


 
Jefferson’s Tombstone 



 
 When Thomas Jefferson chose the three 
accomplishments that he wanted to have written on 
his gravestone, one of them was his authorship of 
The Statute of Virginia on Religious Freedom. 
 This act alone shows the importance that Jefferson 
placed on religious freedom, but Jefferson’s 
numerous writings on the issue also show his 
commitment to this issue… 

Jefferson and Religion 



 
 While Jefferson authored this bill in 1779, it was not 
adopted by the Virginia General Assembly until 
1786. 
 Jefferson’s words clearly have an influence on the 
wording of the 1st Amendment, which would be 
ratified in 1791…. 

A Bill for Establishing 
Religious Freedom 



 
Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom: 

  Be it therefore enacted by the 
General Assembly, That no man 
shall be compelled to frequent or 
support any religious worship, 
place, or ministry whatsoever, nor 
shall be enforced, restrained, 
molested, or burdened in his body 
or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer 
on account of his religious opinions 
or belief; but that all men shall be 
free to profess, and by argument to 
maintain, their opinions in matters 
of religion, and that the same shall 
in nowise diminish, enlarge, or 
affect their civil capacities. 

1st Amendment: 

  Congress shall make no 
law respecting an 
establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or 
the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, 
and to petition the 
government for a redress 
of grievances. 



 
  Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or 
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 

Government for a redress of grievances. 

The 1st Amendment protects people‘s right to practice 
(or not practice) religion, to speak freely, to assemble 

(meet), to address (petition) the government, and of the 
press to publish freely 

 
 The 1st Amendment essentially protects 4 things: 

1)  Religion 
2)  Speech 
3)  Press 

4)  Assembly 

First Amendment 



 
 Reminder:  We break the freedom of religion stuff up 
into two distinct parts: 
 Establishment Clause: The government can’t establish 
a national religion or show preference towards one 
  Free Exercise Clause: The government can’t interfere 
with your practice of religion 

 Thomas Jefferson said that the 1st Amendment set up 
a “wall of separation” between the church and the 
government.  That gets a little tricky – as we shall see 
– especially when it comes to church and school. 

FREEDOM OF 
RELIGION 



 
 

 Engel v. Vitale (1962) – Can schools write a prayer to 
be recited by school children? 
 School District of Bington Township, PA v. Schempp 
(1963) – Can the state of Pennsylvania mandate Bible 
reading in school? 
 Lee v. Weisman (1992) – Can you have a prayer at a 
high school graduation? 
 Santa Fe Independent School District v. Doe – Can 
students lead prayer at a high school football game? 

Some First Amendment Court Cases 
dealing with the Establishment Clause 



 
 A number of things, actually.  

  You can pray to yourself (as long as it is not disruptive to 
the educational process) 
  STUDENT religious groups can meet at a school facility if 
the facility is available for other groups. 
  If schools rent facilities to other groups, they must do so for 
religious groups as well. 
  Religious instructors can’t come in to provide religious 
instruction, but students can be released from part of the 
day to receive this instruction elsewhere. 

GENERAL RULE: THE ESTABLISHMENT CLAUSE 
MANDATES ACCOMIDATION OF ALL RELIGIONS AND 
FORBIDS HOSTILITY TOWARDS RELIGIONS from the 
government. 

So what can you do at 
school regarding religion? 



 
 Although the Free Exercise Clause of the 1st 
Amendment allows you to believe whatever you 
want regarding religion, it has put into place some 
restrictions on what you can and can’t practice 
regarding religious rituals.   
 Employment Division(Oregon) v. Smith (1988) – You 
can’t legally smoke peyote as part of a religious ritual. 
 Reynolds v. U.S. – You can’t practice criminal actions 
(i.e. bigamy), even if it is part of your religious beliefs 

FREE EXERCISE 
CLAUSE 


