FREEDOM FROM RELIGION foundation

P.O. Box 750 - MADISON, WI 53701 » (608) 256-8900 - WWW.FFRF.ORG

October 31, 2018

SENT VIA EMAIL AND U.S. MAIL:
Imcguire@molineschools.org

Lanty McGuire

Superintendent

Moline-Coal Valley School District No. 40
1619 11th Avenue

Moline, IL 61265

Re: Promotion of religious event during school assembly
Dear Superintendent McGuire:

I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF)
regarding a constitutional violation that occurred last month at Moline-Coal
Valley School District. FFRF is a national nonprofit organization with more
than 32,000 members across the country, including over 900 members in
Illinois. FFRF’s purposes are to protect the constitutional principle of
separation between state and church, and to educate the public on matters
related to nontheism.

Several concerned District parents contacted us to report that multiple
schools, including Wilson Middle School, hosted Zak Mirzadeh, an
“illusionist,” to give a mandatory assembly to students during the school day.
After the performance, students were given the enclosed invitations as they
left the assembly and were also verbally invited to attend the evening
performance.

Students were told there would be more magic, free prizes, and food at the
evening performance, which took place at “New Life Fellowship.” The
invitations do not indicate that the evening performance would include any
religious exercises or proselytizing.

One of our complainants attended the event to find an auditorium packed
with middle school students. After performing some magic tricks, Mirzadeh
told the audience about his conversion from Islam to Christianity. Following
his religious testimony, he asked the audience to bow their heads and close
their eyes while he said a prayer, then asked members of the audience to
raise their hand if they had “accepted Jesus tonight.” He then instructed the
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audience to stand and asked those who had raised their hands to come
forward to celebrate their “spiritual birthday.”

We understand that the Moline area, including schools that held this
assembly, has a large Muslim population. This event appears to have been
aimed specifically at convincing those students to leave their religion in favor
of New Life Fellowship’s version of Christianity.

It is unconstitutional for a public school district to allow outside adults to
promote a religious event to a captive audience of students during a school-
sponsored assembly. While public schools certainly may host a performer to
entertain students, those events cannot be tied to after-school religious
revivals. We write to request that the District provide written assurances
that neither Mirzadeh nor other entertainers who are promoting religious
events will be allowed to hold assemblies in the District in the future.

It is well settled that public schools may not advance or promote religion. See
generally Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577 (1992); Wallace v. Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38
(1985); Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97 (1967); Sch. Dist. of Abington Twp.
v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963); Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962). The
Supreme Court has held that “the preservation and transmission of religious
beliefs and worship is a responsibility and a choice committed to the private
sphere.” Santa Fe Indep. Sch. Dist. v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290, 310 (2000) (quoting
Lee, 505 U.S. at 589). In Lee the Supreme Court extended the prohibition of
school-sponsored religious activities beyond classrooms to all school
functions, holding prayers at public high school graduations an impermissible
establishment of religion. Similarly, promotion of a particular church or
religious event as part of a school assembly violates the Establishment
Clause.

We are aware that some Christian missionaries insinuate themselves into
public schools by camouflaging their purposes and professing to be experts in
a secular field or, as in this case, popular children’s entertainment. It is
incumbent that public officials do “due diligence” when approached by outside
groups with vested interests in pitching their message to a captive audience
of public school students. ‘

Allowing a speaker to promote a religious event—including an altar call—to
your student body gives the appearance that the District endorses that
speaker’s religious message. “School 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., 530 U.S. at 309-10 (quoting Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S.
668, 688 (1984) (O’Connor, dJ., concurring)). It is inappropriate to allow a
speaker on campus during the school day to invite students to an evening
magic performance with the deceptive intent of proselytizing them and
converting them to the church’s brand of Christianity, especially without
their parents’ knowledge or permission.

The District is constitutionally prohibited from endorsing a particular
church’s religious beliefs to their students. Parents, not the school district,
are responsible for determining the religious or nonreligious upbringing of
their children. We request that the District investigate these concerns and
take reasonable steps to ensure that future assemblies will not promote
religion, including the promotion of religious evening events. Given the
deceptive practice involved in this case, we also specifically request
assurances that the District will not invite Mirzadeh or other representatives
of New Life Fellowship to speak to District students. Thank you for your time
and attention to these concerns.

Sincerely, ,

Ryan D. Jayne
Staff Attorney
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