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RALEIGH, N.C. (AP) —
Bolstered by a recent U.S.
Supreme Court decision
not to intervene in a case
involving prayer at govern-
ment meetings, the North
Carolina chapter of  the
American Civil Liberties
Union warned the General
Assembly Thursday to cur-
tail religion-specific invoca-
tions at its sessions.

“We recommend that you
adopt a policy to ensure that
the NCGA halts the practice
of  opening sessions with
sectarian invocations,” Katy
Parker, the group’s legal di-
rector, wrote in a letter to At-
torney General Roy Cooper,
whose office represents
state government in legal
matters.

One prominent North
Carolina pastor sees the let-
ter as the first sign of  wider
consequences from a deci-
sion by the U.S. Supreme
Court to let stand an ap-
peals court’s ban on sectar-
ian prayer at meetings of
the Forsyth County Board
of  Commission.

“This is a radical interpre-
tation, an extreme interpre-
tation, of  the First
Amendment,” said the Rev.
Mark Creech, director of  the

Christian Action League.
Parker’s letter says the

group has received com-
plaints from lawmakers
and other citizens about
Christian prayers being of-
fered in both the House and
Senate. While the Supreme
Court has ruled that prayer
before legislative bodies is
constitutional, Parker’s let-
ter says that prayers favor-
ing a specific religion
violate the First Amend-
ment’s prohibition on gov-
ernment-favored faith.

“The NCGA is still per-
mitted to open its sessions
with a prayer, so long as the
prayer is nonsectarian,”
Parker wrote.

In the legislature, each
day’s floor meetings of  the

House and Senate start
with a prayer, although the
two chambers handle it dif-
ferently.

In the Senate, permanent
chaplain the Rev. Peter Mil-
ner often invokes Jesus in
his opening prayers. In the
House, Speaker Thom Tillis
hasn’t appointed a chaplain,
a departure from previous
practice. Instead, individu-
als have been invited to lead
the prayers. Many represen-
tatives conclude their
prayers by saying “in Jesus’
name,” while others have
mentioned only God.

A flap arose over House
prayers in 2010 when a Bap-
tist minister complained he
was asked by a chamber
clerk not to refer to Jesus in

his prayers. For many
years, the House had re-
quested, but not required,
that guest chaplains deliver
nonsectarian prayers.

Asking lawmakers to say
prayers has made the invo-
cations more inconsistent
than when the House had
its own chaplain, said Rep.
Deborah Ross, D-Wake, who
frequently leads prayers
using a book of  nonsectar-
ian invocations given to her
by a minister’s wife.

“The chaplain always
gave nonsectarian prayers,
and the chaplain had his
finger on the pulse of  what
was going on at the General
Assembly,” she said. “I
don’t know that when mem-
bers do it they actually
think about the good of  the
whole. Some members do,
and some members just get
up and preach.”

Calls to House Speaker
Thom Tillis and Senate
President Pro Tempore Phil

Berger were not immedi-
ately returned Thursday.
Cooper’s office plans to
share the letter with the
leadership of  the General
Assembly so that lawmak-
ers are aware of  the group’s
concerns, spokeswoman
Noelle Talley said.

The letter cites the U.S.
Supreme Court decision
last month not to hear an
appeal of  the Fourth Cir-
cuit Court of  Appeals rul-
ing in the Forsyth County
case. The decision affects
not just local governments,
but also the General As-
sembly, Parker wrote.

The ability to offer non-
sectarian prayers is of  du-
bious worth, Creech said, to
Christians who don’t be-
lieve in a non-specific deity,
but rather in the divinity of
Jesus Christ.

“We question whether our
prayer is even heard unless
it’s offered in his name and
for his sake,” he said.

ACLU warns on prayers at NC legislature meetings

WASHINGTON (AP) — Blending politics and religion,
President Barack Obama said his Christian faith is a
driving force behind his economic policies, from Wall
Street reform to his calls for the wealthy to pay higher
taxes.

Obama’s remarks Thursday at the National Prayer
Breakfast were his most explicit account of  how his per-
sonal religious beliefs factor into his decision-making on
the nation’s pressing problems. The comments came
amid election-year criticism from Catholic groups and
some Republicans that the president is waging a war on
religion following his decision to require church-affili-
ated institutions to cover free birth control for employ-
ees.

Speaking to more than 3,000 people at the annual break-
fast, Obama said “faith and values” should play as much
as role in tackling the nation’s challenges as sound deci-
sion-making and smart policies.

He said, for example, that his own call for fairness in
the tax code — a central tenet of  his State of  the Union ad-
dress and his 2012 campaign — is both economically
sound and consistent with the teachings of  Jesus.

“If  I’m willing to give something up as somebody who’s
been extraordinarily blessed, and give up some of  the tax
breaks that I enjoy, I actually think that’s going to make
economic sense,” he said. “But for me as a Christian, it
also coincides with Jesus’s teaching that ‘for unto whom
much is given, much shall be required.’ It mirrors the Is-
lamic belief  that those who’ve been blessed have an obli-
gation to use those blessings to help others, or the Jewish
doctrine of  moderation and consideration for others.”

He also said the Wall Street reform he championed both
“makes the economy stronger for everyone” and abides
by God’s command to “love thy neighbor as thyself” be-
cause it helped people who had been hurt or treated un-
fairly by financial institutions.

And Obama said he believed in a “biblical call” to
care for the poor and to follow “the responsibility we’re
given in Proverbs to ‘Speak up for those who cannot
speak for themselves, for the rights of  all who are des-
titute.’”

The president’s remarks came one day after Mitt Rom-
ney, the front-runner for the Republican nomination, cre-
ated a flap with clumsy comments about the poor.

Romney said wasn’t concerned about the “very poor”
because they have a safety net. He also said he wasn’t con-
cerned about the very rich and intended to focus his cam-
paign on the middle class.

“You can focus on the very poor; that’s not my focus,”
Romney said.

While the White House said the president’s remarks
were not meant to be political, his comments did fit neatly

into the Obama campaign’s effort to draw sharp contrasts
between the president and Romney.

The former Massachusetts governor is among Re-
publicans who have criticized the president for not ex-
empting religious organizations from a requirement in
the 2010 health care law that requires insurers to cover
birth control for their employees. Romney said this
week that the president was ordering “religious organ-
izations to violate their conscience.”

GOP presidential candidate Newt Gingrich said
Obama has “declared war on the Catholic Church,” and
House Speaker John Boehner said Thursday the man-
date violates the Constitution.

Obama never mentioned the controversy in his re-
marks Thursday, nor did he reference his Republican
rivals by name. But his broader defense of  his policies
was a rare interjection of  politics into the annual
prayer breakfast. The breakfast is organized by bipar-
tisan congressional lawmakers, but speakers often
avoid overt political references beyond calling for civil-

ity and respect in Washington.
While Obama speaks often about his faith, he prefers

to worship in private. He said Thursday that he starts
each morning with a brief  prayer, then spends time
reading scripture. Sometimes, he said, pastors come to
the Oval Officer to pray with him, for his family and for
the country.

He also described his own religious transformation
in deeply personal language Thursday, from growing up
in a non-religious home to finding Christ later in his
life. He recalled a visit a few years ago with the evan-
gelist Rev. Billy Graham, which ended with the presi-
dent feeling compelled to pray for the aging Graham.

Obama said when he found himself  at that moment
not knowing what to say, the Holy Spirit interceded.

“I have fallen on my knees with great regularity since
that moment, asking God for guidance not just in my
personal life and my Christian walk, but in the life of
this nation and in the values that hold us together and
keep us strong,” he said.

Obama says his policies are extension of his faith
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President Barack Obama holds up a book that he was given by author and keynote speaker Eric Metaxas on Thursday at the National Prayer Break-
fast in Washington.
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“The chaplain always gave nonsectarian prayers, and the chaplain had his
finger on the pulse of what was going on at the General Assembly. I don’t
know that when members do it they actually think about the good of the
whole. Some members do, and some members just get up and preach.”
Rep. Deborah Ross
D-Wake n

PHOENIX (AP) — A House committee
on Monday advanced a proposal that
would create an elective high school
course about the Bible and its role in
Western culture.

The bill asks the state Board of  Edu-
cation to design a course called “The
Bible and its Influence on Western Cul-
ture.”

Republican Rep. Terri Proud of  Tuc-
son, the measure’s sponsor, said the
class would not be forced on schools or
students, and teachers could face conse-
quences if  they violate laws separating
church and state.

Proud said students would benefit from

the course because biblical references
are everywhere. Proud has said teachers
in her district told her they have a fear of
mentioning Christianity or the Bible in
the classroom, and she hopes the law will
give them some guidance.

Critics say the proposal is unneces-
sary and divisive and could be uncon-
stitutional because it “sets aside
Christianity as a preferred religion.”

Public schools across the country
have generally avoided Bible courses,
but hundreds offer such classes as elec-
tives. At least five other states have
passed legislation similar to the Ari-
zona proposal.

In 1963, the U.S. Supreme Court
banned ceremonial Bible readings in
schools but said “the Bible is worthy of
study for its literary and historic quali-
ties” so long as material is “presented
objectively as part of  a secular program
of  education.”

The Arizona bill stipulates that the
course maintain “religious neutrality,”
and requires a legal review for the
course to ensure the curriculum doesn’t
conflict with the U.S. Constitution.

Proud said any teacher could face con-
sequences if  they stray into unconstitu-
tional grounds. But the bill also includes
a clause that leaves teachers immune

from civil liability or disciplinary ac-
tion, as long as the teacher was teaching
the material from a historical context
and “in good faith.”

The measure passed 6-2 along party
lines, with Republicans in favor.

Critics testified at the House Educa-
tion Committee hearing that the bill
could open the state and schools up to
lawsuits and would make it very easy
for teachers to stray into an area that vi-
olates the First Amendment rights of
students.

The bill advances to the rules commit-
tee. From there, if  it passes, the measure
would move to the full House.

Arizona House committee passes Bible course bill


