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RELIGIOUS FREEDOM:  
ProtecƟng How We PracƟce Our Faith  

 

INSIDE 
Churches and Religious 

OrganizaƟons 

Military 

Public Schools 

Workplace 

Government and Public 
Square 

What Can I do to Protect 
Religious Freedom? 
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RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

“The liberty enjoyed by the 
people of these states of  
worshiping Almighty God 
agreebly to their conscience,  
is not only among the choicest 
of their blessings, but also of 
their rights.”    

George Washington, the first president of the United States, 
to the Annual meeƟng of Quakers, September 1789.  [Image: 
Courtesy of Library of Congress] 

Religious Freedom Then... 

...And Now 

Philadelphia Archbishop Charles Chaput, ‘The More  
That Gov’t Mandates Evil AcƟons, The More Likely Civil  
Disobedience Becomes,’ CNSNews.com, Feb. 14, 2014   

[Image: Courtesy of CatholicVote.org] 

“Government pressure on religious  
communities has clearly increased 
in our country in recent years. The  
United States has no magic immuni-
ty attached to its liberties. The [U.S.] 
Constitution, as great as it is, is still 
just a piece of paper unless the peo-
ple vigorously protect their rights. 
For religious believers, that means 
defending their faith in the courts 
and the legislatures. It also means 
living their faith with joy and convic-
tion, publically as well as privately.” 
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Paying A High Price 
 
Recent news stories paint a picture of serious concern 
for religious freedom in the U.S. today:  

Two military chaplain candidates aƩending training 

sessions sponsored by the 

U.S. Department of Veter‐

ans Affairs were told they 

could not pray in Jesus’ 

name or quote from the 

Bible in the class. The two 

BapƟst men were mocked 

for their beliefs on evolu‐

Ɵon, homosexuality and 

salvaƟon, and lectured that 

they didn’t belong in the 

program if they intended to 

hold to those beliefs. One 

resigned from the program 

because of the harassment; 

the other was threatened 

with terminaƟon.   

The LiƩle Sisters of the 

Poor is a congregaƟon of 

Catholic sisters who run 

homes for the poor and 

elderly of every race and 

denominaƟon. The sisters face 

huge government fines for refusing to include contra‐

cepƟon and possible aborƟon‐causing drugs in their 

employee health care plan as part of the Affordable 

Care Act (also called “ObamaCare”). They are challeng‐

ing the mandate in court; if they lose, the fines will  

ulƟmately close their doors.  

 

A Ɵny, evangelical inner‐city church, the Bronx House‐

hold of Faith, asked New York City in the early 1990s 

for permission to rent out a public school gymnasium 

for its weekend services. Other community groups rou‐

Ɵnely rented out the city’s public school buildings  

during non‐school hours. Yet New York denied the 

church’s request, claiming 

the separaƟon of church 

and state prohibits wor‐

ship services in govern‐

ment faciliƟes. The church 

filed a lawsuit. More than 

twenty years later, the 

liƟgaƟon conƟnues, leav‐

ing in dispute the consƟtu‐

Ɵonal rights of the church 

to be treated just like any 

other community group.  

Jonathan and Elaine  

Huguenin are owners of 

Elane Photography, in  

Albuquerque, New Mexi‐

co. In 2006, they were 

asked to photograph a les‐

bian commitment ceremo‐

ny. They politely declined, 

ciƟng their religious  

beliefs as the reason. The 

lesbians filed a complaint with the New Mexico Human 

Rights Commission, which resulted in a $6,000 fine 

against the Huguenins for discriminaƟon based on 

“sexual orientaƟon.” UlƟmately, the New Mexico state 

Supreme Court told the Huguenins that being forced to 

use their creaƟve talents to directly violate their  reli‐

gious beliefs was the “price of ciƟzenship.”  

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

Look for this symbol on page 3 to read the Huguenin’s story, 
as featured in the November 2013 issue of CiƟzen, for FREE!  
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These are just a few examples of religious freedom  

being challenged — even denied — in today’s culture.   

 

Focus on the Family® has created this Thriving  

Values™  Religious  Freedom  resource to help you 

beƩer understand and respond to threats in five key 

areas of culture: churches and religious organizaƟons; 

the military;  public  schools;  the workplace;  and the 

public square. 

The First Amendment  

The religious freedom por‐

Ɵon of the First Amendment 

to the U.S. ConsƟtuƟon has 

two parts:   

“Congress  shall  make  no 

law respecƟng an establish-

ment of religion…”  

This porƟon of the First 

Amendment is referred to 

as the “Establishment 

Clause,” and it basically  

means neither the states 

nor the federal government 

can create an “official” reli‐

gion or favor one religion or 

denominaƟon over another.  

“…or  prohibiƟng  the  free 

exercise thereof.”  

Called the “Free Exercise” 

clause, this applies to organ‐

izaƟons and individuals in all 

areas of American culture.  

It’s the flip side of the Establishment Clause. The  

Establishment Clause prohibits the government from 

creaƟng or favoring a religion, the Free Exercise clause 

forbids government from prevenƟng or outlawing how 

we pracƟce our faith, within reason. 

Religious Freedom for 

Churches and Religious  

Organizations  
 

The United States was 

founded on religious liber‐

ty, so you might assume 

churches and religious 

organizaƟons are the 

most protected of any of 

this country’s insƟtuƟons, 

and their rights the easiest 

to explain.  

It’s more complicated 

than that, however, due 

to the cumulaƟve effect of 

more than 200 years of 

court cases, legislaƟon 

and the ever‐increasing 

size and encroachment of 

government into our daily 

lives.  

While specific laws exist 

to protect the rights of 

churches and religious  

organizaƟons, legal chal‐

lenges remain. 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

Look for this symbol on p. 5 and read the story behind 
the Bronx Household of Faith case, as featured in the 
February 2012 issue of CiƟzen, for FREE! [Image cour‐

tesy of Alliance Defending Freedom] 
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Hiring and Employment Issues  

Churches and religious organizaƟons have the right, 

under Title VII of the U.S. Code and similar state laws, 

to give employment preference to members of their 

own religion. There is also the right to select ministers 

and other religious leaders free from any government 

interference via typical employment laws. 

Zoning Laws  

Churches have the right to be treated similar to 

other community groups in situaƟons like rental of 

government buildings or zoning and land use issues. 

There is a history of local governments discriminaƟng 

against churches either because of hosƟlity to religion, 

or fear of losing tax revenue (churches are typically 

exempt from state and local sales taxes). 

ObamaCare’s AborƟon Drug Mandate  

The LiƩle Sisters of the Poor (menƟoned earlier) is just 

one of dozens of non‐profit religious organizaƟons cur‐

rently fighƟng a federal requirement (known as the 

“HHS Mandate”) requiring them to provide possible 

aborƟon‐causing drugs in their employee health plans, 

in violaƟon of their religious conscience. One or more 

of these key religious freedom cases is desƟned for the 

Supreme Court fairly soon. 

Religiously owned, for‐profit companies are also  

resisƟng the HHS mandate in court (see  “Religious 

Freedom in the Workplace” below).  

Other ProtecƟons  

Churches and religious organizaƟons have addiƟonal 

protecƟons from government laws that affect their 

free exercise of religion under federal and state  

versions of the  Religious Freedom RestoraƟon Act 

(RFRA). Under these statutes, courts try to balance any 

burdens placed on religion with the compelling inter‐

est of the government behind its law or acƟon. 

Religious Freedom in  

the Military 
Court cases involving military personnel and religious 

freedom are oŌen outside of the public eye because 

the military is covered primarily by its own internal 

jusƟce system, policies and procedures.  

 

But since the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” a policy 

that prohibited homosexuals from serving openly in 

the military, and the U.S. Supreme Court’s 2013 ruling 

that parts of the federal Defense of Marriage Act are 

unconsƟtuƟonal, military life and religious freedom 

have clashed in a big way. 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

The  religious  freedom  of  cadets  aƩending  the  U.S.  Air  Force 
Academy have been the constant target of the Military Religious 
Freedom  FoundaƟon.  [Image  courtesy of Chaplains Alliance  for 
Religious Liberty.] 
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Members of the military share the same First Amend‐

ment rights as civilians, with some restricƟons that 

civilians don’t have. The demands of unit readiness, 

cohesion and morale must trump some of the rights 

civilians take for granted.  For example, a soldier has 

the right to free speech, but he can be court‐marƟaled 

for criƟcizing a superior officer. Religious freedom is 

also subject to restricƟon 

for the same reasons, but in 

recent years, more shocking 

and disappoinƟng examples 

have surfaced.  

For example, Air Force  

Senior Master Sergeant  

Philip Monk found himself 

under the command of  

a lesbian officer, who de‐

manded that Monk, a Chris‐

Ɵan, affirm his support for 

same‐sex marriage, which 

he declined to do. She  

relieved him of his duƟes, 

and he was invesƟgated for 

possible court‐marƟal. In a 

surprise ending to this sto‐

ry, Monk was later honored 

by the Air Force for his  

service, rather than punished 

for his poliƟcally incorrect 

views on marriage. Nevertheless, this story is disturb‐

ing and one that is being repeated in various ways in 

other parts of the military. 

Chaplains have been especially hard hit. In addiƟon 

to the chaplain trainees story discussed earlier, other 

stories have been documented, including a chaplain 

stripped of his authority over a military chapel.   

Another was threatened with “early reƟrement” and 

then reassigned for standing for biblical values  

concerning marriage.  

And then there are watchdog groups, including the 

Military Religious Freedom FoundaƟon, who seem to 

have the Pentagon’s ear and have lobbied for  

punishment of ChrisƟan soldiers who aƩempt to share 

their faith with others. They 

have successfully stopped 

charitable outreaches, oaths 

that include “so help me 

God,” and even NaƟvity 

scenes on military bases.  

On an encouraging note, in 

response to this unprece‐

dented aƩack on religious 

liberty in the military, the 

U.S. Congress  aƩached an 

amendment to the 2013  

defense appropriaƟons bill 

that reads: 

Sec.  533.  The  armed  forces 

shall  accommodate  the   

beliefs  of  a  member  of  the 

armed  forces  reflecƟng    the 

conscience, moral  principles, 

or  religious beliefs of  the member 

and,  in  so  far as pracƟcable, may 

not use such beliefs as the basis of any 

adverse  personnel  acƟon,  discrimina‐

Ɵon, or denial of promoƟon, schooling, 

training, or assignment. 

The U. S. Department of Defense released an  

“InstrucƟon” for the implementaƟon of Sec. 533 in 

early 2014 that looks very encouraging.  

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

Look  for  this  symbol  on  p.  6  to  read —  for 
FREE  —  “Friendly  Fire,”  as  featured  in  the 
December 2011 issue of CiƟzen magazine.  
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Religious Freedom in  

Public Schools 
“Public schools” are, to state the obvious, government

‐run schools, and as such are subject to the First 

Amendment’s rights and restricƟons in a way that  

private schools are not. How those rights and  

restricƟons play out in pracƟce, however, differs 

from students to teachers to school administra‐

Ɵons.  Let’s look at each of these in turn. 

Students 

The U.S. Supreme 

Court has famously 

said that “it can 

hardly be argued that  

either students or 

teachers shed their 

consƟtuƟonal rights to 

freedom of speech and 

expression at the 

schoolhouse gate.” Reli‐

gious freedom in schools 

is usually exercised 

through speech or other 

forms of expression. That 

liberty, however, has to be 

viewed in light of the needs 

of the special seƫng  

of schools, and the need  

to prevent disrupƟons that would impede the educa‐

Ɵonal process. 

Focus on the Family has produced easy‐to‐understand 

explanaƟons of students’ rights. We encourage you to 

watch these videos, download the accompanying  

resources and discuss these issues with your high 

school and college‐age children.  

Teachers 

Teachers’ First Amendment rights are more complicat‐

ed than students’, because of their mulƟple roles as 

ciƟzen, employee, and as a representaƟve of govern‐

ment. As a ciƟzen, a teacher has all the same First 

Amendment rights as any other ciƟzen, even at 

school. However, as an employee, the 

teacher needs to perform 

the duƟes he or 

she was hired 

for and cannot, 

for example, teach 

a comparaƟve reli‐

gion curriculum if 

the school hasn’t 

adopted such a curric‐

ulum. As a government 

employee, a teacher 

cannot do certain things, 

such as iniƟate prayer or 

evangelize students (or 

conversely, denigrate the 

faith of students), which 

would violate the First Amend‐

ment. Outside the presence of 

students, however, teachers can 

exercise the same religious 

rights as anyone else. 

Here are a couple good resources for teachers that 

address religious issues, from treatment of religious 

holidays in the classroom, to the expression of person‐

al beliefs, to wearing religious symbols.  

 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

Day  of  Dialogue  is  an  annual  student‐led,  free 
speech  event,    —  as  well  as  an  online  student  
resource hub —sponsored by Focus on  the Family. 
Learn more at DayOfDialogue.com. 
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School AdministraƟon 

School administrators who get into trouble when han‐

dling religious freedom‐related issues in schools seem 

to fall into one of three categories:  

 

1. They’re openly hosƟle to religion and any religious 

expression in schools;  

2. They’re neutral but ill‐informed about religious 

rights of students and teachers, and they inadvert‐

ently, or because of legal threats from outside  

secular groups, violate the rights of students and 

teachers in the name of the Establishment Clause; 

or  

3. They enthusiasƟcally support religious expressions 

to the point where they cross the line into advo‐

caƟng, endorsing or parƟcipaƟng in a parƟcular 

religion or religious acƟvity.  

 

All school administrators should become familiar with 

the U. S. Department of EducaƟon guidelines for deal‐

ing with the issue of religious expression in schools.   

Finally, it should be noted there are many good secular 

reasons for including religious elements in public 

school curricula, including studying the effect of  

religion on the founding of America and including  

religious music in well‐rounded music programs. The 

Supreme Court has held that having a secular basis for 

including a religious element in a government acƟvity, 

whether it’s in public educaƟon or a town Christmas 

display, makes the inclusion perfectly fine and not a 

violaƟon of the Establishment Clause. 

Religious Freedom in  

the Workplace 
The protecƟons for employees are simple and long‐

standing; the protecƟons for some business owners, 

on the other hand, are contenƟous and the Supreme 

Court has had to step in to sort things out. 

Employees 

Under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and  

similar state laws, employers cannot discriminate in 

their hiring, firing and other employment pracƟces on 

the basis of religion. That’s preƩy straighƞorward and 

to the point. 

The other right granted to employees under this feder‐

al law is the right to a “reasonable accommodaƟon” of 

an employee’s religious beliefs or pracƟces. For exam‐

ple, if employees consider it their religious duty to 

aƩend church on Sunday mornings, but their work 

schedule prevents them from doing so, they can ask 

their employer to accommodate their religious prac‐

Ɵce and schedule work hours around their Sunday reli‐

gious duƟes.  

Employers don’t have to automaƟcally grant these  

requests, if to do so would create an “undue hardship” 

for them. You can learn more about “reasonable  

accommodaƟon” from the Equal Employment Oppor‐

tunity Commission. 

Business Owners 

This is an uncertain Ɵme in our naƟon’s history to be a 

business owner and live out faith in the operaƟon of a 

business. Florists, bakers and photographers with con‐

scienƟous objecƟons to using their talents and skills to 

parƟcipate in “same‐sex weddings” have found their 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
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religious freedom threatened. Ordered (as part of 

ObamaCare) to provide possible aborƟon‐causing 

drugs through company health‐care plans (known as 

the “HHS mandate”), businesses, including Hobby Lob‐

by and Conestoga Wood SpecialƟes, also found the 

right to operate for the glory of God being resisted by 

the government and tested in the courts. In a big win 

for religious freedom, however, the U.S. Supreme 

Court issued its Hobby Lobby decision in June 30, 

2014, which upheld the right of ChrisƟan business 

owners under the Religious Freedom RestoraƟon Act 

(RFRA) to refuse the government’s coercive mandate. 

 In doing so, the Court specifically ruled that business 

owners do not forfeit their religious‐freedom rights 

when they choose to organize their businesses as cor‐

poraƟons.  

 

 

Fired for Being — A Christian? 

ChrisƟan employees are finding the secular workplace increasingly hosƟle, as more and more companies 

embrace values that are at odds with biblical teaching on sexual morality and marriage. Though state 

and federal laws prohibit the firing of employees because of their religion, companies aƩempt to side‐

step the law by firing ChrisƟan employees not complying with poliƟcally correct “tolerance”  

policies. Consider these recent examples:  

 Frank Turek was hired by Cisco Systems as a leadership consultant, helping the company’s employ‐

ees become beƩer leaders and team players. He was so successful that his contract was renewed. 

His seminars were highly rated by those in aƩendance. That is, unƟl one of his seminar aƩendees 

Googled Turek’s name and learned he had wriƩen a book supporƟng one man, one woman  

marriage. The student complained that Turek didn’t fit with Cisco’s “tolerance” polices. Shortly 

thereaŌer, the company fired Turek in 2010.  

 Craig  James was a former NFL running back and U.S. Senate candidate from Texas prior to being 

hired in 2013 by Fox Sports Southwest as a college football broadcaster. Just days later, James was 

fired when Fox learned that James, while campaigning for U.S. Senate, had advocated for one man, 

one woman marriage.  

 Natalie  Johnson worked for Macy’s in 2011, when she asked a man to leave the women’s dressing 

room area. The obviously male customer argued he was a woman; however, Johnson was adamant. 

Johnson was fired for not complying with Macy’s policy regarding transgender‐idenƟfied individuals. 

The lesson here for ChrisƟans is one of cauƟon: Standing up for what we believe will entail risks; but, 

stand we must. And there are several outstanding ChrisƟan legal organizaƟons ready to defend our 

rights, including Alliance Defending Freedom and Liberty InsƟtute.  

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
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Religious Freedom in  
Government and the  

Public Square 
Here are the basic rules government has to respect 

when it comes to its ciƟzens’ 

freedom of religion: 

The First Amendment prohib‐

its government from creaƟng 

a state‐supported religion, 

favoring one religion or sect 

over another, or interfering 

with how people of faith 

work out their beliefs in daily 

life, otherwise called “free 

exercise” of religion. 

The Religious Freedom Resto‐

raƟon Act  (federal and in 19 

states) prohibits government 

from passing laws that re‐

strict religious liberty unless 

there’s a really important  

purpose that cannot be 

achieved in a less burdensome 

way. So it’s important for ciƟzens to be aware of  

these protecƟons.    

There are a few other issues that come up regularly  

and cause lawsuits. These are the types of cases 

where good legal representaƟon is vital: 

1. Religious  Speech  in  Public,  Government‐Owned 

Areas. If it’s private speech in an area that is tradi‐

Ɵonally reserved for public expression, like public 

parks, sidewalks and other areas, then govern‐

ment can’t restrict or prohibit it except for reason‐

able Ɵme, place and manner rules. (e.g., not in  

the middle of the night under your neighbor’s 

bedroom window.)  

2. LegislaƟve Prayer. Can your city council begin its 

meeƟngs with prayer? Can people pray “in Jesus’ 

Name” at those meeƟngs? Is 

there a problem if nobody 

except ChrisƟans ever pray at 

the meeƟngs? These types of 

quesƟons oŌen end up in 

courtrooms, but the Su‐

preme Court long ago held, 

and recently reaffirmed,  that 

“legislaƟve prayer” before 

the proceedings of delibera‐

Ɵve bodies is a Ɵme‐honored 

pracƟce in America, begin‐

ning with the Founders, who 

draŌed the First Amend‐

ment’s Establishment Clause. 

3. Religious  Symbols. Can 

governments put up a NaƟvi‐

ty scene in their Christmas 

season displays? Can they 

post a copy of the Ten Com‐

mandments in the court‐

house, or a monument outside on the lawn? 

The answer is “yes” they can, if they are part of a 

larger display that has a secular purpose, such as 

celebraƟng a seasonal holiday or explaining the 

origins of our naƟon’s laws. 

Fortunately, there are wonderful religious liberty  

legal organizaƟons, such as the Alliance Defending 

Freedom, which exist for the sole purpose of  

assisƟng ChrisƟans in the defense of their rights in 

these situaƟons. 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

Look  for  this  symbol on p. 10 to  read  —for FREE —
“The Crime of the Cross,” as featured in the February 
2011 issue of CiƟzen magazine!  
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What Can I Do To  
Protect Religious  

Freedom? 
Our freedoms require diligent pro‐

tecƟon. And an ever‐expanding gov‐

ernment is not necessarily respecƞul 

of any rights it deems to be a road‐

block to “progress.” Here are some 

suggesƟons to help keep our reli‐

gious freedom intact. 

1. Understand it is biblical to stand 

on  your  rights  as  ciƟzens. Con‐

sider the example set by the 

Apostle Paul. On at least two 

occasions, he claimed the bene‐

fit of his rights as a Roman  

ciƟzen. See Acts 22:25 (Paul was 

about to be unlawfully flogged) 

and Acts 25:11 (Paul appeals his 

legal case to Caesar). 

2. Make  it a point to study the  is‐

sues  and  stay  informed. You’ve 

already made a great start by 

reading these materials, but 

we’ve barely scratched the sur‐

face.  Bookmark Focus on the 

Family’s Social Issues site which 

is full of arƟcles, videos, toolkits 

and more on religious freedom 

and related cultural issues (e.g., 

marriage, educaƟon, sexuality, life, etc.)  

3. Get and share accurate  informaƟon. Some of 

the greatest threats to religious liberty have 

arisen from recently passed federal laws. But if 

you follow only naƟonal media outlets,  

chances are you won’t hear about it at all.  

Or worse, the reporƟng is skewed 

to criƟcize the people fighƟng for 

freedom. Here are some ways to 

get the real story  and act on it: 

A. Sign up for our weekly, mobile

‐friendly e‐newsleƩer. Thriving 

Values brings to you fresh, 

ChrisƟan commentary and  en‐

gagement ideas on a wide 

range of hot‐buƩon, cultural 

topics.  

B.  Subscribe to CiƟzen magazine. 

CiƟzen sets the record straight 

on the issues affecƟng your 

family, your community and 

your church. You’ll read about 

everyday Americans impacƟng 

the culture for Jesus Christ – 

and future generaƟons.  

C.  Educate  your  family. Use  

books, radio and movies to 

teach your own children and 

grandchildren about our coun‐

try’s founding on freedom.  

D. Share  on  social  media. Use 

plaƞorms like Facebook, 

TwiƩer and Pinterest to help 

raise awareness when religious 

freedom is threatened. You can 

start today by sharing this  

resource kit with your friends 

and family!  

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

http://www.focusonthefamily.com/socialissues
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4.  Get  involved  in  your  state. People and  

organizaƟons who work to suppress  

religion usually start with the local and 

state governments, so your efforts to  

defend religious freedom should start 

there, too! If your state has a family  

policy council associated with Focus on the 

Family, get on their mailing list. Also,  

consider becoming an acƟve member of 

your community! Here are a few ways to 

start making an impact today:    

A. Write  leƩers  to  the  editor  of your 

local newspaper on items of commu‐

nity concern involving religious  

freedom. 

B. Start a small group or Bible study on 

this topic, or suggest that your  

exisƟng group tackle this subject.  

C. Talk to the leadership at your church 

about geƫng involved at the state 

and local level regarding this issue. 

The subject of religious freedom and 

civic engagement would also make a 

good subject for a sermon series. 

D. Sign  up  for  Focus  on  The  Family’s  

Moral and Social Updates and Alerts, 

and parƟcipate in calls to acƟon.   

 

 

Did You Know? 

 July 4: Independence Day is not the 

only day our naƟon celebrates our 

freedoms. This year, consider cele‐

braƟng these  specific dates with 

your family and friends — and learn 

more about the founding documents 

that define our freedoms! 

 Sept. 17: ConsƟtuƟon Day &  

CiƟzenship Day 

 Dec. 15: Bill of Rights Day 

 Jan. 16: Religious Freedom Day 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

We want your values to thrive in today’s culture, so we invite you to check out our host of helpful 
resources at FocusOnTheFamily.com/SocialIssues.aspx! 

 

CONTACT US: 800‐A‐FAMILY (800‐232‐6459) 
8605 Explorer Drive, Colorado Springs, CO 80920 

Email: ThrivingValues@Family.org 
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