ENGEL V. VITALE

For many years, a particular ritual marked the beginning of each school day all across America. Teachers led their students through the Pledge of Allegiance, a short prayer, the singing of "America" or "The Star-Spangled Banner," and possibly some readings from the Bible. The choice of ritual varied according to state law, local custom and the preferences of individual teachers or principals.

In New York, the state Board of Regents had prepared a "non-denominational" prayer for use in the public schools, trying to avoid anything that might offend one particular religious group or another. But in one school district a group of parents challenged the prayer as "contrary to the beliefs, religions, or religious practices of both themselves and their children." The state's highest court upheld the use of the prayer, on the grounds that state law did not force any student to join in the prayer over a parent's objections.

But the Supreme Court, in the following case, held the entire idea of a state-mandated or state-sponsored prayer, no matter how innocuous, as contrary to the spirit and command of the First Amendment's ban against the establishment of religion. As Justice Black noted, a prayer by any definition constituted a religious activity, and by promoting prayer, the state violated the Establishment Clause.

The Engel decision unleashed a firestorm of criticism against the Court that, although it has abated from time to time, has never died out. There are many people in the United States who believe that religion should be fostered by the state, and that while no particular doctrine or church should be established, the state ought to be friendly and supportive to all religions on an equal basis. In their opinion, school prayer was a natural and historic tradition in a country that styled itself "one nation under God."

The Court's decision has had its champions as well, and many people believe that the Court was absolutely right, and that religion is and should remain a private matter. Once a teacher starts to lead students in prayer, it is difficult for any particular student to object or to abstain, and thus he or she is forced to pray -- a clear violation of the First Amendment. The debate continues, and Engel, to both its detractors and supporters, is a landmark decision in the effort to define what freedom of religion means in a democratic society.

Questions:

1. What clause of the First Amendment did the Supreme Court say the state of New York violated when it created a prayer for schools? What does that clause prevent a state or the federal government from doing?
2. Why did some people criticize the Courts decision?
3. Why did some people support the Courts decision?
4. Do you agree with the Courts decision? Why or why not?

