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Church & the Bayou State:
Religion in Louisiana

Religion and government have shared a comfortable connection in Louisiana starting fifty
years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence, when the Ursuline nuns set up a school
for girls in the French Quarter. Formed from French and Spanish colonies — both officially Roman
Catholic countries — Louisiana still maintains vestiges of that religious relationship through local
government lines that date back to church parish divisions. While the geographical divisions in the
state have sustained more than 200 years, the line separating church and state is often blurred in
Louisiana. Some would like it erased completely. So what role does religion play in public life of
Louisianans and how strong is the wall is separating Church and the Bayou State?

How Religious Is Louisiana?

Public opinion polling has long shown the United States to be a very religious country. A 2009 survey
by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, ranked Louisiana as the fourth most religious state
based on how respondents rated the importance of religion in their lives, their belief in God and
frequency of prayer and attendance at services.

Religious Affiliation

According to a 2004 Gallup analysis of religious affiliation of Americans, 52% of Louisiana’s
population is “Protestant”; 33% of Louisianans are “Catholic” (The 8 largest percentage in U.S.);
“Other Christian” 6.2%, “None” 4.5%; “Jewish” 0.4% and “Mormon” 0.1%.

Megachurches
A megachurch is a church having around 2,000 or more attendants for a typical weekly service.
According to the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, Louisiana has 17 megachurches.

Louisiana Megachurches

Weekly Relative Affiliation
Name City Attendance
The Pentecostals of Alexandria Alexandria 2800 Pentecostal
Greater St. Stephen Full Gospel Baptist New Orleans 10000 Baptist
Family Worship Center Baton Rouge 4000 Nondenominational.
The Pentecostals West Monroe 2050 Pentecostal
Broadmoor Baptist Church Shreveport 3000 Southern Baptist Conv.
Beacon Light Baptist Cathedral New Orleans 8000 Baptist
First Baptist Church Bossier City 1800 Southern Baptist Conv.

Parkview Baptist Church Baton Rouge 2000 Southern Baptist Conv.
First Baptist Church West Monroe 3400 Southern Baptist Conv.
Life Center Ministries New Orleans 6500 Nondenominational.
Franklin Avenue Baptist Church New Orleans 4000 Baptist
Victory Fellowship Metarie 2000 Assemblies of God
First Baptist Church Lafayette 2000 Southern Baptist Conv.
Bethany World Prayer Center Baker 8000 Nondenominational.
First Assembly of God Shreveport 2000 Assemblies of God
Healing Place Church Baton Rouge 7200 Nondenominational.

Source: Hartford Institute for Religion Research
http://hirr.hartsem.edu/megachurch/database.html
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Establishment Clause
The first sixteen words in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution deal with the
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proved handy over the years as a convenient means of describing the relationship between religion
and government in the United States. But debate continues over where the wall is and how high it
should be.
Some Americans are troubled by what they see as an effort on the part of federal courts and
civil liberties advocates to exclude God and religious sentiment from public schools. Such an effort,
these Americans believe, infringes upon the First Amendment right to the free exercise of religion.
Civil libertarians and others, meanwhile, voice concern that conservative Christians are trying
to impose their values on students of all religious stripes. Federal courts, the civil libertarians point
out, have consistently interpreted the First Amendment's prohibition on the establishment of religion
to forbid state sponsorship of prayer and most other religious activities in public schools.

A bill working its way through the current Louisiana Legislature, the “Preservation of
Religious Freedom Act” (SB606) would statutorily “re-establish a wall of protection” against
governmental attempts to infringe upon an individual’s rights of religious expression. Opponents say

/
it is unnecessary since both the Louisiana and U.S. Constitutions already protect religious freedom. =
Proponents say it helps to underscore Louisiana’s legal position on challenges to religious expression. l '
Twenty —nine states have adopted similar laws. £ 2
M ] == 1
National Day Of Prayer AN

An example of the fragile balance between the practice and promotion of religion when the
government is involved recently came to light in a case involving “The National Day of Prayer”, a
fixture since President Truman proclaimed it 58 years ago. In April a U.S. District Judge ruled that the
federal law that designates the presidential proclamation and observance violates the Establishment

Clause of the first amendment. U.S. District Judge Barbara Crabb said the government can no more
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Monroe and president of the D.C.-based Interfaith Alliance praised the judge’s decision, saying,
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Rasmussen Reports telephone survey following the ruling found that 60% of Americans favor the

federal government recognizing a National Day of Prayer. Twenty-eight percent are opposed. The

White House is appealing the ruling.

Prayer and School

Beginning in the middle of the 20* century, the courts generally tried to fortify the wall of
separation. But in recent decisions the pendulum seems to be moving in the other direction — with one
exception. In the area of government speech on religious matters, such as school-sponsored prayer,
the law has moved toward increased separation between religion and the government. In 1976 the
Louisiana legislature enacted a statute that required local school boards and parishes to permit school
authorities to allow students and teachers to observe a "brief time in silent meditation." This was
amended in 1992 to allow for a "brief time in silent prayer or meditation." In 1999 an amendment was
passed deleting the word "silent" from the statute:
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http://articles.latimes.com/2010/may/06/nation/la-na-prayer-20100507

In 2001, in Doe v. School Board of Ouachita Payidte 5" Circuit Court of Appeals charged that
Louisiana’s removal of the word "silent" from the school prayer statute was unconstitutional. The
Court declared that the plain language of the 1999 amendment as well as the legislature's statements
at the time showed that the sole purpose of the amendment was to return verbal prayer to the public
schools in violation of the Establishment Clause. In April 2002, the Louisiana legislature enacted an
amendment to the statute reinserting the word "silent" into the text, thereby curing the constitutional
impropriety.

In Tangipahoa Parish, the ACLU has filed seven lawsuits over the years against the Parish
School Board, several involving the issue of prayer. Past judgments have resulted in the Tangipahoa
Parish School Board ceasing the practice of having prayers at its meetings; prayers at school football
games and the distribution of bibles to Middle School students.

To protect itself against claims of favoring one religion over another the Tangipahoa Parish
School board has adopted a new voluntary prayer policy which bars board members from leading
prayers and opens the opportunity to lead invocations on a first-come, first-served basis. Pastor Louis
Husser of Crossgate Church in Robert recently expressed his frustration to LPB over the numerous
lawsuits.? 6 T EQwD UwWE O1 U O w bolrifretbom @fGpeach d@htdxtiatyéligiod is bok t®e wensored
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Funding of Religious Schools

In 1930 a case from the Bayou State regarding the funding of religious schools made it all the
way to the Supreme Court. Louisiana passed a statute that allowed for the purchasing of secular
textbooks for all school children (secular and religious). In Cochran v. Louisiana State Board of Education
/ﬁ( Yhe Supreme Court allowed indirect aid to religious schools based on the

\‘XK \ “child benefit” theory. In 2000 in Mitchell v. Helms again another

Louisiana case this time involving Jefferson Parish, the Supreme Court

ruled 6 to 3 that taxpayer money may be used to buy computers and other
materials for religious and other private schools.
A 2002 Supreme Court decision involving Cleveland, Ohio school vouchers took
the funding principle one step further. In the Clevebnd Voucherase, the Supreme Court decided that
the government may spend money for the payment of tuition at religious elementary and secondary
schools even if those schools offer faith-intensive academic programs. Justice Antonin Scalia defended
the pro-voucher stance that there is no government endorsement of religion because money is
allocated on the basis of the individual choices of parents. "Unless there is an endorsement of religion
involved here, | don't see why the fact that some of the money, even most of the money goes to religious schools,
makes any differencehé said. Justice Souter argued that government neutrality toward religion is
necessary but not sufficient for the program to pass constitutional muster, and that one must also look
at the program's effect. "And at the end of the day}ie said, "the effect is a massive amounthwdney into
religious schoolsThat, I think, is the sticking point here."

In 2008 the Louisiana legislature passed House Bill 1347, which established the Student
Scholarships for Educational Excellence Programeasure that allows students in low-performing New
Orleans public schools to transfer to better schools including private and parochial schools. Gov.
Bobby Jindal's plan set aside $10 million from the General Fund to finance the program. While
voucher programs are typically challenged based on a constitutional clause that either bars use of
public funds to support sectarian schools or prohibits compelling individuals to support religious
institutions without their consent, Louisiana is one of only three states with neither type of clause in
its constitution.




Sex Education

When it comes to sex education in public schools, many religious groups only favor
instruction that mirrors their beliefs - marriage and family formation education in conjunction with
abstinence until marriage programs. Opponents of “abstinence-only” programs cite research that
shows they do not work in reducing premarital sex plus they misrepresent the effectiveness of
condoms which they suggest could put teenagers” health at risk. Some “abstinence-only” programs
have been found to use taxpayer dollars to promote one religious perspective. In 2002, a federal court
threw out the Governor’s Program on Abstinence (GPA), started by Governor Mike Foster. The
ACLU noted that the program used tax funding to present religious skits, and produce radio shows
that “share abstinence as part of the gospel message.”

Since 1982, “abstinence-only” programs have received more than $1.5 billion in federal funds
Funding for “abstinence-only” programs increased dramatically during the administration of
President George W. Bush. President Barack Obama eliminated most funding for abstinence-only
education programs in the 2010 budget and in June 2009, Congress allowed $50 million in funding to
expire. The health reform law calls for $375 million over five years in state grants for comprehensive
sex education that encourages teens to delay sexual activity but to practice safer sex if they are already
active. Under the new health reform bill, abstinence-only programs can continue to receive up to $50
million a year for the next five years.

A bill in the current Louisiana legislature proposed by Democratic Rep. Patricia Smith of
Baton Rouge would require sex education courses for grades 4 through 12 beginning with the 2011-12
school year. Parents who don’t want their children participating in the classes could opt out with a
written request. Objections have been raised by religious groups who oppose their taxpayer dollars
going towards a curriculum that does not focus solely on moral values and abstinence. Rob Tasman
with the Louisiana Conference of Catholic Bishops notes that the majority of Catholic students are in
public schools and believes that presenting sex education as just scientific explanations ? can lead to a
sense of moral relativism.

Science And Religion (Excerpted from Louisiana Coalition for Science website: lasciencecoalition.org)
In 1981, the Louisiana legislature passed and Gov. Dave Treen signed the “Balanced
Treatment for Creation-Science and Evolution-Science Act.” This law required that
2" 0001 OEDPOT whaBIbsthaolyledpublio pttbiols within this state shall give balanced
treatment to creationscience and to evolutidd E B | 1©vzab dedared unconstitutional by
= the U.S. Supreme Court on June 19, 1987, in the case of Edwards v. Aguillard At the
same time, however, the Court held that "teaching a variety of scientific theorie®ab
the origins of humankind to school children might be validly done with the clear secular
intent of enhancing the effectiveness of science instruction."

In 2008, the Louisiana legislature passed and Gov. Bobby Jindal signed the “Louisiana Science
Education Act” (LSEA). The LSEA requires that educators create and foster an environment “...that
promotes critical thinking skills, logical analysis, and open and objective discussion of scientific theories being
studied including evolution, the origins of lile, OOEEOwPEUOD OT O ulh&SHAllediddFdWE OOOD O
was drafted at the request of the Louisiana Family Forum (LFF), a Christian conservative group.

Barbara Forrest with the Americans United for the Separation of Church and State told LPB that she

feels that the LSEA was introduced as a back door way to promote intelligent design creationism. ?To
promote this legislation in LA, they.FF) worked with the DisoveryInstitute. TheDiscoverylnstitute is a
well-known creationist organizatiom The U.S. National Academy of Sciences has stated that

"creationism, intelligent design, and other claims of supernatural intervention in the origin of life or of species
are not science because they are not testable byttiwdmef science.”



http://lasciencecoalition.org/2010/04/25/nothin-but-academic-freedom/

Stem Cell Research
Stem cell research has been constrained in Louisiana due to religious objections. Opponents,
including many religious organizations, say the process creates a human life that is destroyed when
stem cells are removed. Two laws have been passed in response to these objections. Act 486, passed
in 2008, prohibits public funds from federal, state or local governments to be used for? T UOE OQwUOOE U b

prevents Louisiana scientists from securing either federal or state funding for research that is already
legal in the United States. Opponents of the law say it may act as a barrier to recruiting scientists to
facilities such as LSU's Pennington Biomedical Research Center.

Conclusion

The political, legal and personal moral questions surrounding the separation of church and
state show no sign of waning. And, like all serious discourse about the democratic process, this free
and forceful debate is both a test of and a testament to the power of America’s great experiment in

democracy.
R R a e S

Please watch
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on Louisiana Public Square
airing Wednesday, May 26, 2010 at 7 p.m. on LPB.

Let us know your thoughts on the role
that religion should play in Louisiana!
Visit www.lpb.org/publicsquare

and share your comments.
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