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Church
& State

RCHS graduation prayer issue
has had wide-ranging effects

Megan
Chapman
spoke
about her
faith ot
ceremony.

By Ao Giison
Truars o an Resouren
RUSSELL SPRINGS - For a
short time in May, because of two
very different teenagers, this com-
munity was tumed into a micro-
cosm for the debate on the separa-
tion of church and state when a
federal judge miled to block praver
at the 2006 Russell County High
Sehool graduation
The controversy attracted the
attention  of the nation.  the
Amencan Civil Libertics Union
and Rev. Jerry Falwell. to name a
fiew
Megan Chapman, who gave a
speech outlining hs.r fauth in Giod

19-vear-old Ping. secking to halt
praver before the RCHS gradua-
ton. Ping had asked the school car-
hier to mix the graduation prayer
becanse he felt it weuld violate s
cwil nghts, a request they refused

The ACLU amgued in its court
papers  that  "school-sponsored
praver constitutes a svmbolic and
tangible ‘preference. . given by
law' to a rehigious scet by exalting
it over contrary religious behefs
deemed less worthy of govemment
cndorsement "

The ACLU spokesperson sud
the swit was brought under the
Constitutional provision banning
govern: t-sponsored  religion
That d . the first in the

during the |
has been personally awarded a full
scholarship to Liberty University

by Falwell becavse of her bold
affirmation of faith

Chapman's sister Mandy was
also awarded a full scholarship by
Falwell.

Demrick Ping. the student who
contacted the ACLU secking 1o
have the graduation praver blocked
by a federal judge. has since under-
gone what he descnbes as verbal
and physical hamssment since the
ton  praver

conroversy

On \Ia\ 6, 2006 the ACLU
filed a federal lawswit on behalf of

Bill of Rights, has been a source of
conflict between the ACLU and
many religious groups across the
nation. The Russcll County gradu-
ating class of 2006 made headlines
by becoming one of those groups

On the day of the graduation,
LS Distnet Judge  Joscph
McKinley granted an un-named
complamant, later found to be
Ping, and the ACLU the temporan
restraining order they sought. That
decision blocked the school. a
state-funded  institution.  from
allowing clergyv-led praver dunng
the graduation ceremony

See PRAYER, page A10
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PRAYER: issus at Russell Co. High School graduation grew large

Continued from front page

Chapman, who had onginally
been elected as the class chaplain,
had to be re-clected by her peers as
a "spokesperson” for the class. as
the injunction stated that any cler-
gy-led praver would be unconstitu-
tional.  Chapman’s  graduation
address was to be on a subject of
her choosing,

Chapman chose © give a testi-
monial of her Chnstian faith in
which she explaned that God had
guided her through hife since she
was baptized at age five.

After learming of the ruling. some
of the senior class decided to recite
the Lord's Praver during opening
remarks by their principal

Lili Lutgens was the ACLU
attomey who represented Ping and
stated the significance of the case
repeatedly to the media

“This case is not about whether
people can prav.” said Lutgens. "It's
about familics and ndividuals
deciding for themselves whether,
when and how to pray. Our
founders intended that these sons
of religious decisions be made by
individuals and familics. not gov-
emment.”

Lutgens smd the ACLU
pleased with the ruling by Judge
McKinley. but smd she wouldn't
sav if she felt it was a success or
not

In statements made to the Times
Joumal. Rev. Falwell sud that he
was "by no means surprised” at the
ruling. saying that "The ACLU has
a primary goal of expelling God
from the public square ™

Falwell said that even the most
influential cwvil libertics group in
the country cannot act completely
alone in its litigation

"It takes a local antagonist to
brng the ACLU into action .. an
anti-Chnst person who wanis to
deny the nghts of others” smd
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Falwell

Chapman said the lawsuit was
probably a blessing in disguise and
docsn't hold any all-will towards
Ping or his representabon

"Nobody  would have cven
thought about the praver if that had-
nt happened.” said Chapman. "I'm
nat angry at all because God got so
much glory because of it I'm thank-
ful that it happened ™

She's also thankful that her testi-
momnial at graduation so impressed
Rev. Falwell that he offered her and
her twin sister Mandy full scholar-
ships to s college, Liberty
University. in Lynchburg. Va

Chapman said she was contacted
shortly after the graduanion by Mat
Staver, the Founder and Chairman
of Liberty Counsel. the group
which intervened in the lawsuit on
behalf of Chapman. Rev. Falwell
sad he wanted someone as bold as
Chapman to anend his college and
offered Chapman and her twin-sis-
ter Mandy full scholarships
Chapman sud neither she nor her
sister had even applied 1o the
school

"I was completely shocked and
thankful” Chapman said

She has Ping to thank for giving
her the opportumity to give the
address that camed her and her sis-
ter full scholarships. The dual
scholarships will doubtless save her
parcnts  thousands of dollars
According to Libernv Universin's
website. undergraduate tuition -
mcluding room and board - costs
$20,750 annually. When the mition
is calculated for four vears, for both
girls, the amount comes to
S166.000

Ping is a 19-vear-old whose per-
sonal convictions run counter to his
communminv's  strong  rehigious
framework

When Ping decided to act on lis
convictions he created a firestorm
of controversy that both enraged
and united a community

"1 was trving to take away a little
power from the rehgious regime
here,” Ping smd. “Thev've gone
unchecked for a good while now
and if | didn't speak out, nothing
was going to happen "

Ping sad because of s demal of
and opposition to Chnstiamity he
was consistently singled out and
ndiculed by religious classmates
dunng his school years

Ping and Chapman both said they
have a long history of debating
cach other over religion

"We go way back”
Chapman

Ping sand their relaionship goes
as far back as seventh grade when a
teacher asked their class if anvone
believed in evolunon. Ping rmsed
his hand and said that he did

“From that pomt on Megan
decided it would be her goal to
brng me 1o the light.” sud Ping

Chapman said she felt i was her
Chnstian duty 1o witness to Ping.
telling him about the love of Jesus

“I never forced it down his throat
or told him he was going to go to
hell.” Chapman suid. "But | did talk
with him about Jesus ™

Chapman’s pastor at New Victon
Bapuist, Rick Neff, sud that both of
the Chapman twins and other
voung people in his congregation
have ivited Ping to their church,
an offer he ook them up on

“They don't harbor any il feel-
ngs towards Dernck (Ping).” sud
Neff “They snll want to reach him,
for Chnist”

Ping sud he'd grown ured of
what he perceived as a relentless
wave of religious rhetone through-
out his school vears from students
and teachers alike

One  meident he

sad

remembers

specifically occurred dunng a hife-
sciences class in middle school. He
smd the teacher was required to
mention evolution and the Big-
Bang theory during the class. Ping

non” the theones, which the saie
ufic commumty deems vahd He
saud the teacher gave them only a
brief "30 second”™ paraphrise of
them

“After that he read from Genesis
for quite awhile,” sud Ping. "That
really bothered me "

Ping said he found little solace n
Chapman's and others attempts o
convert him to their own beliefs

He sud becanse he didn't sub-
scnbe to Chnstiamity he was sub-
ject o discnmination from others
and so became a self-descnbed
"loner”

He recalls incidents duning high
school in which students eniticized
him and sxd a few umes he had
been physically threatened. One
ume in pariicular a group of stu-
dents surrounded him in the hall-
way. throwing taunts at him. He
said he fielt they were attemp o

"Ifs a ven small. haweful and
vocal minonty that sceks 1o demy
the nghts of people to express their
religious beliefs,” smd Falwell
"There's oo many of us o allow
this to happen.”

Falwell claims the effort to erad-
wcate God from the public sphere
has been caused by many factors

ludng hberal lists. politi-

ncite a fight

"They were all around me and
one guy sud that people who didn't
believe in God were gay.” sad
Ping. He said he didn't understand
the statement and said it was a stu-
pid. illogical thing to sav. He added
that he has doubts as to how logical
rehgious assertions are amvway. He
said one of the students shoved
him. hoping to start a fight

"I had to duck into a classroom to
get away from them ™

Ping also said that on June 29,
while working in the K-Mart park-
g lot, that he was accosted by
three individuals whom he didn't
know. One of the individuals, after
berating him. punched him i the
neck. Ping sad the blow didn't hurt
and that he stood his ground unnl
the group lefi

"I saud, "Are vou done™ and they
just left,” recalled Ping

He said he didn't retaliate
because he is a pacifist by nature

Chapman said that she remem-
bers that Ping was not treated well
n school by many of his classmates
because of his different perspective
on religious matters

“People defimitely could've been
nicer, but 1 could understand them
not waning to talk to him." sud
Chapman

Both Ping and Chapman said that
the graduation controversy led to
palpable tension and 1n some cases
anger among students dunng the
weeks leading up to graduation,
most of which was tamgeted at Ping

Ping saud during the graduation
rehearsal he was booed by many of
the students as he walked towards
the podium

Chapman smd much of the dis-
crmination Ping faced was of his
own doing

"To be honest he brought it on
himself.” smd Chapman

When asked about the negative
reaction from Chnstian students
Chapman said she didn't agree with
it. but that it was something that
couldn't be dealt with casilv

"You can't control evenvone's
actions.” said Chapman. "It's fine to
feel the way he docs but | don't
think he should be like 'poor me’, va
know "

Neff, agreed that the actions of
some people can't be controlled

“lam saddened to know that peo-
ple react that way, and | know that
they probably have but the true
Chnstian at heart doesn't desire o
respond. in such wavs of anger”
sud Neff

Chapman sud she felt the tempo-
rary restraining order aganst the
graduation  prayver was  wrong
because the majonty of her class
wanted praver

“In Amenca the magonty should
win,” smd Chapman. "1 hate 1o sy
it, but I'm sorry, the minonty does-
n'twin”

Neff ook a different stand when
asked whether a religious majonty
should assen itself

"In a polincal arcna majonty
rules, but in a religious aspect. we
as Chnstians should never seck out
" sud
Neff "It would be w rong for us to
witness in terms of ‘majonty rules””

Rev. Falwell, however, sces the
controversy over church and state
as a battle of numbers

cians and recent appointees o the
couns on both the federal and state
levels. but added that “the ACLU 15
the primary villain *

He went on to smv he hopes
President Bush can use his execu-
uve powers to level what he sees as
an unfur balance of opimon in the
Supreme Court

“Our only hope is that President
Bush gets one more appomtment to
the Supreme Court.” saud Falwell.
who added that he believes the
teaching of evolution and anvthing
clse contradictory to Chnstiamin
should be outlawed

Neff. whao's approach to the sub-
ject was more moderate than
Falwell's. smd he promoted a toler-
ance of other's faiths. but also sud
he was completely opposed to the
separation of church and state

“You can't limit where vou want
to use God and where vou don't.”
sad Meff

Ping sad he fecls that it is his
constitutional nght to not be sub-
jected to the proselvizing of others
about thar religious beliefs, cspe-
cually at a state-funded institution
such as his high school

He sud he understands the
Chnstian religion, having attended
the Bemard Ridge Church of God.
and has expenenced biblical teach-
wngs first hand He also said he's
discussed religion  with  many
Chnstians in the area. including
preachers, and therefore has a good
understanding of the Chnstian reh-
gion

Ping said it is not that he doesn't
know about Christamity. it's simply
that he doesn’t agree with the
Chnstian stance on many  issues,
mcluding the eivil nghts of homo-
sexuals to marry and its rejection of
scientific evidence supporing evo-
lutionan theory

He said he doesn't feel he should
be constanthy patronized by those
who feel only their beliefs are vald
while hus are not

BERTRAM:

Continued from front page
Robert Bertram

Cleveland, who 15 trang the cases
n Frankln County saud that he was-
o't sure why many of the cases were
brought n the first place

“That was a bad case in my opin-
won.” he sud of the mdictment of
Bertram on a change of an improper
campagn contnbution

As to the indictment for allegedhy
cashing an insurnce  compam
check that wasn't meant for Russell
Sprngs Cleveland saud. "There was
no criminal intent n that case - He
(Berram) dadn't get anyv of that
money.” So the prosecutor said he
was again unsure why the indictment
had been retumed agamst Bertam

Another charge pending. which
mvolved the ain's pavment of insur-
ance premiums for Bertram and hus
son, accordmg to Cleveland was
resolved by Bertram's agreement o
repay the aty
$301.000

The remauning case. nvolving the
city's pavments into the retirement
svstem on Bertram's behalf may also
be resolved soon

"We're hopeful that well get that
case resolved by the end of the
month.” Cleveland saad

something  over
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