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The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom: To amend or not to amend?

Seventh annual Mattox Debate to discuss the place of public prayer in Virginia law

RICHMOND, Va. (January 19, 2006) – After 220 years, should America’s first law protecting the free practice of religion be amended to allow for public displays of religion and school prayer?  Virginia Del.  Charles Carrico (R-Grayson) and state Sen. John Edwards (D-Roanoke) will address that topic during the seventh annual Mattox DebateJan. 26 at 6 p.m. in the Moot Court room at the University of Richmond School of Law.   

“Prayer in school in an issue about which there are many different views, and more importantly, many misconceptions,” said Isabelle Kinnard, education director at the Council for America’s First Freedom.  “This debate will present the public with an opportunity to hear two sides of the debate waged in the General Assembly last session and gain a clearer understanding of the issues.”  
In a time of nation building, Thomas Jefferson wrote the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom to speak to the issue of an established church and intolerance for religious differences.  Under the sponsorship of James Madison, the statute became a part of the Virginia Constitution in 1786, declaring no establishment in matters of religion.  It later formed the template for Madison’s own language in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

“The implications of the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, both now and then, stretch far beyond a guarantee allowing us to practice what we believe,” said Kris Henderson, associate dean of the  university’s law school.  “It also protects citizens from the beliefs of others.  It goes to the heart of the first amendment, encouraging individuality and the free exchange of thought.”  

In 2005, amidst conversations about the public display of the Ten Commandments in government buildings, Carrico introduced House Resolution 537, a proposal to amend the Virginia Statute.  Carrico’s bill, patterned after similar national proposals, declared that “…people’s right to pray and to recognize their religious beliefs, heritage and traditions on public property, including public schools, shall not be infringed… .”

The ensuing discussion of Carrico’s bill explored the place of religious expression in public places, including the rights to pray, wear religious clothing, display religious emblems and share religious faith in schools.  Supporters of the bill argued that this action was necessary to protect the right of Christians, who were routinely silenced under current law.  Critics argued that the venerable statute did not need updating and that changes would only result in other First Amendment challenges.  Though  H.R. 537 ultimately failed in the Senate, the topic remains a current and controversial issue among citizens and state and national leaders.  

Co-sponsored by the University of Richmond School of Law, the Council for America’s First Freedom and the university Chaplaincy’s diversity project “A More Perfect Union,” the debate and reception following are free and open to the public.  Please RSVP by calling (804) 287-6463.

#  #  #

About the Annual Mattox Debate:

Hosted by the University of Richmond School of Law, the Mattox Debate is held annually to encourage discussion on issues pertaining to religious freedom.  The event is named after Richmond alumnus Conrad B. Mattox for his distinguished career in Virginia law.  Mattox received his B.A. and M.A. from the  university in 1949 and earned his J.D. in 1951, making him the first person to receive three degrees from Richmond.  Mattox began his distinguished career in law as a law school librarian from 1951-52.  He served as city attorney in Warwick, Va.,  from 1952-56, as senior assistant attorney in Richmond from 1956-64, and as  Richmond’s city attorney from 1964 until retirement in 1981.  Among his many additional accomplishments, Mattox served as president of the Richmond Bar Association in 1980 and as president of the National Institute of Municipal Law Officers from 1976-77.  

About the University of Richmond School of Law:
The University of Richmond School of Law was established in 1870. With about 400 students currenly enrolled, the program is fully accredited and a member of the Association of American Law Schools. The law school is also on the approved lists of the American Bar Association and Virginia State Board of Bar Examiners. A law degree from Richmond qualifies graduates to seek admission to the bar in any state, plus the District of Columbia. 
About the Council for America’s First Freedom:

The Council for America’s First Freedom is a 501(c)(3) organization based in Richmond, Va., that provides educational programs, materials and information about religious freedom as an American historical development, as a contemporary controversy and as an international human rights issue.  For more information, please visit www.firstfreedom.org.
About A More Perfect Union:

A More Perfect Union (AMPU) is a collaborative human rights organization combating new and emerging forms of bias directed toward Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians in the U.S. Based in Virginia at the University of Richmond, AMPU fights bias through education in K-12 schools, on college campuses, in community clubs, places of worship and through the media. For more information, visit www.amoreperfectunion.info.  [Gretchen’s post is vacant.]

Biographical Information

Charles “Bill” W. Carrico Sr. was elected to the House of Delegates in 2001.  He serves  on the Transportation, Education and Militia, Police and Public Safety committees.  Carrico was a senior trooper with the Virginia State Police from 1985-2000.  He received his certificate of law enforcement from the Virginia State Police Academy and attended Virginia Highlands Community College for a certificate in drafting and general studies in engineering.  Carrico is a member of the State Police Association and the Galax Fraternal Order of Police.  

John S. Edwards graduated from Princeton University and the University of Virginia Law School.  In 1980, President Carter appointed him U.S. attorney for the western district of Virginia.  In November 1993, he was appointed to fill a vacancy on the Roanoke City Council and in May 1974 was elected to a four-year term as vice-mayor.  In November 1995, he won  the 21st district seat in the Virginia Senateand was re-elected in 1999 and 2003.  Edwards serves on the Virginia Board of Veterans Services and the Virginia War Memorial Foundation.  
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