
 

  
 

 
  
 
 

 
November 1, 2011 
 
Senator Steven R. Wise 
Chair, Committee on Education Pre-K-12 
Florida Senate 
404 South Monroe Street 
Tallahassee, Florida 32399 
 
 
Dear Chairman Wise: 
 
We write to ask you to oppose SB 98, which would permit school districts to allow prayer at secondary 
school graduations and other student assemblies.  Each of us are members of differing faiths—one a 
Baptist minister, one a Presbyterian – USA minister, and one a Rabbi—but all of us agree that this bill 
would violate the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and is disrespectful of the religious diversity 
that makes our state and our nation great.  In order to protect the rights of all public-school students, we 
urge the defeat of this misguided bill.    
 
As ordained clergy members, we know that religious faith is tremendously important in the lives of so 
many Floridians, and we have seen the strength, solace, and sense of community that can be gained by an 
active religious commitment.  We believe that the ability to worship as one sees fit is a fundamental right 
that must be protected.  Students have the right to pray in many circumstances so it is unnecessary to 
include prayers into graduations and assemblies.  Allowing prayers in any school-sponsored context 
would make students who practice their faith differently from the majority, who adhere to minority faiths, 
and who are non-believers feel like outsiders.  Forcing prayer upon public-school students not only 
violates the rights of those students, it also demeans the spiritual significance of religious belief.  
 
Allowing the student government to determine whether prayers should be allowed at school graduations 
and assemblies does not insulate the prayers from Constitutional scrutiny.  Indeed, this bill would set up a 
system that mirrors the unconstitutional prayer policy struck down in Santa Fe Independent School 
District v. Doe.  Like in Santa Fe, schools would have to facilitate the prayers and the prayers will take 
place during school-sponsored events, on school property, and with school equipment that is under school 
control.  Accordingly, the speech is attributable to the school and subject to the Establishment Clause of 
the U.S. Constitution.  The prayers would also be attributable to the school because the bill would 
unconstitutionally limit the content and viewpoint of the prayers to those that can be defined as 
“inspirational messages.”  Finally, like in Santa Fe, the prayer practice would unconstitutionally coerce 
students into hearing the prayers:  Even though the bill calls graduations and assemblies 
“noncompulsory,” many students feel compelled to attend these events because of immense social 
pressure or a truly genuine desire to attend such events.   
 
In order to fully protect religious liberty, we strongly urge you to oppose SB 98.  This most basic liberty 
is built on a foundation of the freedom to exercise one’s religion and the freedom from government 
interference with religion.  Without one part of the foundation, religious freedom will falter.  And thus, 
religious practice and teaching must remain the province of our homes, families, and houses of worship 



  

rather than imposed by majority will upon our public-school students.  In the interest of protecting 
religious liberty, we ask that you oppose SB 98. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
The Rev. Dr. Harold Brockus 
President, Pinellas Chapter 
Americans United for 
Separation of Church and State 
 
 
 

The Rev. Harry Parrott 
President, Clay County 
Chapter, Americans United 
for Separation of Church and 
State 

 
 

Rabbi Merrill Shapiro  
President, Board of Trustees 
President, Flagler County 
Chapter, Americans United for 
Separation of Church and State 
 

 
Writing on behalf of Americans United’s Florida chapters and members. 

 
Northeast Florida Chapter 
Northwest Florida Chapter 
Sarasota-Manatee Chapter 
Nature Coast Chapter 

Naples Chapter 
Tampa – Hillsborough County Chapter 
Gainesville Chapter 
Tallahassee Chapter 

 


