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Before September 11, the efforts of “civil libertarians” to stamp out all public expressions of religion seemed misguided and divisive, but perhaps not entirely relevant to the busy activities of our daily lives.


That changed, however, when we watched a handful of deluded murderers takes the lives of thousands of American men, women and children in cold blood. In that instant, Americans turned to their faith for comfort and understanding, often in very public ways.


The national response to the mass murders of that infamous day revealed how out-of-touch the American Civil Liberties Union and its allies are as they pursue their destructive and intolerant agenda.


Almost immediately after the attacks, hand-made signs and banners began appearing near the World Trade Center and Pentagon crash sites printed with the simple prayer “God bless America.” Others stated, “God bless our firefighters” or assured the families of victims that, “We are praying for you.”


Across this vast nation, in every city, township and village, at schools, workplaces, churches and homes, the people of the United States responded to the atrocities of Sept. 11 with a shared spontaneous and heartfelt prayer. Banners and marquees, vigils and ceremonies, all proclaimed a nation’s appeal to God.


Even elected officials, as they sought to determine who masterminded the attacks and how best to respond, turned to God in a public manner. On the evening of Sept. 11, members of the House and Senate gathered on the steps of the U.S. Capitol to sing Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America.” On Sept. 12, elected officials from both parties held a prayer vigil in the Capitol Rotunda. Similar vigils were conducted in state Capitols around the nation. 


President Bush proclaimed a national Day of Prayer and Remembrance on the Friday following the attacks. Indiana Gov. Frank O’Bannon issued a proclamation encouraging “all Hoosiers” to “actively participate.”


In the spirit of that proclamation, President Bush, former Presidents, cabinet members, lawmakers, and most of the diplomatic corps participated in a prayer service at the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C.


Even the Supreme Court, often perceived as the main obstacle to public expressions of reverent reflection, began its session by observing (and requiring those in attendance to observe) an unprecedented moment of silence.


With all this public religious expression taking place, the normally outspoken “civil libertarian” groups were uncharacteristically quiet. If the ACLU believes a monument portraying the Ten Commandments on a courthouse lawn establishes a national religion, why wouldn’t its lawyers be furiously filing suits to stop members of Congress from conducting prayer services in the Capitol?


Perhaps the ACLU and like-minded “civil libertarians” at the People For the American Way, Americans United for Separation of Church and State, the Interfaith Alliance, and the Freedom From Religion Foundation are just being practical, hoping for a better litigious environment once the national memory of Sept. 11 begins to fade.


If that’s their strategy, it’s not surprising. Shortly after the attacks, at a school in California, the ACLU learned the hard way that Americans don’t have much patience with those who would distort the U.S. Constitution to restrict the First Amendment rights of others.


In early October, the ACLU sent a letter to the principal of the Breen Elementary School claiming that the words “God bless America” on the school marquee were in violation of the California and U.S. constitutions. On behalf of one parent who had complained about the sign, the so-called defenders of tolerance and inclusion at the ACLU demanded that the sign “be replaced immediately.”


School officials called the ACLU claims “absurd” and refused to change the message. Hundreds of supporters assembled in support of the school. Reading the writing on the wall (if not the marquee), the ACLU retreated, releasing a statement that it “does not intend to file a lawsuit.”


Don’t mistake their restraint for a change of heart, however. Barry Lynn, executive director of Americans United for Separation of Church and State, remains as committed as ever to his cause.


In a speech to members of the organization’s Florida chapters, Lynn said that marquees declaring “God bless America” should not be permitted. He compared supporters of the Breen school marquee to Osama bin Laden, according to the St. Petersburg Times.


He was also critical of President Bush’s proclamation of a national day of prayer. “The framers of our Constitution,” he said, “never understood that it was the role of politicians to tell us what day to pray or on what day we ought to pray particularly hard.”


History exposes that as a lie -  the U.S. Congress in 1789 unanimously approved a resolution asking President George Washington to proclaim “a day of public thanksgiving and prayer” on the same day it passed the final version of the Bill of Rights - but the point is that Mr. Lynn and his cohorts have not changed their stripes. They remain as willing as ever to distort our history and Constitution to silence all public expressions of religion.


Perhaps in a rational world the “civil libertarians” would direct their energies toward those who are so narrow-minded that they find it offensive when their countrymen call on God to bless America during a time of national mourning.


But these groups are not guided by rational thought. They are driven by a political agenda, and while they may have altered their strategy, they have not abandoned their goal. Knowing that, we must remain vigilant in fighting to protect our true civil liberties - those with which we have been endowed by our Creator. It will not be long before the “civil libertarians” and their attorneys once again feel free to chip away at our fundamental rights in pursuit of a secularized America.

