
June 14, 2021

 

Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate Renewal Office
3025H Bridges St
Morehead City, NC 28557

Re: Unconstitutional religious distribution

To Whom It May Concern:

I am writing on behalf of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (FFRF) in response to a
complaint from a member of your community about religious literature being distributed in the
Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate Renewal Office. FFRF is a national nonprofit
organization with more than 36,000 members nationwide, including more than 800 members in
North Carolina. Our purposes are to protect the constitutional principle of separation between
state and church, and to educate the public on matters relating to nontheism.

A concerned Morehead City resident contacted FFRF after visiting the Morehead City Vehicle &
License Plate Renewal Office to report that there is religious literature being distributed by the
office. Our complainant reports that there was a religious pamphlet printed by Grace Baptist
Church included with the paperwork that they received from the office. The pamphlet (enclosed)
quotes bible verses, discusses Christian notions of heaven and hell, and instructs the reader on
how to gain “salvation.” It appears that the distribution of this religious literature by a
government employee was inconspicuous, and may be being done without official permission.
However, these actions are still attributable to the Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate
Renewal Office.

We write to ask that you ensure religious literature is no longer being distributed in this
government office, and that employees be reminded of their obligation to remain neutral towards
religion to avoid any appearance of endorsement of Christianity over other religions, and religion
over non-religion.

The Establishment Clause of the First Amendment prohibits government sponsorship of religious
messages. The Supreme Court has long recognized that the “First Amendment mandates
government neutrality between religion and religion, and between religion and nonreligion.”
McCreary County, Ky. v. American Civil Liberties Union of Ky., 545 U.S. 844, 860 (2005);
Wallace v. Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38, 53 (1985); Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97, 104 (1968);
Everson v. Bd. of Educ. of Ewing, 330 U.S. 1, 15-16 (1947). The Supreme Court has ruled, “The
Establishment Clause, at the very least, prohibits government from appearing to take a position
on questions of religious belief.” Cty. of Allegheny v. American Civil Liberties Union Greater
Pittsburgh Chapter, 492 U.S. 573, 593-594 (1989). By distributing Christian literature, the
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Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate Renewal Office is violating these basic constitutional
strictures.

Nearly every adult citizen of your community will, at one point or another, need to visit the
license office, including the 24% of Americans who are not religious.1 By distributing religious
literature, the Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate Renewal Office is demonstrating a
preference for Christianity over nonreligion and all other faiths. This display 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 (O’Connor, J.,
concurring)).

To respect the rights of all Morehead City residents, religious literature must no longer be
distributed by the Morehead City Vehicle & License Plate Renewal Office or its employees. We
also request that the office remind its employees of their obligations under the Establishment
Clause. Please inform us in writing of the steps the office is taking to address this matter.

Sincerely,

Christopher Line
Staff Attorney
Freedom From Religion Foundation

CAL:am

Cc: Torre Jessup, DMV Commissioner via dmv.commissioners.office@ncdot.gov

Enclosures

1 Robert P. Jones & Daniel Cox, America’s Changing Religious Identity, Public Religion Research Institute (Sept. 6,
2017), available at www.prri.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/PRRI-Religion-Report.pdf.




