seek to exclude religiously serious voices from public conversation. [John L. Allen, Jr., Vatican Correspondent, National Catholic Reporter]
The United States began as a Christian nation.
The United States was founded as a secular nation. God and Christianity are nowhere mentioned in the Constitution. This failure of the Framers to acknowledge God or to affirm the new nation as “Christian” was not an act of hostility to religion. [Charles C. Haynes, Director of Education Programs, First Amendment Center]

The right to religious liberty is primarily or exclusively an individual right.
Because most people do not live their religious lives in isolation, but in community with others, religious freedom is a fundamental right of religious communities just as it is of individuals. [Thomas F. Farr, Former Director, U.S. State Department Office of International Religious Freedom]
 “There emerged a number of collecting points that demonstrate a commonality of response – how church and state issues need to be separated, America’s laws and the Ten Commandments, religion in the public square, prayer in school, a Constitution based on the Bible and our Judeo Christian beginnings,” said Ambassador Robert A. Seiple, president of the Council. “Even fine legal minds, looking at the same material, come to different conclusions on some of these issues. That said, there is more agreement on many of these thorny issues than some might think.”
The survey which polled 78 individuals received a 26% response and a total of 53 myths submitted, covering a wide spectrum of ideological, political and religious opinions. A number of notable experts weighed in on the survey including, Sandra Day O’Connor, Richard John Neuhaus, Congressman Chet Edwards, Jeremy Gunn, Victoria Cobb and Martin Marty. 
Despite the different interpretations on some issues, no one responding to the poll was against the concept of religious freedom. It is at the point of ‘Church/State’ relationships that an area of conflict develops. The Church/State issues, yet to be resolved, are indeed worthy of debate. 

“The need for education, dialogue and reflection is absolutely critical as these issues get pushed out into the wider population,” Seiple said. “Times have changed, the Council aims to help make it acceptable to discuss the issues about religious freedom in the public square and to carry out these discussions in such a way that they educate and do not offend. Only when we fully understand all sides of an issue, are we truly capable of the respect necessary to deal with religious diversity.”
* * *
Survey Methodology

The poll was conducted by letter and email by the Council for America’s First Freedom, which polled a select group of contemporary leaders, scholars and respected experts and opinion leaders in the field of religious freedom to participate in a poll describing the most common myths and misconceptions that they encounter and then asked them to provide the correct information to dispel these myths.
About the Council for America’s First Freedom

The mission of the Council for America's First Freedom is to increase understanding and respect for religious freedom in diverse communities worldwide through education about this core human value: the freedom of thought, conscience and belief. 

Our mission builds on this legacy that began in Richmond, Virginia and is now recognized as an international human right.

The Council is a politically and religiously neutral 501(c)(3) organization that provides educational outreach programs that encourage audiences worldwide to examine their own consciences, to understand the beliefs of others, and to respect the right of religious freedom for all.  
(Complete text of Top 10 Myths attached)

(Complete text of all myths submitted is available at www.firstfreedom.org)
Top 10 Myths About Religious Freedom

Full Text

Prayer is banned in public schools. 

One of the most widely believed myths about religion in the United States is that the Supreme Court ordered prayers and the Bible out of public schools.

Children are free to engage in truly voluntary prayer either alone or with others, whether before an exam, at the beginning of the school day, or before meals.  Children may read and write about the Bible (and other sacred works) for school assignments.  The Supreme Court really prohibited schools from deciding which prayers should be given or promoting prayers, as well as teaching any particular version of the Bible. [Jeremy Gunn, Director, ACLU Program on Freedom of Religion and Belief]

The law protecting freedom of religion favors those who are religious over those who are not. 

The Constitution prevents the government from favoring religion over non-religion. The U. S. Supreme Court has held that the Establishment Clause of the Constitution means that the state and federal government may neither “force nor influence a person to go or to remain away from church against his will or force him to profess a belief or disbelief in any religion. No person can be punished for entertaining or professing religious beliefs or disbeliefs, for church attendance or non-attendance.” [Justice Sandra Day O’Connor (Retired), U.S. Supreme Court citing Everson v. Board of Education, 300 U. S. 1, 15-16 (1947)]

The First Amendment is intended to protect the government from 

religion rather than to protect religious freedom from the government.
This myth is perpetuated by the practice of speaking of the “two religion clauses” of the First Amendment. In this way, the “no establishment clause” is pitted against the “free exercise clause,” with no establishment frequently trumping free exercise. In fact, both grammatically and logically, there is one religion clause that is entirely in the service of free exercise. The no establishment provision is intended to protect, not limit, the goal of the free exercise of religion. [Richard John Neuhaus, President, Institute on Religion and Public Life] 

Separation of Church and State is clearly defined in the Constitution.

Our Founding Fathers felt that religious freedom was so important that they included it in the Bill of Rights. It clearly states that “Congress shall pass no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Beyond these words, Thomas Jefferson and other felt that the idea or intent of religious separation and freedom can be seen throughout the Constitution. What our Founding Fathers took from the lesson of human history is that three things happen when government and politicians get involved in religion: First, the rights of religious minorities are limited. Second, politicians cannot withstand the temptation to use religion as a means to their own political ends. Third, government funding of churches, synagogues, and mosques ultimately harms houses of worship by undermining their independence and by creating a public impression that they are just another bureaucratic arm of the state. When we take these three scenarios into account, it becomes inevitably clear that our Founding Fathers intended for our experiment in democracy not to be hindered by government mandated religious doctrine, but rather to be open and free. The right to worship or acknowledge any religious practice has and should continue to be protected. [Congressman Chet Edwards, U.S. House of Representatives (Texas)]

Public schools can’t recognize religious holidays

Any recognition of religious holidays in public schools must avoid stigmatizing or disparaging students from other faiths, or those who profess no religious faith.  But traditional seasonal exercises such as the singing of Christmas carols, or the display of a menorah during the holiday season are not necessarily forbidden if they do not appear to give preference to religion or to a particular faith. [Robert O’Neil, Director, Thomas Jefferson Center for the Protection of Free Expression]
America’s laws are based on the Bible.

They (Constitution founders) were Christian in that they belonged to a culture influenced by Christianity; almost all were church members in formal and official senses; some were well-read in the Bible; ALL were concerned with morals, morality, and virtue, and most believed that religion would somehow back these. They took pains to see that being a full citizen did not mean that you had to believe in someone else's book of Revelation; and that no such book should be formally privileged. These were the terms that allowed America to develop religious freedom and its religious leaders to set out to attract people. Most of them thought that "Nature's God," "Natural Law, and "Natural Reason" would suffice for debate over life in the republic, and they seemed to suggest that most people did not even need to enter into that debate in order to be full citizens. [Martin Marty, Professor Emeritus, University of Chicago Divinity School, Author, Editor, Columnist, and Pastor]

We are not allowed to display the Ten Commandments on public property.

The Ten Commandments are woven into the art and architecture of thousands of public buildings in the United States, including the U.S. Supreme Court. Only in very limited circumstances has the Court found that they must be removed. This includes when their placement was clearly designed to promote one religious view over all others. In the U.S. Supreme Court, for example, Moses sits in the center of the eat frieze holding the Ten Commandments, but to his right stands Confucius. Similarly, inside the building are depictions of law givers from Mohammad through to Napoleon Bonaparte, and including Moses. [James Standish, Executive Director, North American Religious Liberty Association]

  Religious freedom is at risk only under despotic regimes. 

  Religious freedom is also threatened in the developed world, including Europe and North America, wherever subtle pressures seek to exclude religiously serious voices from public conversation. For example, Italian politician Rocco Buttiglione, a close advisor of the late Pope John Paul II, was rejected in 2004 as a candidate for the European Minister of Justice because he upholds Roman Catholic teachings on abortion and homosexuality. Intolerance of religious views in legitimate democratic debate is also a violation of religious freedom. [John L. Allen, Jr., Vatican Correspondent, National Catholic Reporter]

The United States began as a Christian nation. 

When politicians and televangelists claim that the United States was founded as a “Christian nation,” they perpetuate a myth that has become a staple of culture-war battles over “faith and values.”  

Of course, if all they mean by “Christian nation” is that biblical principles are one source for our legal system, then they would be correct.  (Although it would be incorrect to exaggerate the biblical influences and neglect the Enlightenment and other sources of our founding.)  

And, of course, if all they mean by “Christian nation” is that many of the Founders were Christian, then, again, they would be correct.  (Although it is important to note that key founders such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams were not Christians in any orthodox sense of the term.  And others, such as George Washington, are often falsely appropriated by evangelicals.)

If, however, they are declaring that the United States was intended to be a “Christian nation” in any official sense (or in any way that formally privileges Christianity), then they are wrong – dangerously wrong.  The United States was founded as a secular nation.  God and Christianity are nowhere mentioned in the Constitution (a fact that caused considerable controversy in 1787).  And the only mention of religion in the body of the Constitution comes in Article 6 which declares that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public trust under the United States.”  This failure of the Framers to acknowledge God or to affirm the new nation as “Christian” was not an act of hostility to religion. On the contrary, the Framers were concerned to protect the independence and vitality of religion and ensure civil peace by creating a political arrangement that would guarantee freedom of conscience for people of all faiths or none.

Here is what Christian advocates of a Christian nation forget (or choose ignore):  For Roger Williams and many other early advocates of religious freedom in America, the commitment to protect liberty of conscience for everyone was a religious idea, rooted in their understanding of the Gospel.  When he founded Rhode Island with no established religion and full religious freedom, Williams argued that God created every person with “soul liberty” – the freedom to choose for or against God.  

For Roger Williams, the very idea of a “Christian nation” was blasphemous and profoundly unchristian.  This religious vision of religious freedom that first takes root in tiny Rhode Island eventually becomes the American arrangement in “no establishment” and “free exercise” under the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. [Charles C. Haynes, Director of Education Programs, First Amendment Center]

The right to religious liberty is primarily or exclusively an individual right.  

Because most people do not live their religious lives in isolation, but in community with others, religious freedom is a fundamental right of religious communities just as it is of individuals.  Religious groups have the right, for example, to establish their own doctrines and to teach them freely, to hire and train clergy, to build places of worship, to establish and enforce norms for membership in the community, and to seek to influence the laws and policies under which they live.  Like the individual right of religious freedom, the rights of religious communities are limited by the just requirements of public order. [Thomas F. Farr, Former Director, U.S. State Department Office of International Religious Freedom]

* * *

Myths about Religious Freedom

John L. Allen, Jr., Vatican Correspondent, National Catholic Reporter

MYTH:  Religious freedom is at risk only under despotic regimes with de jure restrictions on religious belief or practice.
FACT:  Religious freedom is also threatened in the developed world, including Europe and North America, wherever subtle pressures seek to exclude religiously serious voices from public conversation. For example, Italian politician Rocco Buttiglione, a close advisor of the late Pope John Paul II, was rejected in 2004 as a candidate for the European Minister of Justice because he upholds Roman Catholic teachings on abortion and homosexuality. Intolerance of religious views in legitimate democratic debate is also a violation of religious freedom.

Anonymous

MYTH:  The United States began as a Christian nation, as intended by the Founding Fathers.

FACT:  Probably the majority of people in the various states considered themselves Christian. But the founding fathers developed a constitutional form of government deriving its authority from "we the people...”, without mention of God or Christianity. The amendments in the Bill of Rights explicitly prohibited the federal government from establishing any religion, or making religion a test for holding public office. 

MYTH:  America has always been free in religious terms, unlike the European shores from which the early settlers came.
FACT:  Some early colonies had forms of theocracy that excluded other religious groups and severely punished their followers. In the Puritan Massachusetts Colony, for example, Baptists were flogged, and Quakers even executed. 
MYTH:  The concept of the separation of church and state is not in the Constitution, and judicial support for it gets in the way of the full expression of religious freedom.
FACT:  While the phrase itself is not found in the Constitution, the religious clauses of the First Amendment enshrine the principle. Over the decades, court decisions have shown that it is that concept that protects free religious expression, particularly for minority faiths. It stands as the very foundation of American religious liberty.
MYTH:  Decisions by the courts in recent decades have curtailed religious freedom in the public schools, and thus contributed fundamentally to the moral decline of America.
FACT:  Students in public schools have not lost their religious freedom: they may pray individually or in groups, form religious clubs and publications, express religious views in their school assignments, and wear religious messages on their clothing. What the courts have precluded is state- or school-district-sponsored prayer or religious activity, which would put government in the business of "establishing" a particular form of religion to the detriment of others.
Victoria Cobb, Executive Director, the Family Foundation of Virginia

MYTH: Thomas Jefferson’s statement regarding “separation of church and state,” included in his letter to the Danbury Baptists, is the authoritative definition of the relationship between government and the church.

FACT: Thomas Jefferson’s words came in response to the Danbury Baptists, who had concerns that a state church was going to be established. Jefferson’s words were intended to absolve the fears of this one group. His letter was not intended to be a legal analysis of the First Amendment. In fact, Jefferson didn’t even attend the Constitutional Convention where the First Amendment was penned. 

Jefferson’s words have since been idolized as legal tenant, instead of being recognized as simple words of assurance to a small sect that their practice of faith would not be hindered by the establishment of a state church.

Congressman Chet Edwards, U.S. House of Representatives (Texas)

MYTH: The separation of church and state is not specifically stated or included in the Constitution. 
FACT:  Our Founding Fathers felt that religious freedom was so important that they included it in the Bill of Rights. It clearly states that “Congress shall pass no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” Beyond these words, Thomas Jefferson and other felt that the idea or intent of religious separation and freedom can be seen throughout the Constitution. What our Founding Fathers took from the lesson of human history is that three things happen when government and politicians get involved in religion: First, the rights of religious minorities are limited. Second, politicians cannot withstand the temptation to use religion as a means to their own political ends. Third, government funding of churches, synagogues, and mosques ultimately harms houses of worship by undermining their independence and by creating a public impression that they are just another bureaucratic arm of the state. When we take these three scenarios into account, it becomes inevitably clear that our Founding Fathers intended for our experiment in democracy not to be hindered by government mandated religious doctrine, but rather to be open and free. The right to worship or acknowledge any religious practice has and should continue to be protected.

MYTH:  Our country was founded on religion and our government should recognize it.
FACT:  We have seen many incarnations of this belief, such as displaying the Ten Commandments in public courthouses and public schools. It is important to ask ourselves, do we want politicians deciding what religious doctrine will be displayed and revered in public places? This is a dangerous trend that I hope we never see popularized or enforced anywhere, either all religions including Islamic militants, Wiccans, the Church of the Creator, and others will be allowed to display their religious beliefs on public buildings or we uphold what James Madison included in the Bill of Rights and leave government establishment of certain religions over another out of the equation. It is our duty to recognize this separation and to ensure that it continues to be upheld.

Thomas F. Farr, Former Director, U.S. State Department Office of International Religious Freedom
MYTH:  Religious freedom is primarily or exclusively a privacy right, involving interior actions (freedom of conscience) or non-public actions (freedom of worship).

FACT:  The right to religious freedom certainly contains interior and private dimensions that are foundational to its meaning.  Indeed, the interior right of conscience (to believe or not) is the only aspect of religious freedom that can be said to be absolute, utterly beyond the reach of any human agency, especially the state.

But the right to religious liberty also has public dimensions that are equally vital to human flourishing.  In this sense religious freedom can usefully be understood as an immunity from coercion in civil society, and it includes such public rights as freedom to manifest one’s religious beliefs, to persuade others of the truth of one’s beliefs, or to bring religiously-informed moral judgments to the public square in an attempt to influence the political arrangements (laws, policies, regulations) under which we order our lives together.  Unlike the interior right of conscience, public religious rights are limited by the just requirements of public order (justice, public morality and the fundamental rights of others).  

MYTH:  The right to religious liberty is primarily or exclusively an individual right.  

FACT:  Because most people do not live their religious lives in isolation, but in community with others, religious freedom is a fundamental right of religious communities just as it is of individuals.  Religious groups have the right, for example, to establish their own doctrines and to teach them freely, to hire and train clergy, to build places of worship, to establish and enforce norms for membership in the community, and to seek to influence the laws and policies under which they live.  Like the individual right of religious freedom, the rights of religious communities are limited by the just requirements of public order.

MYTH:   The religion clauses of the Constitution’s First Amendment establish a wall of separation between religion and state that was intended by the founding generation to protect American society against the divisiveness and judgmentalism of religion.

FACT:   The Founders did understand the divisiveness of religion, but they also appreciated its power and value for American Democracy.  The First Amendment was an ingenious attempt to discourage division while at the same time nourishing and protecting the religious impulse – the natural desire to find God and to live in accord with the duties that ensue.  The Founders did not attempt to privatize or marginalize religious belief and practice because both were deemed utterly necessary to the health of the American democratic experiment.  

Consider the text of the religion clauses of the First Amendment:  “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”

The Founders were designating the “free exercise of religion” as the first of the freedoms to be protected in the Bill of Rights, and banning the establishment of religion at the federal level.

The designation and protection of “free exercise” was unprecedented in world history.  It was designed to nourish and encourage the natural human enterprises of religious devotion and the application of religiously informed moral judgments to the tasks of governing and to civil society.  James Madison wrote that each of us has rights that flow from the duty we owe God, who creates and governs all that is.   “This duty,” wrote the father of the Constitution “is precedent, both in order of time and degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society.  Before any man can be considered as a member of Civil Society, he must be considered as a subject of the Governor of the Universe.  

But, Madison agued, fulfilling one’s obligation to God requires freedom of will and intellect, and the exclusion of coercion in the civil order.  “The Duty which we owe our Creator, and the manner of our discharging it, can be governed only by Reason and Conviction, not by Compulsion or Violence; and therefore all men are equally entitled to the full and free exercise of it according to the dictates of conscience, unpunished and unrestrained by the Magistrate….”  Here, then, in man’s duty to God, lay his natural right to religious freedom.  

The ban on establishment, which is often taken as the basis for the “wall of separation,” had two purposes:  the first was to ensure there was no national Church of America, akin to the Church of England, with paid clergy and government endorsed religious belief.  The second was to permit religious establishments at the state level.  Madison would have preferred to forbid state establishments as well, but they disappeared by the 1830s, not through action by the courts but – as the constitution intended – by the actions of citizens through their elected state legislatures. 

Richard Foltin, Legislative Director, American Jewish Committee

MYTH:  The Myth of the Judeo-Christian Tradition

FACT:  The term “Judeo-Christian tradition” is short-hand for the notion of a body of concepts and values held in common by Judaism and Christianity.  The phrase gained popular currency beginning in the 1940s as an expression of American commitment to religious tolerance, thereby serving a (to be sure, laudable) political, as opposed to theological, purpose.  While rabbinic luminaries have held over the centuries that there is a special commonality and ethical vision between Christianity and Judaism born out of the former’s roots in the Hebrew Bible, the use of the term “Judeo-Christian tradition” implies even greater communalities between these two world faiths than actually exist.  Not least, reference to such a “tradition,” as opposed to recognition of certain commonalities (commonalities that may also be found between Judaism and yet another Abrahamic faith, Islam) tends to elide substantial and fundamental differences not only as to the identity and nature of the Messiah but as to human nature itself.

MYTH:   The Myth of “Secular Humanism”

FACT:   The claim is often heard that public school curricula promote a religion called “secular humanism” and, in doing so, ostensibly inhibit the practice of Christianity.  But the putative “secular humanist” religion, as that term is used by those raising this claim, signifies nothing more (or less) than the failure of the public schools to teach a particular form of Christianity.  It is antithetical to the separation of church and state to expect that public schools remove from the curriculum all teachings or textbooks that are inconsistent with particular religious views.  The acceptance of such an approach would, in the end, lead to the dismantling of the entire system of public education, because it would be impossible for school boards to decide to promote any values or even to convey any information without being subject to attack from some religious group or another.

Jeremy Gunn, Director, ACLU Program on Freedom of Religion and Belief
MYTH:  Religion in the Public Square in Under Attack

FACT:  Religion has always played an important role in the public square in America.  Television and radio continually broadcast sermons, Bible readings, and sacred music.  Newspapers, bestselling books, and the media are filled with discussions of religion.  Churches and religious symbols are publicly visible throughout America.  People preach in public places and people wear religious symbols in public.  All of these are important manifestations of religion in the public square and no one is trying to take them away.

Some people, however, are alarmed by reported attempts “to remove religion from the public square.”  Much of the concern comes, however, from a rather serious confusion about the different meanings of “public.”  All of the examples above are very much “public” and are very much safely protected by the Constitution.  The disagreement in America is not really about “religion in the public square” - but rather “the role of the government in promoting religion.”  Many Americans who believe that religion plays an important public role also believe that the government should use taxpayer funds to finance, endorse, or promote particular religious beliefs.  So the disagreement is not about “religion in the public square – this is a myth – but what role the government should play in promoting religions.  
MYTH: Prayer and Bible in the Public Schools

FACT:  One of the most widely believed myths about religion in the United States is that the Supreme Court ordered prayers and the Bible out of public schools.  The two Supreme Court decisions, Engel v. Vitale (1962) (prayer) and Abingdon Township v. Schempp (1963) (Bible reading) said no such thing.  Children are free to engage in truly voluntary prayer either alone or with others, whether before an exam, at the beginning of the school day, or before meals.  Children may read and write about the Bible (and other sacred works) for school assignments.  The Supreme Court really prohibited schools from deciding which prayers should be given or promoting prayers, as well as teaching any particular version of the Bible (e.g., Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, Evangelical, Jehovah’s Witness) as if it were the true Bible.  

Charles C. Haynes, Director of Education Programs, First Amendment Center

MYTH:  “Separation of church and state” is not in the Constitution.

FACT:  The so-called “myth of separation” is itself a myth.  It is true that the phrase “separation of church and state” does not appear in the text of the U.S. Constitution.  But the principle of separation is not only in the Constitution, it is a cornerstone of the constitutional guarantee of religious freedom.  As interpreted by the U.S. Supreme Court, the opening words of the First Amendment – “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion…” – prohibit government from endorsing one religion over others or religion over non-religion.  

James Madison, the primary drafter of the First Amendment, believed that full religious freedom (or freedom of conscience) is only possible in a society committed to both “no establishment” and “free exercise” – the two, inseparable principles that define religious freedom in the United States.  Many historians recognize that this definition of religious freedom is one of America’s greatest gifts to world civilization.

Unfortunately, some advocates of strict separation have given “separation of church and state” a bad name by calling for the removal of all vestiges  of religion from public life in the name of the First Amendment.  This misuse of the principle has fueled attacks on the metaphor of “separation” by religious conservatives (many from denominations that fought long and hard for separation in the 18th century).  The Williamsburg Charter, signed in 1988 by some 200 American leaders, sought to correct the misunderstanding of the principle with these words:  “The No Establishment clause separates Church from State, but not religion from politics or public life.  It prevents the confusion of religion and government which has been a leading source of repression and coercion throughout history.”

In order to sustain the American experiment in religious freedom, it is imperative that the American people understand and affirm “separation of church and state” as a guiding principle and essential condition for religious liberty in the United States.

MYTH:  America is a Christian nation.

FACT:  When politicians and televangelists claim that the United States was founded as a “Christian nation,” they perpetuate a myth that has become a staple of culture-war battles over “faith and values.”  

Of course, if all they mean by “Christian nation” is that biblical principles are one source for our legal system, then they would be correct.  (Although it would be incorrect to exaggerate the biblical influences and neglect the Enlightenment and other sources of our founding.)  

And, of course, if all they mean by “Christian nation” is that many of the Founders were Christian, then, again, they would be correct.  (Although it is important to note that key founders such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams were not Christians in any orthodox sense of the term.  And others, such as George Washington, are often falsely appropriated by evangelicals.)

If, however, they are declaring that the United States was intended to be a “Christian nation” in any official sense (or in any way that formally privileges Christianity), then they are wrong – dangerously wrong.  The United States was founded as a secular nation.  God and Christianity are nowhere mentioned in the Constitution (a fact that caused considerable controversy in 1787).  And the only mention of religion in the body of the Constitution comes in Article 6 which declares that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public trust under the United States.”  This failure of the Framers to acknowledge God or to affirm the new nation as “Christian” was not an act of hostility to religion. On the contrary, the Framers were concerned to protect the independence and vitality of religion and ensure civil peace by creating a political arrangement that would guarantee freedom of conscience for people of all faiths or none.

Here is what Christian advocates of a Christian nation forget (or choose ignore):  For Roger Williams and many other early advocates of religious freedom in America, the commitment to protect liberty of conscience for everyone was a religious idea, rooted in their understanding of the Gospel.  When he founded Rhode Island with no established religion and full religious freedom, Williams argued that God created every person with “soul liberty” – the freedom to choose for or against God.  

For Roger Williams, the very idea of a “Christian nation” was blasphemous and profoundly unchristian.  This religious vision of religious freedom that first takes root in tiny Rhode Island eventually becomes the American arrangement in “no establishment” and “free exercise” under the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

David L. Holmes, Professor of Religion, The College of William & Mary
MYTH:  At some point in the twentieth century, many Americans came to believe that Maryland was a Roman Catholic colony in inception and population.  Assisted by entries in both public and parochial schoolbooks, many believed that Maryland’s Roman Catholics generously offered religious freedom to non-Catholics.  In addition, they believed that the famous “Act Concerning Religion” (also known as the “Maryland Toleration Act”) passed by Maryland’s legislature in 1649 was the world’s pioneering act of religious freedom.

FACT:  Maryland was established both as a place where Roman Catholics could worship freely and as a business venture.  An English king and Parliament approved its charter, making equality for Anglicans obligatory.  Roman Catholics dominated for only a short period.

A mostly Protestant legislature passed the Act.  Granting religious rights only to Trinitarian Christians and imposing fines, whipping, or imprisonment on blasphemers, it allowed only for religious toleration.  During the eighteenth century, Maryland restricted the religious activities of some groups.  True, the Toleration Act represented a major advance, but genuine religious freedom did not come to the United States until after the Revolution.

Daniel Mach, Senior Staff Attorney, ACLU, Program on Freedom of Religion and Belief.

MYTH:  The Ten Commandments are the foundation of American law and government.

FACT:  Even if there were a universally accepted version of the Ten Commandments (notwithstanding the differences among, for example, the Jewish, Protestant, Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox versions), the Decalogue is not the foundation of American law and government.  The Ten Commandments are not codified in any federal, state, or local legal system in the United States.  At most, only three of the Commandments – the prohibitions on murder, theft, and bearing false witness—appear in our laws, and those basic rules exist in every legal system in the world, including in countries with no Judeo-Christian heritage.  Indeed, many of the Commandments would, if enacted into secular law, violate some of our most cherished constitutional principles (e.g., the Commandment to have no other gods).  The Ten Commandments are not mentioned in the Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, or any other foundational document in American history.  And prior to Cecil B. DeMille’s promotion of his famous film, there was no significant history of governmental displays of freestanding Ten Commandments monuments in this country. 
Ronald Boyd MacMillan, Author, Faith the Endures: The Essential Guide to the Persecuted Church Today (2006)
MYTH:  In the Middle East, the myth is that “Christianity is a foreign religion, a Trojan horse for pro-Israel, pro-American forces.” 

FACT:  In countries such as Egypt and in the Palestinian Authority, Christian leaders feel it is necessary to be extra forceful in their condemnation of Israel and the United States, because, as one Coptic Bishop put it, “otherwise they will think we are anti-Muslim.” Yet this is the very soil in which Christianity was born and first flourished.
MYTH:  In the Asian subcontinent, the myth is that “Christianity only grows through unethical or forced conversion, and wants to take over our countries by stealth.”

FACT:  This is the cry of the Hindu extremist in India and the Buddhist nationalist in Sri Lanka. But the fact is that it is Christianity’s growth among the poorest segments of the population that threatens the extremist agenda. In India for example, over 60% of the 30 million plus Christian population has come from the so called “Dalit” community – the low caste and untouchables, who must do the dirty jobs in society that the high caste groups cannot do, lest the system collapse. It is easier to claim these groups have been tempted away “unethically” than to admit that a rival religion empowers the poor better.
MYTH:  In those countries where the Marxist ideology still lingers, such as China, North Korea, Vietnam and parts of Latin America and Africa, the myth – now a little long in the tooth – remains this: “Christianity is for weaklings who can’t face the world on its own terms, and need crutches of illusion to get by.”

FACT:  In a county like China for example, this can manifest in a government fear of organized house groups in the countryside because, as one official was overheard to say, “The peasants will harm themselves and create social instability through foolish messiah seeking.” In reality, those who turn to Christianity in totalitarian societies show great strength in confronting a hostile government, this giving the lie to the “weakling idea”.

MYTH:  In the West, the myth is that “Christianity is intolerant, anti-scientific, and best kept out of public life completely.”

FACT:  The view is an essential misunderstanding of the history of democracy and of the nature of belief. Democracy never initially excluded religious viewpoints from public discourse, but welcomed their role in forming moral codes. All beliefs, of whatever hue, find expression in their behavior, so to outlaw Christianity in public life is to allow only atheistic views to flourish publicity - a stealth move of staggering intolerance.

MYTH:  Religion is dangerous when people take it really seriously and results in most religious people having a dark agenda to replace democracy with theocracy.
FACT:  The myth is, for starters, logically inept. It is like saying, “most agnostics are anarchists.” Every viewpoint, whether theistic or atheistic – has lunatic fringes. However, no one would pretend that lunacy was the norm. Secondly, the myth is historically ignorant. Christianity, for example, has never been a threat to democracy; rather, it is its fountainhead. The separation of powers principle at the heart of the American constitution comes from a group of men who reflected a Calvinistic conception of sin, which taught that unchecked power should never be handed to any sinful person, or they will become oppressive to others. Thirdly, the myth is politically unsophisticated. Religious liberty was always understood to forswear the state to neutrality between religious traditions, not to purge all religion from public life. All people are needed in strengthening democracy. To alienate the majority, who have faith, is disastrous to the unity and coherence of any nation. Otherwise, we get the ridiculous situation that G. K. Chesterton bemoaned as far back as 1930, “Religious liberty might be supposed to mean that everybody is free to discuss religion. In practice, it means that hardly anybody is allowed to mention it.”

Martin Marty, Professor Emeritus, University of Chicago Divinity School, Author, Editor, Columnist, and Pastor

MYTH:  The Constitutional founders thought laws and practices needed to be grounded in the Bible.
FACT:  They were Christian in that they belonged to a culture influenced by Christianity; almost all were church members in formal and official senses; some were well-read in the Bible; ALL were concerned with morals, morality, and virtue, and most believed that religion would somehow back these. They took pains to see that being a full citizen did not mean that you had to believe in someone else's book of Revelation; and that no such book should be formally privileged. These were the terms that allowed America to develop religious freedom and its religious leaders to set out to attract people. Most of them thought that "Nature's God," "Natural Law, and "Natural Reason" would suffice for debate over life in the republic, and they seemed to suggest that most people did not even need to enter into that debate in order to be full citizens.

Rob Moll, Online Assistant Editor, Christianity Today International

MYTH:  The separation of belief and practice is required.
FACT:  Religious freedom is only partly the liberty to hold specific beliefs. Perhaps more importantly, it is the freedom to act according to those beliefs. In California, Catholic Charities have been required to pay for contraception for employees. In Massachusetts, they have been required to place children without parents in the homes of same-sex partners. 

In both cases, Catholics were forbidden from acting out of their religious imperative to help others and maintain their standards of moral behavior. The free exercise of religion requires both the freedom to believe and to act on those beliefs.
Richard John Neuhaus, President, Institute on Religion and Public Life

MYTH: The First Amendment is intended to protect the government from religion rather than to protect religious freedom from the government.

FACT: This myth is perpetuated by the practice of speaking of the “two religion clauses” of the First Amendment. In this way, the “no establishment clause” is pitted against the “free exercise clause,” with no establishment frequently trumping free exercise. In fact, both grammatically and logically, there is one religion clause that is entirely in the service of free exercise. The no establishment provision is intended to protect, not limit, the goal of the free exercise of religion. 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, (Retired), U.S. Supreme Court
MYTH:  The law protecting freedom of religion favors those who are religious over those who are not. 

FACT:  The Constitution prevents the government from favoring religion over non-religion. The U. S. Supreme Court has held that the Establishment Clause of the Constitution means that the state and federal government may neither “force nor influence a person to go or to remain away from church against his will or force him to profess a belief or disbelief in any religion. No person can be punished for entertaining or professing religious beliefs or disbeliefs, for church attendance or non-attendance.” Everson v. Board of Education, 300 U. S. 1, 15-16 (1947).
Robert O’Neil, Director, Thomas Jefferson Center for the Protection of Free Expression
MYTH: You cannot ever display the Ten Commandments on Public Property.
FACT:  The U.S. Supreme Court recently ruled that some such visible public displays are constitutionally permissible, while others are not (the Justices split the difference in two cases).  The outcome depends on such factors as the purpose for which the display was given to the governmental body that displays it, and the context within which the Ten Commandments appears. 

MYTH:  Public school students cannot study about the Bible of read scripture.
FACT:  In 1963 the Supreme Court (in striking down “devotional” use of the Bible in public schools, also made clear that “the Bible is worthy of study for its literary and historic qualities.”  Thus, added the Court’s majority, nothing in its ruling “indicates that such study of the Bible or of religion, when presented objectively as part of a secular program of education, may not be affected consistently with the First Amendment.”  No later decision has questioned this conclusion.

MYTH: Free Exercise of Religion Means Only Worship.
FACT:  The Free Exercise Clause of the First Amendment has been held to protect religious activities and practices other than core worship – keeping children out of schools on religious grounds, refusing to work on one’s Sabbath, and other practices.   On the other hand, not all aspects of worship are necessarily protected – for example, the handling of poisonous snakes at the core of certain religious services may be forbidden on safety grounds.  

MYTH: You can’t have a Nativity Scene at Christmas time, even on your own lawn.

FACT:  Apart from certain zoning laws restricting displays that would endanger traffic or create a public nuisance, what one places on his or her own lawn is generally beyond the power of government.  Whether such displays are permissible even on public premises is a difficult and complex issue, depending on the context within which such a display appears, and the apparent public purpose or mission behind it.

MYTH: Public schools can’t officially recognize Christmas or Hanukkah.
FACT:  Any recognition of religious holidays in public schools must avoid stigmatizing or disparaging students from other faiths, or those who profess no religious faith.  But traditional seasonal exercises such as the singing of Christmas carols, or the display of a menorah during the holiday season are not necessarily forbidden if they do not appear to give preference to religion or to a particular faith.

MYTH: Public schools and government offices can’t officially close for Good Friday.
FACT: Although such a closing for religious reasons – expressly to facilitate worship or religious observance – would be suspect, many government offices and schools do close for all or part of Good Friday for other reasons. For example, a public employee union may have negotiated that day as a paid holiday, or officials may conclude that few students or employees would attend on that day, and accordingly decided to “go with the flow” and close.

MYTH: Clergy may not deliver invocations at state university graduations.
FACT:  While it is true that the Supreme Court invalidated clergy-delivered invocations and benedictions at high school graduations, several lower courts have ruled quite differently at the college level.  These decisions have stressed such factors as the greater maturity of post-secondary the students, the more clearly optional nature of the ceremony, and the lesser potential of such clergy presence for any impression of proselytizing. 

Alan Sears, President, CEO, and General Counsel, Alliance Defense Fund
MYTH:  The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution demands a “high and impregnable wall” of separation between church and state.

FACT:  No such language appears in the U.S. Constitution.  What the framers meant was that the federal government was prohibited from establishing a national church.  They didn’t mean that the government could censor public religious expression or deny churches and religious organizations equal access to public facilities.  Last year, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit wrote:  “This extra constitutional construct has grown tiresome.  The First Amendment does not demand a wall of separation between church and state.”
MYTH:  Government funds cannot be used to assist the work of religious charities.
FACT:  The government can fund a smorgasbord of programs – both religious and non-religious.  It does not have to limit the distribution of funds to “content-neutral” programs.  Religious charities have the same right to government funding for their public assistance programs as non-religious charities do.

MYTH:  Churches cannot distribute voters’ guides or allow petitions to be circulated on church property.  

FACT:  Churches are free to allow non-partisan voters’ guides and petition circulation on church property.  Pastors are also free to preach on moral issues.   What churches cannot do is endorse a particular political candidate or party.  The Supreme Court has said:  “Adherents of particular faiths and individual churches frequently take strong positions on public issues including…vigorous advocacy of legal and constitutional positions.  Of course, churches have as much rights as secular bodies...” (Walz v. Tax Commission, 397 U.S. 664,670 (1969)).
Chris Seiple, President, Institute for Global Engagement

Myth:  Religious freedom is a key component of America’s counterterrorism strategy. 
Fact: While the 2006 National Security Strategy does well to highlight the importance of religious freedom, it does not describe how it might be strategically and operationally integrated into the planning and implementation of national counterterrorism policy. Simply, religious freedom is still viewed as just a human right, and not as an effective counterterrorism tool. Enabling religious freedom worldwide in a manner consistent with local culture and rule of law is the only preemptive strategy that simultaneously deters, denies, and interdicts terrorist recruiting. 

Mark Silk, Director, The Leonard E. Greenburg Center
MYTH:  The First Amendment permits public officials such as judges and teachers to express their religious convictions and advocate for them in the conduct of their official duties.
FACT:  This is not protected religious expression but rather state promotion of religion; and it is prohibited by the Establishment Clause.
James D. Standish, Executive Director, North American Religious Liberty Association

MYTH:  “Separation of Church & State” has a fixed meaning.
FACT:  The 18th Century gave rise to three competing models of church-state separation. All three reject the historic combination of a particular religious denomination and state, but each does so in a distinct manner. The first model is a de facto established of Christianity writ large with toleration for other faiths. Patrick Henry might be considered a principle champion of this model. A second model advocated a more complete disestablishment – including an end to any state funding of religious activities – but retained a place for religious deistic expressions in the public sphere. Thomas Jefferson and James Madison can be considered principle supporters of this model. The final model embraces the absolute separation of church and state, including the expulsion of any religious expression from the public square. It further embraces the belief that religion itself is a threat to civil society. The French Revolution provides the best expression of this model in action. Today the expression “separation of church and state” is used widely to refer to all three of these models. Not surprisingly, this causes confusion.

MYTH:   The Founding Fathers had a single “Original Intent.”
FACT:   Just as our leaders today, the Founding Fathers of the United States came from diverse religious and political perspectives. Not surprisingly, they also differed on precisely how church and state should relate in the United States and therefore how the First Amendment religion provisions should be interpreted. As a result, it is a fallacy to speak of a singular “original intent” of the framers and ratifiers of the First Amendment. Rather, we must recognize the diversity of views at the time of the framing, and simultaneously recognize that the views of Jefferson and Madison must be given disproportionate weight in light of their disproportionate influence in the area. 
MYTH: The Constitution of the United States is based on the Bible.
FACT: The Constitution is a secular document designed for the establishment of a republic with a bicameral legislature, an elected executive and an independent judiciary. The Constitution is based on the political and philosophical ideas of the Enlightenment, and draws on modes of government ranging from the ancient Greek and Roman models to aspects of the British Parliament. While the Bible contains a wealth of knowledge and spiritual insights, nowhere does it lay out a model of government that resembles the government established in the United States Constitution.

MYTH: People of faith are persecuted in America today.
FACT: Persecution includes imprisonment, torture, rape and death. Many believers from a variety of faiths face just such persecution on a daily basis around our world. While there are some problems of discrimination against religious groups in America, including in the workplace, in educational facilities, and in the media, nothing Americans experience today comes close to the religious persecution millions experience around the world.  Those who claim people of faith are "persecuted" in the U.S., therefore, dilute the meaning of the word and distract from the fearful persecution many believers experience on a daily basis.

MYTH:  America’s laws are based on the Ten Commandments.
FACT: Of the Ten Commandments, only three are regularly enforced as law in the United States: the ban on murder, the ban on theft and in very particular circumstances, the ban on bearing false witness. All three of these concepts can be found in virtually every legal code throughout history, including civilizations whose religious teachings do not include the Ten Commandments. It is therefore difficult to make the case that even in these three areas, U.S. law derived from the Ten Commandments rather from the numerous legal sources traditions that American law draws upon (including British, Roman, Celtic, Saxon and Norman law). The other seven Commandments are not enforced by the U.S. Government, including the ban on “idols” (Second Commandment), the ban on “blaspheme” (Third Commandment), the ban on putting other gods before God (First Commandment), the ban on breaking the Sabbath (Fourth Commandment), the ban on adultery (Sixth Commandment) and the ban on coveting (Tenth Commandment). To find nations with civil codes that ban idolatry, blaspheme, adultery and other religious offenses, one would have to go to Iran or Saudi Arabia – not the United States. Further, the vast bulk of U.S. law, from regulation of food and drugs through to our tax code, have no direct relation to the Ten Commandments.
MYTH:  Prayer is banned in public schools.

FACT:  Students are free to pray in American public schools. They can even operate Bible clubs and have prayer meetings under the same conditions as other clubs and student gatherings. The ban on prayer only extends to very particular circumstances, including public school teaches praying in the classroom. This is not due to hostility towards religion, but rather respect towards the religious diversity of students and the need for government to remain neutral towards religion.
MYTH:  The Ten Commandments were removed from America’s public buildings.
FACT:   The Ten Commandments are woven into the art and architecture of thousands of public buildings in the United States, including the U.S. Supreme Court. Only in very limited circumstances has the Court found that they must be removed. This includes when their placement was clearly designed to promote one religious view over all others. In the U.S. Supreme Court, for example, Moses sits in the center of the eat frieze holding the Ten Commandments, but to his right stands Confucius. Similarly, inside the building are depictions of law givers from Mohammad through to Napoleon Bonaparte, and including Moses.
MYTH:   Government endorsement of religion will create a more pious populace.
FACT:  It is difficult to correlate government support for religion and authentic expressions of faith. In Europe many nations have religion heavily woven into public life and yet religious observance is relatively low. In England, for example, religious schools receive government funding, churches receive government funding, and many public events – including the crowning of monarchs – occur in churches. Nevertheless, attendance at houses of worship is much higher in the U.S.

MYTH:   Morality cannot be legislated.
FACT:   Virtually all laws have a moral impact, from laws banning the immorality of murder through to laws regarding the morality of redistributing resources to ensure our poor and elderly have access to the basic necessities of life. Not only can you legislate morality, you cannot help but legislate morality. Therefore, the question is not whether morality can be legislated, but rather whose morality will be legislated and to what extent. Our Constitution shields a limited number of areas from majority opinions, including the right to religious liberty and freedom of speech. Outside of these, the moral values of the populace as expressed through their representatives determine the topography of American law.
MYTH:   Secularism is neutrality.
FACT:  Secularism is not neutrality, but rather a form of faith that can be equally dogmatic and intolerant as the worst examples of religious bigotry (see, e.g., the Soviet Union, China during the Cultural Revolution, North Korea, French revolution). Rather than attempting to create neutrality through the imposition of secularism, neutrality in the best of the American tradition is established when all faiths and all forms of secularism are treated with equal respect by the government, and where all Americans in all settings are free to express their beliefs and practice their faith without interference from the government.
MYTH:  Religious fundamentalism is violent.
FACT:   “Religious fundamentalism” is a term that is frequently equated with violence in the mass media. But there is no ready connection between religious fundamentalism and violence. Rather, “fundamentalism” refers to a literal interpretation of Holy Scriptures and a strict adherence to that interpretation. The “peace churches” (Quakers, Mennonites, etc.), who refuse to serve in the armed services are examples of a branch of fundamentalism in that they literally apply the ban on killing in the Ten Commandments to all circumstances of life. Similarly, most evangelical Christians, Orthodox Jews, and observant Muslims would be considered “fundamentalist” even though the overwhelming majority do not support and are not involved in violence.
Lucas Swaine, Assistant Professor and Rockefeller Faculty Scholar, Department of Government, Dartmouth College
MYTH:  The Puritan Bay Colony was the birthplace of religious freedom in America.
FACT:  The Puritans were strict and intolerant, severely punishing dissenters and nonconformists. The real beginnings of religious liberty and toleration came with Roger Williams’s settlement of Providence, on Narragansett Bay, in 1636. The Providence and Rhode Island Plantations grew to become a place that honored the value of liberty of conscience, and a safe destination for Quakers, Jews, and other nonconformists in early America.
