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May 27, 2014

SENT VIA FAX & U.S. MAIL
(770) 651-2051

Dr. Gordon Pritz
Superintendent

Douglas County School System
9030 Highway 5

Douglasville, GA 30134

Re: Prayer at Pre-Game Team Meals
Dear Dr, Pritz:

['am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) to alert you to a serious
constitutional violation occurring at Alexander High School (AHS). We were contacted by a
concerned District resident. FFRF is a national nonprofit organization with more than 20,000
members across the country, including more than 375 members in Georgia and a local chapter in
Atlanta. Our purpose is to protect the constitutional principle of separation between state and church.

It is our information and understanding that Alexander High School’s football team has team meals
before its games. We understand that these meals are “sponsored” by a local church, Pray’s Mill
Baptist, and that the church’s pastor, Ric Blazi, is allowed to give what our complainant describes as
a “pseudo-sermon” at the end of the meal before asking everyone to bow their heads and participate
in a prayer. Our complainant reports that there are non-believer athletes who are uncomfortable with
this practice, but cannot decline to participate or leave because they risk banishment from the team.
We also understand that Mr. Blazi is present at most practices and games.

First and foremost, it is illegal for a public school to invite a pastor to lead its team in prayer. The
Supreme Court has continually struck down formal, school-led prayer in public schools. See, e.g.,
Abington Township Sch. Dist. v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963) (declared unconstitutional devotional
Bible reading and recitation of the Lord’s Prayer in public schools); Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421
(1962) (declared prayers in public schools unconstitutional); see also Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577
(1992) (ruled prayers at public high school graduations an impermissible establishment of religion);
Wallace v. Jaffiee, 472 U.S. 38 (1985) (overturned law requiring daily “period of silence not to
exceed one minute ... for meditation or daily prayer.”).

As you may be aware, the Douglas County School System (District) was previously sued and lost at
the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals over a similar issue of inviting ministers, and later randomly
selected students, parents, and school staff, to deliver invocations over the loudspeaker before
football games. Jager v. Douglas County Sch. Dist., 862 F.2d 825 (11th Cir. 1989), cert. denied, 490
U.S. 1090 (1989). Federal courts are very protective of upholding their orders, and defying that
order, as the District does in this instance, could easily constitute contempt of court.
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In Jager, the Eleventh Circuit came to the “conclusion that an intrinsically religious practice cannot
meet the secular purpose prong of the Lemon test,” which is the standard courts use to “determine
whether state action embodies the neutrality that comports with the Establishment Clause.” /d. at
830, 828. The Court held that the invocations failed the second prong of the Lemon test, the primary
effect prong, because, “When a religious invocation is given via a sound system controlled by school
principals and the religious invocation occurs at a school-sponsored event at a school-owned facility,
the conclusion is inescapable that the religious invocation conveys a message that the school
endorses the religious invocation.” /d. at 831. Similarly, when prayers and sermons are given at
school-sponsored events, by a clergyman, whom public employees continually welcome at school
events and pre-game meals, and whom public employees invite back to such events despite knowing
he will pray and proselytize, the school plainly endorses that person’s religious messages. In
addition, the Court said in Jager that the practice of inviting ministers to deliver invocations
constituted “excessive entanglement™ with religion on the part of the District, contrary to the third
prong of the Lemon test, because the District delegated the authority to deliver invocations to a
religious group, much as the District has done again here. Id. at 834.

It is inappropriate and unconstitutional for AHS to offer a Christian minister unique access to
befriend and proselytize student athletes. Public high school athletic teams cannot seek out a spiritual
leader for the team and allow that person to sermonize and pray with students, because public schools
may not advance or promote religion. Mr. Blazi’s religious messages are clearly offered as part of
regularly scheduled school-sponsored functions, and a reasonable AHS student would certainly
perceive them “as stamped with her school’s seal of approval.” Sanfa Fe, 530 U.S. at 308. It shows
the District’s preference for Christianity, ostracizing the one-in-three young adults who now identify
as non-religious, which reportedly includes several members of the AHS football team.!

In Jager, the District argued that the invocations were constitutional because they took place at
events where attendance was voluntary. The Court dismissed this argument, saying, “This argument
lacks merit because whether the complaining individual's presence was voluntary is not relevant to
the Establishment Clause analysis... The Establishment Clause focuses on the constitutionality of the
state action, not on the choices made by the complaining individual.” Jager, 862 F.2d at 832
(citations omitted).

We ask that Douglas County School System immediately investigate this matter and take action to
stop any and all prayers occurring before any District athletic events. Please inform us in writing of
the steps the District takes to remedy this serious constitutional violation and to ensure future
compliance with the Establishment Clause and the Eleventh Circuit’s decision in Jager v. Douglas
County Sch. Dist.

Sincerely,
. ! —‘.//_ .
e

Andrew Seidel
Staff Attorney
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! “Nones on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” Pew Research Center, The Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (October 9, 2012) available at http://www.pewforum.org/Unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx




