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Freedom in Jeopardy: Yesterday, the Subcommittee on Health, Employment, Labor, and Pensions (of the Education and Labor Committee) held a hearing on the Employment Non-Discrimination Act of 2007 (H.R. 2015). The bill would prohibit businesses with more than 15 employees from discriminating on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.

The bill contains a partial exemption for religious organizations, associations, and schools. Under Section 6 of the bill, religious organizations can consider sexual orientation/gender identity only in filling the positions of the leaders responsible specifically for worship or religious instruction.  For example, a Christian school would not be exempt from “anti-discrimination” rules in decisions regarding positions other than principal, administrator, or Bible teacher. 
Proponents of H.R. 2015 point to Section 6(c) as the escape clause because it states that religious organizations would still be allowed to require employees to  “conform” to “significant” tenets of the organization/school’s religious faith.  However, the legislation does not define “conform” or “significant.” 

Furthermore, the last part of Section 6 states that “a declaration by a religious corporation, association, educational institution or society stating which of its religious tenets are significant shall not be subject to judicial or administrative review.”  Although this seems to indicate that schools would not be forced to undergo “judicial or administrative review” for its religious policies, the very nature of the narrow exemption (only those responsible specifically for religious instruction) would cause schools to undergo the review simply to determine whether current and potential employees are covered by the exemption.

ACTION:  Contact your Representative and urge him/her to protect religious liberty and OPPOSE H.R. 2015, the Employment Non-Discrimination Act.  Contact information can be obtained at www.house.gov.

The Private Side of Public Service: After much effort by private school advocates, the House and Senate conferees on H.R. 2699, the “College Cost Reduction Act,” have decided to modify the language for the section entitled “Loan Forgiveness for Public Service” to include teachers in private schools.

The bill amends the Federal Direct Loan program by including a college loan cancellation section for people who have served at least 10 years in a “public service” position. The House version of the bill included private school instruction in their definition of “public service”; however, the Senate version of the bill specifically excluded private school instruction.  Private school groups objected to the narrow language of the Senate bill and successfully pushed to have the definition of “public service” broadened to include private school teachers.
The sponsors of the bill have stated that it amounts to the “single largest investment in college financial aid since the GI Bill of 1944.”

Texas Supreme Court Decision: This week, the Texas Supreme Court overturned an eight-year-old state law requiring theological seminaries to obtain state approval of curriculum, professors, and school board. The court ruled 8-0 in favor of Tyndale Theological Seminary, who brought suit eight years ago after being fined $173,000 for issuing degrees without state approval.
The law was intended to address schools that granted diplomas for little or no work from the students, but the Texas high court contended that the law “impermissibly intrudes upon religious freedom protected by the United States and Texas Constitutions.”

According to Liberty Legal Institute (LLI), who brought the suit on behalf of Tyndale, the school will be given back the $173,000.

Kelly Shackelford, LLI chief counsel, feels this “decision is a huge victory for all seminaries, not only in Texas but nationwide. This ruling now gives freedom to many small seminaries that had been quashed by an attempted government takeover of religious teaching and training.”

Bruce Hausknecht of Focus on the Family Action also applauds the decision.  He stated, “Although the purpose of the law was admirable in a secular school context, its application for seminaries and other religious schools crossed a First Amendment boundary and entangled the state of Texas with defining and approving proper theological training.”
Congressional Hypocrisy: On Tuesday, the Heritage Foundation released a report entitled “How Members of Congress Practice Private School Choice.” Evan Feinberg, author of the study, found several surprising facts:
· Members of the 110th Congress (37 percent of Representatives and 45 percent of Senators) send their children to private schools at four times the rate of the rest of the population.

· Many of the same Members who have children in private schools also oppose private school choice.

· If all the Members who oppose private school choice and who also have their children in private schools were to have supported school choice policy, “every major legislative effort in recent years to give parents school choice would have passed.”

National Legislative Conference: Next week, AACS will be holding its annual National Legislative Conference in Washington, D.C.   This conference marks a special year for AACS as we celebrate 35 years of providing services to member schools. 

The goal of this conference is two-fold:  to update and inform AACS members of current legislative issues that are important to Christian education and to give AACS members the opportunity to make contact with legislators regarding key issues.  This year the focus of the conference will be the protection of religious liberty and the promotion of educational opportunities.

The conference schedule will include a special White House briefing designed specifically for AACS members and a special Congressional briefing where Senators and Congressmen will address AACS members.  
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