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SECTION

By Paul Newberry
The Associated Press

A
TLANTA—A football
season begins, and with
it comes religion on the
gridiron. Solemn prayers
whispered before kickoff.
Players from both teams

kneeling together in the middle of
the field when it’s over.

Nothing wrong with any of that. Everyone
is free to express their faith, no matter what
they believe.
But some universities and high schools

have gone too far. When a college team
hires a chaplain, it sends a clear message
that everyone is expected to fall in line
spiritually. When a coach takes part in a
mass baptism at a high school stadium,
which happened recently in a small Georgia
community, it doesn’t take a constitutional
scholar to recognize the predicament.
So, beforewe get down to Xs andOs, let’s

make surewe’re separating church and state.
“Football is like a religion,” said

Annie Laurie Gaylor, co-president of the
Wisconsin-based Freedom FromReligion
Foundation. “Then you have religion in foot-
ball, and it’s really combustible.”
Gaylor’s group recently sent letters to

15 major programs, nine of them in the
Southeastern Conference, complaining that
their chaplain programs are egregiously
promoting religion within a public univer-
sity setting.
“The coach has such immense power,” she

said. “If you’re a player, you get in line. You

want to please the coach. The last thing you
want to do is stand out as rebellious.”
Georgia was one of the schools that

received a letter from the foundation. The
Bulldogs’ longtime coach, Mark Richt, has
made no secret of his deep Christian faith.
The team’s chaplain, Kevin “Chappy” Hynes,
is the coach’s brother-in-law.
Richt said there’s nothing nefarious about

mixing football and faith.
“We’re at a secular university,” he said

this week. “I understand that. We don’t try to
make anybody believe a certain way at all.”
Then, Richt went on to describe a coach-

ing philosophy that can’t help but leave
his players thinking their spiritual growth
—whatever course that takes— is just as
important as lifting weights, learning the
playbook and going to class.
“I encourage our guys to grow spiritually.

I believe our spirit is going to live beyond
our body. So I encourage them to grow spiri-
tually, but I don’t tell themwhat to believe.”
Even that’s problematic, looking at today’s

society, in which there is a growing number
of young people who describe themselves as
atheist or agnostic.
At Georgia Tech, team chaplain Derrick

Moore has been a visible part of the
program for years, his fiery pre-game
speeches even turning up on YouTube. He
is employed by the Georgia Tech Athletic
Association and, from all accounts, beloved
by his players. It’s also worth noting that
videos show him capping off his inspiration-
al words with the “Lord’s Prayer.”
“He’s there for a lot of guys, just off-the-

field stuff, just trying to lead them in the
right direction,” said Justin Thomas, the
team’s star quarterback. “Not necessarily

with Christianity, but just in life. Making
sure they’re going down the right path,
doing the right things. Nobody is forced to
do anything. But if you’re around him, he’s
an uplifting guy. He’s someone you want to
be around.”
Clemson was another school singled out

by the Freedom FromReligion Foundation.
Their coach, Dabo Swinney, has been a
familiar target of the organization, also
receiving a complaint last year that charged
himwith promoting religion in violation of
the Constitution. Swinney has denied any
wrongdoing while making it clear he’s not
about to shy away from his faith.
“It’s not tough to balance at all,” he said. “I

amwho I am. I don’t apologize for that.”
Religion in sports certainly raises some

intriguing legal issues, according to Scott
C. Idleman, a law professor at Marquette
University.
The courts have generally held that public

high schools can’t conduct activity that could
be construed as promoting religion, since
most students are still minors andmore
susceptible to the pressures to conform.
Idleman said the law is murkier when it

comes to college football players.
“The coach stands in relation to his play-

ers almost in a parental way, like a teacher.
The courts are pretty sensitive to that.
They’re going to hold the school accountable
for that dynamic,” Idleman said.
Houston Texans running back Arian

Foster recently acknowledged he’s an athe-
ist and told of being forced by his college
coach, Phillip Fulmer, to attend church ser-
vices when he played at Tennessee.
Enough with the proselytizing.
Let’s focus on the Xs and Os.

Mississippi players pray in the end zone before an NCAA college football game last season. Players are free to express their faith, but some
universities and high schools have gone too far, crossing the line separating church and state. (AP files)

Focus on the Xs andOs

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

This past Labor Day week-
end, it was my privilege to
join a group of Jewish and

Christian seminary students
who were invited to attend the
annual convention of the Islamic
Society of North America.
This year’s convention of the

largest Islamic organization in
North America brought 20,000
Muslims to Chicago, along with
the 24 seminary students who
have, for the second year, been
guests of the organization.
We again were inspired by the

stories of everyday, as well as
heroic, Muslims who contribute
to society and yet suffer from
increasing prejudice against
them.
We heard fromMohamed

Soltan, a 27-year-old American
citizen, who had spent nearly

two years in an Egyptian prison
because of his protest against
injustice in that country.
He engaged in a 400-day

hunger strike,
but emerged
convinced that
the youth of that
country will pre-
vail as they seek
the kind of free-
domwe enjoy
here in America.
He says that it is

a generational issue and that “the
future is ours.”
Suzanne Barakat, a young

medical doctor from San
Francisco, talked of the pain her
family suffered after hearing
about the murder of her brother,
a dental student at the University
of North Carolina.
Deah Barakat and his newwife

of onemonth, along with her sis-
ter, had been gunned down.

In addition to beingmoved by
her retelling of this tragic story,
I was stunned that she could
affirm that goodness has come
from this terrible event.
Her brother and his newwife,

also a dental student, had been
trying to raise $20,000 for a
dental project for the people of
Syria. Dr. Barakat told us how
the family chose to be proactive
and transform this tragedy into
something good. They picked up
the project that has now raised
over a half-million dollars for the
effort.
In spite of the discrimination

and violence she and her family
have experienced, she could still
affirm that she was proud to be
American andMuslim.
We also learned about

Faatimah Knight, a 23-year-old
college student, who responded
following the eight black church-
es that had been burned after the

tragedy at Charleston’s Emanuel
AME church. She started a
campaign amongMuslims that
has raised over $100,000 to help
rebuild these churches.
Najah Bazzy is a transcultural

clinical nurse specialist from
Detroit and CEO of Diversity
Specialists and Transcultural
Health Care Solutions.
She is also active in programs

providing refugee support, a
mobile food pantry and clean
water initiatives. She has com-
mitted her life to the service of
others nomatter their ethnic or
religious background.
The 2011 Nobel Peace Prize

winner, Tawakkol Karman, told
of her human-rights efforts in
Yemen where she became the
face of the protests. She was the
first Arab woman to receive the
Nobel Peace Prize and, at the
time, the youngest.
As a co-founder of the press

rights organization, Women
JournalistsWithout Chains, she
has led protests against govern-
ment control of the press as well
as issues from child marriage to
the use of drones.
Upon receiving the Peace

award, she said it was a “victory
of our peaceful revolution. I am
so happy, and I give this award
to all of the youth and all of the
women across the Arab world. …
We cannot build our country or
any country in the world without
peace.”
The seminary students and I

were impressed with these mem-
orable sessions featuring young
people who are emerging leaders
in theMuslim community.
These strongmen and women

are showing all of us that there is
hope as new faces emerge, tell-
ing their stories and setting forth
a vision for the future.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

New faces in theMuslim community include emerging leaders
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Pope Francis’
U.S. visit becoming
one tough ticket

After an outcry over
plans to keepmost of Pope
Francis’ audience at his big-
gest Philadelphia events sev-
eral blocks away, organizers
announced the pontiff will
parade through downtown
twice and said they would set
aside 30,000 tickets for the
public to get a closer view.
“Everyone wants to see the

pope, and we totally, totally
get that,” said Donna Crilley
Farrell, executive director of
theWorldMeeting of Families
— the triennial Catholic con-
ference attracting Francis to
Philadelphia.
Farrell said the parades,

along the Benjamin Franklin
Parkway where Francis will
attend theWorldMeeting’s
closing ceremony on Sept. 26
and celebrate an outdoorMass
on Sept. 27, will give everyone
an opportunity to see the pon-
tiff up close.
Shemoved quickly to

respond to the backlash, after
being caught off guard by a
Secret Service announcement
Wednesday revealing the
long-discussed ticket plan. A
two-and-a-half block space
from Francis’ stage and altar
in a park near the Philadelphia
Museum of Art to the foun-
tain at Logan Circle is being
restricted to ticketholders.
Tickets are free, but also

hard to come by. Church offi-
cials have estimated that as
many as 1.5 million people will
attend the papal Mass.

DETROIT

Flight attendant refuses
to serve alcohol
AMuslim flight attendant

said she was suspended by
ExpressJet because of her
refusal to serve alcohol due to
her religious beliefs.
Charee Stanley, 40, filed

a discrimination complaint
with the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission in
Detroit last week.
Her attorney said the

Atlanta-based airline initially
agreed to a religious accom-
modation, telling her another
flight attendant could handle
passenger requests for alcohol.
However, she said Stanley

was put on a 12-month unpaid
leave after another attendant
complained.
LenaMasri, an attorney

withMichigan chapter of the
Council on American-Islamic
Relations, said the employee’s
complaint against Stanley had
“Islamophobic” overtones.
ExpressJet issued a state-

ment saying the airline values
diversity but could not com-
ment on personnel matters.
—The Associated Press
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Colleges, coaches take care of fine line separating church and state


