
 

 
 
December 19, 2016 
 
SENT VIA EMAIL & U.S. MAIL  
countyboardmembers@co.sangamon.il.us  
 
Sangamon County Board Office 
200 S. Ninth St., Room 201 
Springfield, IL 62701 
 
Re: Unconstitutional invocation, misstated history 
 
Dear Sangamon County Board Members: 
 
I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) regarding a 
constitutional violation that occurred on December 13, and a policy that raises other 
constitutional concerns. FFRF is a national nonprofit organization with almost 25,000 members 
across the country, including 800 members in Illinois and a state chapter. Our purposes are to 
protect the constitutional principle of separation between state and church, and to represent the 
views of freethinkers (atheists, agnostics and nonbelievers). 
 
It is our understanding that Sangamon County Board members typically give an invocation 
during each SCB meeting.  
 
We also understand that at the December 13 meeting, BSCB member Sullivan gave a prayer that 
at least one board member and FFRF’s constituency found particularly divisive. The full text of 
the prayer is appended. 
 
Legislator-led prayer raises serious constitutional concerns and the county should alter this 
policy. But Sullivan’s prayer also contains other issues that must be addressed. 
 
Government prayer is unnecessary and legislator-led prayer is unconstitutional.  
Prayer at government meetings is unnecessary, inappropriate, and divisive. The best solution is 
to discontinue invocations altogether. SCB members are free to pray privately or to worship on 
their own time in their own way. They do not need to worship on taxpayers’ time. The SCB 
ought not to lend its power and prestige to religion by scheduling, hosting or conducting 
governmental prayers. Citizens, including Sangamon’s nonreligious citizens, are compelled to 
come before you on important civic matters, to seek licenses and permits and to participate in 
important decisions affecting their livelihoods, property, children, and quality of life.  
 
Sullivan noted in his prayer that “our country appears to be more and more divided between 
believers in your Son Jesus Christ and nonbelievers . . .” But it is precisely prayers such as this 
that cause that division. The prayers exclude the 23% of Americans who are not religious.1 It is 

                                                
1 America’s Changing Religious Landscape, PEW RESEARCH CENTER (May 12, 2015), available at 
www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/. 



 

2 

coercive, embarrassing and intimidating for nonreligious citizens to be required to make a public 
showing of their nonbelief (by not rising or praying) or else to display deference or obeisance 
toward a religious sentiment in which they do not believe, but which their SCB members clearly 
do. This “sponsorship of a religious message is impermissible because it sends the ancillary 
message to . . . 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, 309-10 (2000) 
(quoting Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 U.S. 668, 688 (1984) (O’Connor, J., concurring)). 
 
Local government officials should not be in the business of writing and offering prayers 
themselves. As you may be aware, the U.S. Supreme Court recently decided Town of Greece, 
N.Y. v. Galloway. 134 S. Ct. 1811 (2014). This case did not address situations in which 
government officials themselves lead the prayers. The Court in Galloway only approved opening 
a neutral forum for others, including non-Christians and atheists, to give invocations. “Our 
Government is prohibited from prescribing prayers to be recited in our public institutions.” 
Galloway, 134 S. Ct. at 1822 (citing Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421, 430 (1962)).  
 
Sullivan’s history is off. 
Your fellow councilor, Mr. DelGiorno, was correct to dub this prayer “religious elitism” that is 
“abhorrent to the First Amendment.”2 The most overbearing part of the prayer occurs at the 
opening: 
 

Lord in Heaven during this Christmas season as we celebrate the birth of Your Son, Jesus 
Christ, we are reminded that our country, the United States of America, was founded on 
Godly principles, by God fearing men and women who believed the in the Holy Bible and 
thereby set up a form of government for a God fearing populace.  

 
This is simply not true. Godly or Christian or biblical principles are fundamentally opposed to 
the secular principles on which this nation was founded. If pressed, it is doubtful that Mr. 
Sullivan could name a single, unique biblical principle that had a positive impact on the 
American founding. 
 
The Framers who adopted our entirely secular Constitution knew that religious liberty does not 
exist without the freedom to dissent. Our nation is founded on a godless Constitution, whose 
only references to religion in government are exclusionary, such as “no religious test shall ever 
be required” for public office. U.S. Const. art. VI. We should all take pride that the United States 
was first nation to adopt a secular constitution, investing sovereignty in “We the People,” not a 
divine entity. The framers of our Constitution did not find it necessary to pray during the four-
month Constitutional Convention, which shows intent. We fail to see why it is necessary, then, 
for the SCB to pray over liquor licenses, sewers or variances. 
 
Observing a strict separation of church and state offends nobody, includes everybody, and 
honors not only the First Amendment, but also the very tenets being professed during the SCB’s 
prayers. Christians who know their bible are familiar with the biblical injunction of Jesus in the 
Sermon on the Mount, condemning public prayer as hypocrisy. “And when thou prayest, thou 
                                                
2 Tony DelGiorno, Facebook post, Dec. 14, 2016, at https://www.facebook.com/DeliverDelGiorno/  
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shalt not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the 
corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their 
reward. But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut the door, pray 
to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly.” 
Matthew 6:5-6. 
 
In order to demonstrate the SCB’s respect for the diverse range of religious and nonreligious 
citizens living in Sangamon, we urge you to concentrate on civil matters and leave religion to the 
private conscience of each individual by ending the practice of hosting prayers at your meetings. 
The prayer practice is creating unnecessary divisiveness and should be dropped. Please inform us 
in writing of the steps you are taking to resolve this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Andrew L. Seidel 
Staff Attorney 
Freedom From Religion Foundation 
 
The full text of Sullivan’s prayer is reproduced here, courtesy of DelGiorno’s Facebook page.  
 

Dear Lord hear our humble prayer,  
 
Lord in Heaven during this Christmas season as we celebrate the birth of Your Son, Jesus Christ, we 
are reminded that our country, the United States of America, was founded on Godly principles, by 
God fearing men and women who believed the in the Holy Bible and thereby set up a form of 
government for a God fearing populace.  
 
Today Lord, as our country appears to be more and more divided between 
believers in your Son Jesus Christ and nonbelievers we recall the haunting words of John Adams the 
second president of the United States, Signer or the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of 
Rights, when he said, “We have not government armed with power capable of contending with 
human passions unbridled by morality and religion .... Our constitution was made only for a moral 
and religious people. It is Wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” 
 
Furthermore we recall the words of Noah Webster, author of the first American Speller and the first 
Dictionary when he said, “The Christian religion, in its purity, is the basis, or rather the source of all 
genuine freedom in government. . . . and I am persuaded that no civil government of a republican 
form can exist and be durable in which the principles of that religion have not a controlling 
influence.” 
 
So on this day Lord we humbly pray for the forgiveness of our sins and that our fellow countrymen 
will unite with us in inviting You into their hearts and souls making us one nation under God 
thereby allowing the God of the Universe to bless our country so it will be truly great again. 
 

 In the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, Amen 


