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and in fact pre-dates the Declaration of Independence.
George Washington firs proclaimed a day of prayer in
1775, during the First Continental Congress.

Thomas Jefferson, who termed the First Amendment ™a wall
of separation between church and state'™, said he was
convinced that a man's natural right to religious expression
was not in opposition to his political function.

Establishment of a Day of Prayer in Alaska follows a
tradition dating back to the Founding Fathers. It would
encourage Alaskans to pray without compelling them to do
SO.
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102 STAT. 456 PUBLIC LAW 100-307- MAY 5,1988

Public Law 100-307
ol bauiy/iese .
©ne Hundredth Congress of the Hnited.States. of Snierico ;
ATTHE SECOND SESSION !

Begun and held al ihe City of Washington on Monday, ihe twenty-fifth day ofJanuary,
‘one thousand nine hundred and eighty-eight

An Act =

To provide for setting uide ihe firat Thuraday InMty u the dele on which the
m Nitional Day of Prayer [i celebrated.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives
of the United States of America in Congress assembled,
That the joint resolution entitled “Joint.Resolution to
provide for setting aside an appropriate day as a National
Day of Prayer,"” approved April 17, 1952 (Public Law 82-
324; 66 Stat. 64), is amended by striking "a suitable day.

" 1 13 1! i

APPROVED

MAY «5 1988



H istorical Significance of N aticr al Dav
of Prayer-An A merican TracU -

The Declaration ol' Independence—our lirsi statement as Americans of national purpose and identity-
made "the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God" the foundation of the United States of America. The
Declaration further asserted that people have inalienable rights that are God-given. These rights are not
conferred by c vil government, whose express task is to secure those "inalienable" rights.

fifteen years later, the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution gave a preeminent position to die right
of free exercise of religion and to the protection of that right by prohibiting any “law respecting an estab-

lishment of religion."”

In his (Virginia) Bill for Establishing Religious Liberty, Thomasjefferson wrote that a person’s religious
beliefs do not disqualify him from holding public office. He also said that "all men shall be free to profess

. their opinions in matters ofreligion . . without negatively affecting their standing in the govern-
ment. Moreover, contrary to popular belief, Jefferson maintained that federal officials could open

their meetings with prayer or call the public to prayer on a given day.

In his famous 1802 letter to a Connecticut religious association, PresidentJefferson termed the First
Amendment a “wall of separation between church and state," but said he was “convinced thata man’s nat-
ural right" to religious expression is not in opposition to his political function (“social duties").

James Madison agreed, writing in 1785 in support ofJefferson’s bill, that “... in matters of religion, no
man’s right is abridged by the institution of civil society (government)." Both Madison and Jefferson
expressed a consensus among the founders of our political system—that the exercise of religious rights,
properly understood, did not "interfere” with the performance of governmental duties.

Consequently, all people are free to profess their religious beliefs without governmental interference or
prohibition, whether in their capacities as government officials, teachers, neighbors or parents. By exten-
sion they are also free to encourage their fellow citizens to pray. The Jeffersonian “separation between
church and state,” understood correctly in the light of the Declaration of Independence, means only that
a church and a civil government are separate and distinct institutions. It does not mean government must
he hostile toward religion, or seek to eliminate religious content from public forums. In the EVerson v.
Hoard o fEducation (19-17) case, in which the U.S. Supreme Court first used the “wall of separation” phrase,
the Court summarized its meaning: “Neither a state nor the federal government can set up a church.”

To date, the only practices which have been held unconstitutional by the Supreme Court as an "establish-
ment" of religion are religious training, prayer, Bible reading and posting of the Ten Commandments
when directed and required by the government, as well as government-directed and authorized periods of

silence in public schools.

Because of our founding fathers’ faith, civic prayers and national days of prayer have a long and venerable
history in our constitutional republic, dating back to the First Continental Congress in 1775, The
Supreme Court has affirmed the right of state legislatures to open their sessions with prayer as recently as
Marsh v. Chambers (1983). The Supreme Court and the U.S. congress both begin each day with prayer.

The founders understood one other fundamental principle concerning our religious liberty. It is, in the
words of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, that religion is a "duty which we owe to our Creator" rather
than to men, “according to the dictates of conscience.” Religion must not, therefore, he required or
enforced by the civil government. Vet the government may encourage its citizens to pray without com-

pelling them to do so.

In 1952, Congress unanimously passed ajoint resolution (signed by President Ilarry Truman) establishing
the annual National Day of Prayer. This law was amended in 1988 and signed by President Ronald



Resgen, perrenenty esigrating diefrst Thursciy in ey asthe Natiored Day of Pragr

In 1994, Newjersey became the first state to pass a law, coinciding with federal law, declaring the first Thursday
in May as a day of prayer in that state. Likewise, the Alabama Legislature has passed a state resolution establish-
ing a day of prayer there as well. As a result, many other states are now considering similar legislation.

The National Day of Prayer celebrates our country’s rich heritage of prayer. Like any other national celebra-
tion, the National Day of Prayer reflects a particular aspect of our history and common culture. In a spirit of
tolerance and democracy, the event encourages all American citizens to see beyond themselves, without coer-
cion or specific ideology. Just as our leaders (mayors, governors, even the President) help to promote other
events which build up the common good, it is entirely appropriate that they encourage spirituality in us as well.
The National Day of Prayer's constitutionality is clearly established by time and use. It gives Americans the
choice tojoin with their leaders in acknowledging their dependence on the highest government of all.
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Senator Robin L. Taylor
TO: Representative Jeannette James, Chairman
House State Affairs Committee
FROM: Senator Robin Taylor
DATE: 3/7/97
RE: Hearing Request - SB 77
PO I b b b b e b b e * kK A A A A A A A A A A A A A A AT A A A AR A ATA A AT A AAAAAAEAAAAAAAAA A AR XX AKX

Please consider this my formal request for a hearing before the

House State Affairs Committee on Senate Bill 77 at your

convenience.

This bill would establish the first Thursday in May as
Day of Prayer in Alaska, coinciding with the National
Prayer established by Congress.

Thank you for your consideration of this request.
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The STATE AFFAIRS Committee considered: SB

SENATE BILL NO. 77 ALASKA DAY OF PRAYE

“An Act relating to the Alaska Day of Prayer.”
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