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TriNiTY UMC EaSTEr Egg HUNT

Rev. Handy discusses scouting with some 
of  Bethesda’s Girl Scouts on Girl Scout 
Sunday, March 17, 2013. From left: 
Gillian Cheezum, Emma Carmean, 
Clara Divjak, Susannah Cheezum, 
Christy Cheezum.



WEEklY iNCoME CirClE of CoNCErN
Betty Hinnershitz
2701 Choptank Main St.
Preston, MD 21655
410-673-7383

Gloria Trice
21850 Water St
Preston, MD 21655
410-673-7339

Tharon Harrington
The Pines
610 Dutchmans Lane
Easton, MD 21601

Bea Trice
William Hill Manor
Easton, MD

Bob McConnell
520 Kerr Ave.
Denton, MD 21629

At Nursing Homes:

It takes approximately $1,450 to maintain Bethesda per 
week. Weekly income is reported relative to that figure, with 
a breakdown of  subscription versus general plate income.

Date Attendance Plate Pledge Total
March 3 51 $1,087 $368.60 $1,455.60
March 10 35 $462 $320 $782
March 17 51 $1,102 $146 $1,248
March 24 49 $1,112 $575 $1,687
March 31* 104 $738 $792 $1,530

* Includes Sunrise and 10:15 services
Minimum Required Income (4 weeks): $7,250
Actual Income: $6,702.60
Yearly Average Attendance: 54
Yearly Per Capita Income: $23.02

PaSTor’S MESSagE
There is a story that follows the resurrec-
tion of  Jesus Christ in the Gospel of  Luke. 
It is a story of  an encounter. Two of  Jesus’ 
followers were traveling on a road. They 
were talking and carrying on with life since 
Jesus’ death. What else were they to do? In 
the midst of  the conversation and pace of  
the walk, Jesus appears to them “but they 
were kept from recognizing him.” Here is 
the account:

Now that same day two of  them were go-
ing to a village called Emmaus, about seven 
miles from Jerusalem.  They were talking 
with each other about everything that had 
happened.  As they talked and discussed 
these things with each other, Jesus himself  
came up and walked along with them;  but 
they were kept from recognizing him.  He 
asked them, “What are you discussing 
together as you walk along?” They stood 
still, their faces downcast.  One of  them, 
named Cleopas, asked him, “Are you only 
a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the 
things that have happened there in these 
days?”  “What things?” he asked. “About 
Jesus of  Nazareth,” they replied. “He was 
a prophet, powerful in word and deed 
before God and all the people.  The chief  
priests and our rulers handed him over 
to be sentenced to death, and they cruci-
fied him; but we had hoped that he was 
the one who was going to redeem Israel. 
And what is more, it is the third day since 

all this took place.  In addition, some of  
our women amazed us. They went to the 
tomb early this morning but didn’t find 
his body. They came and told us that they 
had seen a vision of  angels, who said he 
was alive.  Then some of  our companions 
went to the tomb and found it just as the 
women had said, but him they did not 
see.”  He said to them, “How foolish you 
are, and how slow of  heart to believe all 
that the prophets have spoken!  Did not 
the Christ have to suffer these things and 
then enter his glory?”  And beginning with 
Moses and all the Prophets, he explained 
to them what was said in all the Scriptures 
concerning himself.  As they approached 
the village to which they were going, Jesus 
acted as if  he were going farther.  But they 
urged him strongly, “Stay with us, for it is 
nearly evening; the day is almost over.” So 
he went in to stay with them.  When he 
was at the table with them, he took bread, 
gave thanks, broke it and began to give it 
to them.   Then their eyes were opened 
and they recognized him, and he disap-
peared from their sight.  They asked each 
other, “Were not our hearts burning within 
us while he talked with us on the road and 
opened the Scriptures to us?”  They got up 
and returned at once to Jerusalem. There 
they found the Eleven and those with 
them, assembled together and saying, “It is 
true! The Lord has risen and has appeared 

John Legates
505 Academy St.
Cambridge, MD 21613
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to Simon.”  Then the two told what had 
happened on the way, and how Jesus was 
recognized by them when he broke the 
bread. (Luke 24:13-35)

I wonder if  we are like these two followers. 
Are we walking through life so fixed on 
what we have to do and what we think is 
important that we miss Jesus in our midst? 
Do we foolishly approach life not realizing 
or having our eyes closed to all that God is 
doing in the world? Like the disciples, we 
can experience “our hearts burning within 
us.” Our eyes can be open as well. 

We have begun the work of  seeking Christ 
in our midst here at Bethesda as the Mis-
sion and Vision group has begun work. 
It is my hope that we keep our eyes and 
hearts open for our Lord. 

I would love to hear your stories of  en-
counters with Jesus. They may seem ordi-
nary or they may be miraculous. Nonethe-
less, they are our stories and I encourage 
you to share them. When the disciples on 
the road shared their story they declared, 
“It is true! The Lord has risen and has 
appeared to Simon.” In other words, Jesus 
is alive! Our story is part of  how we give 
testimony to the fact that Christ has risen 
and is alive today. That is something that 
the world needs to hear and know. Jesus is 
alive!

Pastor Karen



• The final two regular sessions of  TGIT 
will be April 4 and April 11. Watch future 
newsletters for news about programs 
throughout the late spring and summer.

The Mission and Vision Committee met 
on March 17. We spent time looking at 
various church mission statements, both 
locally and nationwide. There are many 
styles and some are more memorable than 
others. Our current mission statement is 
good, but few readers are able to explain 
what it states. We want to develop a mis-
sion statement that people associated with 
Bethesda can easily identify. This will help 
us to have more purpose in all we do. 

We have examined the mission statement 
of  the United Methodist Church as set 
in our Book of  Discipline. We also know 
that Jesus Christ has given us the ultimate 
mission statement as He commanded, 
“Therefore go and make disciples of  all 
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MiSSioN aND ViSioN MEETiNg rEPorT

Bethesda is in the process of  updat-
ing the church mission statement. In 
keeping with that goal, Rev. Handy 
invites all who are interested in help-
ing with that process to take part in 
a series of  meetings across the next 
three months. The group will meet to 
draft the new statement after church 
on March 17, April 21, and May 19.

MiSSioN STaTEMENT 
MEETiNgS

NEWS BriEfS

nations, baptizing them in the name of  the 
Father and of  the Son and of  the Holy 
Spirit, and teaching them to obey every-
thing I have commanded you” (Matthew 
28:19-20). This led to a discussion of  what 
is a disciple. If  we cannot define what a 
disciple is, how can we then live out Jesus’ 
command to “go and make disciples?” We 
are also called to the commandment to 
“‘Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind.’ This is the first and greatest 
commandment. And the second is like it: 
‘Love your neighbor as yourself ’” (Mat-
thew 22:37-39).

The process and road to redeveloping our 
mission and vision statements is a slow 

one. This month, as we look forward to 
our next meeting, we are working on find-
ing our Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportuni-
ties, and Threats. If  you are active with a 
committee or group within the church, you 
may be asked to help us collect this infor-
mation. We want to seek honest and fair 
feedback so that we can move the work 
forward with a clear picture of  who we are, 
and where God may be leading us. 

Please keep the group in the midst of  
the work in prayer. We appreciate this 
as we work and seek God’s direction for 
Bethesda.

Pastor Karen

The newly established Evangelism Com-
mittee met March 20 to discuss ways 
in which Bethesda can reach out to the 
community, and church policies that can 
assist in that goal. Present at the meeting 
were representatives from the Trustees, 
the Outreach Committee, the Women of  
Bethesda, the Administrative Council, the 
TGIT Commission, the Lay Speakers, and 
Rev. Handy. 

The following initiatives were offered to 
the committee: that Outreach would decide 
to practice evangelism by offering a Food 
Pantry, donations to the Fire Department, 
an After Prom offer, Carnival Booth, and 
a Parks initiative; the Women of  Bethesda 
would consider offering a free Soup Day; 

EVaNgEliSM CoMMiTTEE rEPorT
TGIT would discuss offering a family 
movie night; and the Administrative Board 
would discuss offering a prize for bringing 
the most friends to church one Sunday. 
It is hoped that these initial suggestions 
will lead to others as we go forward. A 
future meeting will be scheduled to begin 
discussing new policies the church can 
implement, or existing policies that can 
be revised, in order more fully to connect 
with community needs. Thanks to all who 
have participated in this special committee, 
and to all who have offered suggestions to 
its members.

Dennis Baker, Chair

Interested in learning about the 
history of  local Methodism? Why 
not pick up a copy of  “The Garden 
of  American Methodism” ? It’s 
on sale now from the History and 
Archives Committee. The book, by 
William Williams is a classic study 
of  early American Methodism on 
the Delmarva peninsula. $10 each, 
proceeds benefiting Barratt’s Chapel. 
Interested purchasers should contact 
Eric Cheezum.

Whatever you do, work at it with all your 
heart, as working for the Lord, not for 

men,  since you know that you will receive 
an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. 

It is the Lord Christ you are serving.

~Colossians 3:23-24~

April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of  the dead land, mixing 
Memory and desire, stirring  
Dull roots with spring rain.

T.S. Eliot (1888-1965),
from The Waste Land (1922)



BETHESDa HiSTorY NoTES
Minutes of the third quarterly conference of Federalsburg Circuit, Dover district, 
Wilmington annual conference held at Harmony Nov. 29th 1875, Rev. Jas. M. 
Williams, P.E.1 in the chair. After devotional exercises on motion S.H. Melson 
was elected secretary.
The roll was called and members present answered to their names (see roll2).
No complaints, No appeals. Report of Pastor recived [sic] and placed on file.3

What has been done for church Extension this year? Ans[wer:] At Preston they 
are building a very fine church.4 At Harmony they have repainted & the Ch. Extn 
Colls5 are progressing.
What amts. have been collected for the support of the ministry on the circuit & 
how applied?
 coll. 
 $ cts
Federalsburg 40. 50 Applied  
Friendship 18. 95 
Preston 34. 50 
St. Paul’s 20. 00 
Harmony 20. 50 P.E. 15. 00
Bethlehem 15. 00 Sen. Preacher 109. 20
Pub. Coll. 4. 75      Jun.       “ 30. 00            
                          
 $154. 20  $154. 20

No change in board of stewards. No recommendation for License to preach. The 
General rules have been read. Reports from Class leaders: Bros Patton, Butler, 
Fleetwood, Noble, Harris, Wright, Sisk, B. Conway, R. Conway, & Brown re-
ported their maner [sic] of leading, the attendance of their members, their spiritual 
condition, & c. What has been the effect of camp meetings on the circuit? The 
views of the conff. was [sic] that they were pernicious rather than beneficial.6

Next quar. Conf. to be held at Federalsburg, Feb. 19th & 20th 1876. Minutes read & 
approved; on motion the conf. adjourned. Benediction by Wm J. O’Neill.

S.H. Melson, sec.  Jas. M. Williams, P.E.
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1 - That is, Presiding Elder. The 
identity of  Williams is something 
of  a mystery. He became a member 
of  the Wilmington Conference in 
1868, and seems to have moved to 
Canada by the 1880s (with thanks to 
Barb Duffin).
2 - It is missing.
3 - It is missing.
4 - This, of  course, refers to the 
construction of  the current church 
building, which project was covered 
extensively in minutes transcribed in 
earlier issues of  the Bugle.
5 - That is, church extension collec-
tions.
6 - Here is the first of  several refer-
ences to the worth of  camp meet-
ings that will appear in the next few 
months, culminating with a report 
on the subject delivered to the quar-
terly conference in November 1876. 
Camp meetings had been the bread 
and butter of  Methodist conversion 
in the 1850s and 1860s, but, as this 
statement makes clear, the luster 
had gone from them by the 1870s.

This month we present the final installment of  a 
transcription of  Rev. Mark Farnell’s Homecom-
ing sermon, “Four Words.” The service, which 
celebrated Bethesda’s 227th anniversary, took 
place on October 21, 2012, with nearly 100 
congregants in attendance. Rev. Farnell served as 
Bethesda’s pastor from 1998 through 2004. 
“Four Words” 
Rev. Mark Farnell
Part III

And Remember Josh McDowell wrote a 
book; it’s called Evidence That Demands 
a Verdict. And he came to four conclu-
sions. Remember, Josh McDowell was an 
agnostic, borderline atheist, and he wanted 

some empirical data, he wanted something 
he could get in his hands to discover who 
God is. Is he for real? Is this a myth? Is this 
just something that’s supposed to make us 
feel good, but it really doesn’t exist? Is Jesus 
Christ exactly what he said he was, or do we 
just lean on it when things aren’t going so 
well? In the midst of  change, is God with 
us? Josh McDowell came to four conclu-
sions, they’re called the “Four Ls.” Number 
one, one conclusion is that Jesus Christ is 
a lunatic. Because he died the most excru-
ciating death known to human kind – for 
what? If  he’s not the son of  God, then for 
what? For nothing? Josh called him a lunatic. 
The second “L” said Jesus Christ is a liar. 
Everything in this book [Farnell holds up the 

Bible] is a complete lie. That makes him a 
liar; it’s not true. The third one: Jesus Christ 
is a legend. We can put him up there with 
Babe Ruth and Cal Ripken, Jr., and George 
Washington, and everybody else that we 
uphold. They’re legends: Jesus is a legend, 
but is not Lord. Or fourth: and this is where 
Josh McDowell parked. See the trick was 
on him. He wanted empirical data to see, is 
Jesus Christ is who he is, because the world’s 
not stopping, change is coming. There’s 
tribulation and there’s persecution. I want to 
know if  Jesus Christ is exactly who he said 
is, and he came to a logical, cogent conclu-
sion that Jesus Christ is exactly who he said 
he is, so he made Jesus Christ his Lord. He 
wasn’t a lunatic, he wasn’t a liar, he certainly 

rEVErEND farNEll’S HoMECoMiNg SErMoN, ParT TWo

Notes:
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wasn’t a legend. He is Lord. He is exactly 
who he said he is, came to do exactly what 
he said he was going to do, and he can be, 
if  he hasn’t already, become your savior, and 
change your life. Are you with me church? 
[Yes.] God has promises for us, and God 
provides for us.

There are ingredients in this life that we 
don’t understand, but once it comes out, it 
comes out for the glory of  God. My mother 
is here this morning. She knows – and actu-
ally there are pictures in our photo album of  
being over at the parsonage across the street 
– every birthday I request one cake. Well, I 
request cake all the time, but that’s beside 
the point. [Laughter] Every birthday, Mom, 
what do I ask for? [Mrs. Farnell: “German 
chocolate cake.”] I love and adore German 
chocolate cake; do we have a witness in 
God’s house today? [Laughter] I love Ger-
man chocolate cake. So when Mom – [To 
Mrs. Farnell] I hope it’s okay if  I pick on you. 
It’s too late now; you can get me later – So 
when Mom stands at the counter and makes 
the German chocolate cake, she’s putting 
different ingredients in the bowl to bring it 
together to make a German chocolate cake. 
See in Romans chapter 8, verse 28, it says, 
“We know that all things work together 
for good for those who love God, and are 
called according to his purpose.” That’s 
where we get the word “synergy” from: in 
the Greek, “working together.” Synergy is 
the individual parts that come together and 
make a whole. That’s where we get the word 
synergy from, the Greek; it’s called working 
together. So as Mom stands at the counter 
to make the German chocolate cake, it’s not 
very appealing for me to take the ingredients 
and start putting them in my mouth before 
the cake is done, correct? What if  took all 
the butter that goes in there and put it in my 
mouth? [Congregation responds, “Ew!”] Yeah, 
ew, absolutely! What if  we took the whole 
thing of  baking powder and just shoveled it 
in my mouth, and it’s flying everywhere? I 
don’t know if  Mom puts lard in there, but if  
you put lard in your cake, can you imagine 
if  I take the lard and just start chewing on 
the lard? Church, can we all agree that that 
would be absolutely gross? [Congregation re-
sponds, “Yes!”] But it’s not gross about what’s 
going in the bowl, coming togethet to make 
a cake that tastes absolutely delicious. It’s not 
what’s going in that matters, it’s what’s being 
provided that’s coming out that’s what mat-

ters, are you with me? God provides for us.

Your theme for your Homecoming today 
is that God is with us even in the time of  
change. Change is the common denomina-
tor, there’s always going to be change. And 
the tribulation, and the stress, and the things 
I’ve been talking about, they’re all common 
denominators in our lives as well. But I want 
you to walk out of  here today encouraged 
to know that God has promises for us, that 
he will not leave us orphaned. He will not 
leave us or forsake us. There is nothing that 
we are going through that can separate us 
from the love of  God. Sometimes we can 
feel like God is a million miles away, but 
he really isn’t. He will not allow us to be 
separated from his love. And God provides 
for us, God is a provider. God reaches out 
to us, and provides for us beforehand what 
is needed in order to live this life, a life full 
of  purpose and direction, a life that has 
plans he knows he has for us. That’s God’s 
Providence. God has promises, and God has 
Providence for us, so even in the midst of  
change, those four words, Emmanuel, “God 
Is With Us,” the answer is: Yes, he is. He is. 
And again I don’t stand before you because 
I’ve mastered it. I’m going through things 
in my life. I need to hear this message, too. I 
need to be reminded that God has promises, 
and God will provide. It’s not what’s going 
in the bowl that matters, it’s what’s com-
ing out to make the end result: God has 
provided.

And I want to leave you with this story. 
Her name is Ruby. Not my dog. [Laughter.] 
I have a dog named Ruby. Not the Ruby 
you know. This is a businesswoman whose 
name is Ruby. And she had been praying – a 
very successful businesswoman, by the way 
– she had been praying for her husband for 
a very, very long time, a very long time. And 
she was so distressed that the last five years 
she’d stopped believing in God: he’s not 
hearing my prayers, he’s a million miles away, 
I just don’t feel as though he kept any of  
these promises. He said he’d provide for me, 
but obviously he hasn’t. So she just stopped 
altogether. One day at her office there came 
a knock, and a gentleman came in and in-
troduced himself. His name was Roger. For 
you see, five years ago, her husband, Ruby’s 
husband, gave Roger a business card. And 
Roger wanted to introduce himself  to Ruby. 
They sat down in her office, and he proceed-

ed to tell Ruby what happened between her 
husband and Roger. Roger wanted to meet 
her husband again, and wanted to thank 
him for picking him up on the side of  the 
highway when he was discharged from the 
United States Army, when all Roger had was 
the fatigues on his back and the duffel bag. 
See, Ruby’s husband had pulled over and 
picked him up and gave him a ride. Roger 
said it was a big, long, shiny black Cadillac, 
absolutely the most gorgeous car he’d seen 
in his life. The trunk came open, Roger put 
his duffel bag in there, and off  they went. 

Through the conversation, Roger pro-
ceeded to tell Ruby’s husband about his 
Jesus. Telling him about how he had made 
Jesus his Lord. Telling him, in the midst of  
change, I was just discharged, and I know 
God is going to provide for me somehow, 
someway, because there’s nothing in this 
world that can separate me from the love of  
God found in Jesus Christ. He’s made that 
promise to me, and I’m going to hold him to 
it. Ruby’s husband pulled the car over to the 
side, and he said the prayer of  salvation right 
then and there on a major highway, and gave 
his heart to Jesus Christ. Ruby exploded 
with sobbing and crying. Roger said, “What’s 
wrong?” She said, “You don’t understand. I 
was praying for him to come to the Lord.” 
He said, “Well that’s fantastic, can I see him? 
I want to talk to him, I want to congratulate 
him.” She said, “You don’t understand, he 
never came home that night. He was killed 
in an automobile accident.” But she knew 
with Roger’s visit that God had had heard 
her prayer. And yes, it was tragic, but he 
was with his Lord. Her prayer had been 
answered before thirty-two years of  mar-
riage had come to an end. Is God with us 
in the midst of  change? Yes. He’s made a 
promise to us; let’s hold him to it. He said he 
would provide for us; be ready to accept and 
receive those things. God is with us, even 
in the midst of  change. God will not leave 
you now. It hasn’t crossed his mind, and he 
never will. Thank you for allowing me to 
come and share God’s word with you today. 
For reminding us that even in the midst of  
the craziness and change of  this world, there 
is a God who is still stagnant, a God who 
does not change, a God who has fulfilled 
his promise, and a God who provides for 
us. Take the good word with you, hold it to 
your heart, and, if  you haven’t already, let it 
change your life.



30 HoUr faMiNE
On March 22-23, 2013 six of  our youth 
made a choice to make a difference in 
their own lives and the lives of  others. 
In the world today, 11,000 children die 
each day from starvation- or hunger-re-
lated disease or illness. For $30 a child 
can be fed and cared for, for a month. 
That is $1 a day. It is hard to believe 
that it takes so little. As a group, we set 
a goal of  raising $500 as we participate 
in World Vision’s 30-Hour Famine.

During these 30 hours, students did a 
juice fast and learned about the plight 
of  those who are hungry. They also 
looked at Scripture, and examined 
what we are called to do as followers 
of  Christ. This was all done in a fun 
and engaging manner. We worked on 
challenges such as Border Crossing, 
Water Walk, Camp Football, Food 
Grab, Market Mayhem, etc. We under-
took the whole program along with 
two other churches and a total of  37 
youths. The youth and adults associated 
with Bethesda are as follows: Kend-
all Clough, Cristina Guerra, Hunter 

Guerra, Christian Handy, Collin Handy, 
Frankie Micheliche, and myself.

The youth will still be collecting dona-
tions through April 11. You can see one 
of  the youth and give cash or check 
(made out to World Vision) dona-
tions. You can also visit us on the web 
at www.30hourfamine.org/site/TR/
30hourfamine/30hourfamine?team_
id=45999&pg=team&fr_id=2020. This 
link will take you straight to our dona-
tion page. As of  the time of  writing, 
we have received $90 of  our $500 goal 
through online donations. The students 
are also planning a Wii Sports tourna-
ment later in April in which elementary 
and secondary students can compete in 
a tournament with all proceeds going to 
the cause.

We have learned that it does matter that 
others are starving in the world both 
locally and globally. This generation 
wants to make a difference. Won’t you 
join them?

Pastor Karen

BETHESDa BUglE Vol. iV iSSUE 2PagE 6

Rev. Mark Palmer (1947-1999) was an associ-
ate pastor at St. Paul’s UMC in Wilmington, 
Delaware. The reprinted letter below is another 
in the running series of  newsletter articles Palmer 
wrote during his battle with cancer.

Letter Seven

Dear Brothers and Sisters;

As you know, I spent three weeks in Grad-
uate Hospital dealing with acute white cell 
depletion. During that time there were a 
lot of  sustaining moments that kept my 
spirit hopeful, and one particular moment 
that I want to share with you.

The first week in the hospital I was read-
ing Psalm 56. On Sunday, March 29 [1998] 
I had just read the Psalm and was drawn 
to the psalmist’s appeal to God to “appear 
on high in my day of  fear” (verse 3, NEB). 
I thought about what that verse might 
mean, and underlined it in my Bible.

That same evening around 10:00 p.m., 
I got to experience first hand what the 

psalmist was writing about. Even though 
I had been on two different antibiotics, 
at 10:00 I became chilled to the bone and 
started shaking uncontrollably. I remained 
in this state for about 40 minutes. Once 
the chills and shaking stopped my temper-
ature rose to 103.4°. This brought a doctor 
quickly into my room and blood samples 
were taken to see what was causing the 
fever. I was given some Tylenol to reduce 
the fever and told that there was not much 
else that could be done at that moment. 
Knowing that my white cell count was .3, 
and that I could become seriously septic 
in no time, my fearful mind was off  and 
running.

Jane had told me to call her if  there was 
a turn for the worse, and so with some 
reluctance I called her at midnight that 
night. Her voice was obviously the voice 
of  a person just awakened from sleep, but 
she reassured me that everything the medi-
cal staff  was doing was correct. With that 
reassurance the phone call ended. I went 

THE lETTErS of rEV. Mark W. PalMEr
to sleep and a little later the fever broke.

At 1:30 a.m., I was awakened by the nurse 
saying my wife was in the hospital lobby 
and that they were bringing her up to see 
me. When she entered my room, she was 
accompanied by two of  my good friends, 
Ken Johnson and Alex Tyree. Her con-
cern for me had led her to call them, and 
the three of  them drove together in the 
middle of  the night to check on me. At 
1:30 in the morning my light was on, and 
my room was filled with three people who 
loved me. I was deeply moved by their 
middle of  the night journey to be with me. 
I got to share the whole event with them. 
They could see that my fever was broken. 
There was laughter. There was prayer. 
There was a shift in the state of  my inner 
being. Love displaced fear. It did seem to 
me that God, acting through these three 
people, had put in an appearance on the 
day of  my fear.

Mark Palmer
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Part Two: The Supreme Court Gives God 
the Boot

by Aaron Haberman

Amidst the tremendous economic growth 
America experienced in the wake of  
WWII, and the abundance of  prefab 
houses and consumer pleasures available 
to the masses, a great unease settled over 
the nation. The specter of  communism 
from without and within the country, 
along with rampant reports of  juvenile 
delinquency (echoed wonderfully in the 
movie Rebel Without a Cause) threatened 
in the minds of  many Americans this new 
found prosperity. While Joseph McCarthy 
conducted his quixotic hunt for supposed 
communists within the State Department, 
and Presidents Harry Truman and Dwight 
Eisenhower ramped up America’s nuclear 
arsenal to curb Soviet designs on world 
conquest, the nation recommitted itself  
to public religion. From adding “Under 
God” to the Pledge of  Allegiance and 
“In God We Trust,” to paper money, to 
adopting new prayers to be recited in 
public schools, many Americans made it a 
point in the 1950s to reaffirm the nation’s 
commitment to God in hopes of  keeping 
the communists at bay and their children 
off  the road to perdition.  

Unfortunately for those advocates of  
public religion, the nation’s top judges had 
other ideas. A case originating in Long 
Island, New York involving the constitu-
tionally of  a state authorized school prayer 
slowly made its way through the legal 
thicket in the late 1950s and early 1960s. A 
group of  parents objected to the recitation 
each morning of  the prayer, “Almighty 
God, we acknowledge our dependence 
upon Thee, and we beg Thy blessings 
upon us, our parents, our teachers and 
our country.” The students whose parents 
brought the suit had not been forced to 
say the prayer, but the parents believed 
that the mere presence of  a state written 
and authorized prayer (no matter how ecu-
menical) violated the First Amendment’s 
ban on government establishing religion. 
They further maintained that even though 
their children could opt-out of  the prayer 
they still faced intense peer pressure to 
take part, and possible shame for remain-

ing silent. When it finally appeared before 
the Supreme Court in late 1961, the case 
was known as Engel v. Vitale.  

As the Supreme Court prepared to hear 
the Engel case, two others, one from 
Pennsylvania and another from Maryland 
(the latter involving the infamous atheist 
Madalyn Murray O’Hair) also reached the 
high court. These cases involved chal-
lenges to state-authorized Bible readings in 
public schools, and, similar to Engel, the 
children involved had not been required to 
take part in the religious activities. Chris-
tians of  all stripes – especially those from 
Protestant denominations – watched the 
unfolding of  these cases with great trepi-
dation. To them the removal of  religion 
from schools would leave America’s youth 
morally rudderless, and expose the country 
to the wrath of  God for the failure to 
acknowledge his importance in the most 
essential of  America’s public institutions.  

First in June 1962 with the Engel deci-

sion, and again a year later in Abington v. 
Schempp (the name of  the two combined 
Bible readings cases), the Supreme Court 
did the unthinkable.  The two near-unani-
mous decisions struck down all state laws 
authorizing public school prayers and Bi-
ble readings on the grounds that such laws 
were tantamount to government establish-
ment of  religion. Rendering the Court’s 
opinion in Engel, Justice Hugo Black af-
firmed Thomas Jefferson’s notion that the 
First Amendment erected a wall of  separa-
tion between church and state. “[T]he 

constitutional prohibition against laws 
respecting an establishment of  religion,” 

Black wrote, “must at least mean that, in 
this country, it is no part of  the business 
of  government to compose official prayers 
for any group of  the American people to 
recite as a part of  a religious program car-
ried on by government.” It did not matter 
if  students could not be required to take 
part, or if  the prayers or Bible readings 
were completely non-sectarian. Public 
officials’ endorsement or authorization of  
any kind of  religious activities in schools 
was seen to violate the First Amendment.  
With God given the boot by the Supreme 
Court, Christian Americans could only 
shudder at the prospects for the future.      

Next Time: The school prayer movement 
strikes back!
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Madalyn Murray O�Hair (1919-2001), the prominent 
atheist whose 1960 lawsuit against the Baltimore City 
school system led to the Abington v. Schempp decision 
against school Bible readings in 1963.

Justice Hugo L. Black (1886-1971) was appointed to 
the Supreme Court in 1937, and authored the courts 
opinion in Engel v.Vitale in 1962.
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