FREEDOM FROM RELIGION foundation

P.O. BOX 750 - MADISON, W] 53701 - (608) 256-8900 + WWW.FFRF.ORG

September 19, 2017

SENT VIA EMAIL AND U.S. MAIL:
rreese@jgsc.k12.in.us

Mr. Richard M. Reese
Superintendent

John Glenn School Corporation
101 John Glenn Drive
Walkerton, Indiana 46574

Re: Religious display in classroom
Dear Superintendent Reese:

I am writing again on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation. We
appreciate your assistance in resolving an issue we brought to your attention
earlier this year involving religious messages on a school social media
account.

We recently received another complaint that requires your attention. A
concerned District community member contacted us to report that North
Liberty Elementary third-grade teacher Sharon Yelaska has a Pledge of
Allegiance poster on her classroom wall that features, above the American
flag and the entire Pledge, the words “one nation UNDER GOD."”! The
emphasis on this phrase sends a clear religious message, especially with the
phrase “under god” in all-capitals while the phrase “one nation” is lower-case.

As you know, public schools may not promote religion. We request that this
poster be removed or altered to remove the inappropriate religious emphasis.
FFRF does not object to the display of the Pledge of Allegiance, of course, but
only to the display’s emphasis on a religious phrase apart from the Pledge
itself.

The phrase “under God” was added very belatedly to the pledge in the mid-
1950s.2 The addition of the phrase “under God” unfortunately turned a

1 Am image of the poster is enclosed.

2In 1954, President Dwight Eisenhower approved House Joint Resolution 243, which
amended the language to the Pledge of Allegiance, coined in 1893, by adding the words
"under God." See Pub. L. No. 396, 83rd Cong., 2nd Sess. (1954). The religious amendment
was intended to repudiate the “godlessness” of Communism during the Cold War.

Dan Barker and Annie Lauric Gaylor, Co-Presidents



secular pledge into a prayer-like religious ritual. Pledging fealty to a divinity
is an essential manifestation of religious worship. The phrase also ironically
divides the original unifying phrase, “One nation indivisible.”

Emphasizing the phrase “under God” sends a message to students that their
school not only endorses a belief in a deity, but also views this belief as the
most important concept of the Pledge, above the U.S. republic itself, the
concepts of liberty and justice for all, etc. Ms. Yelaska may not use her
position as a public school teacher to promote these inherently religious views
on behalf of the District.

This display excludes the District’s nonreligious students—nearly one
quarter of young Americans today are nonreligious’—many of whom do not
believe in the existence of any deity. Religion is a divisive force in public
schools. As we mentioned in our previous letter, the Supreme Court has
repeatedly noted that “[s]chool sponsorship of a religious message is
impermissible because it sends the ancillary message to members of the
audience who are nonadherents ‘that they are outsiders, not full members of
the political community, and an accompanying message to adherents that
they are insiders, favored members of the political community.” Santa Fe
Indep. Sch. Dist. v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290, 309 (2000) (quoting Lynch v. Donnelly,
465 U.S. 668, 688 (1984) (O’'Connor, dJ., concurring)). This message is
particularly impermissible when it is presented to such young and
impressionable students.

Please investigate these concerns and reply in writing at your earliest

convenience so that we may notify our complainant that this issue has been
resolved. Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,
_ / e
e g

Ryan D. Jayne
Staff Attorney

Enclosure

3 America's Changing Religious Landscape, PEW RESEARCH CENTER (May 12, 20135), available ar
www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/.
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