Date, 2007

Honorable __________________

Illinois General Assembly

___Legislative District

Street

City/State/ZIP

Re:
"Silent Reflection and Student Prayer Act"  

Dear Senator/Representative ______________:

Governor Rod Blagojevich has vetoed legislation approved by the General Assembly which would have mandated a “Moment of Silence” at the start of the day in our public schools, saying that current state law allows teachers to ask students to take a moment for silent reflection before class. Requiring it could violate the U.S. Constitution's ban on state-sponsored religion.  In his statement, the Governor said, “I believe in the power of prayer," Blagojevich wrote. "I also believe that our founding fathers wisely recognized the personal nature of faith and prayer, and that is why the separation of church and state is a centerpiece of our Constitution, our democracy and our freedoms."  And, I agree.

I oppose such legislation because the current "Silent Reflection and Student Prayer Act" [105/ILCS/1] which has been the law in Illinois since 1969 is more than sufficient to allow such voluntary observance and does not require teachers to facilitate what may be, or may tend to become a religious observance.  

I am of the opinion that this is yet another of those “slippery slope” issues where a “moment of silence” may very well morph into a “moment of silent prayer.”  Any legislation that establishes a moment of silence must be sensitive to the likelihood that the school, teachers or students will actively or tacitly coerce non-religious children and believers in non-majority faiths to participate in prayer. Often legislation exacerbates this probability by requiring all students to participate in the moment of silence.  Those who do not wish to pray should not be coerced or ostracized as being anti-religious or amoral.

The Establishment Clause requires government neutrality toward religion. Because moment of silence legislation inherently promotes prayer or meditation, it amounts to a state sanction of religion over non-religion. In addition, moments of silence conform most closely to the Christian practice of silent prayer and meditation. In contrast, many religions require adherents to chant, pray audibly or to move when praying. A moment of silence thus prefers one religious tradition over others.

In Wallace v. Jaffree (1985), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that an Alabama "moment of silence" law was unconstitutional. It had allowed public schools in the state to start each classroom day with a moment "for meditation or voluntary prayer." The court decided 6 to 3 that the legislature's sole purpose in passing the law was to promote religion. Their ruling cited several statements from legislative records that revealed a desire to sponsor prayer in the state's public school system.  Unfortunately, that may well have been  the case here as well.  Students and teachers should retain the choice now provided by law, and the legislature should not pre-empt local control over what happens in our classrooms.  

I hope you and other members of the General Assembly will vote to defeat any attempt to override the Governor’s veto.
Sincerely,

