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The Washington Times 

"Student group can use `God' in creed" 

March 30, 2001 

by Andrea Billups 

A conservative student organization at Pennsylvania State University has finally won permission to 
include in its mission statement words that refer to God. 

But it took the intervention of the university president - who reacted to pressure from outside - for the 
university's Young Americans for Freedom (YAF) to use the words "God-given" when referring to 
certain rights. The university's student-faculty committee had taken action against the Young Americans 
organization, charging that religious language the group used in its constitution violated the school's 
nondiscrimination policy. YAF is a national student group whose mission is outlined in the Sharon 
Statement. The statement was drafted in 1960 at the Sharon, Conn., home of conservative intellectual 
William F. Buckley Jr., who founded the national YAF organization. 

The YAF group, which has independent chapters on several campuses, is committed to the principles of 
"individual liberty, limited government, and the Constitution of the United States." The Sharon Statement 
describes the individual exercise of "God-given free will, whence derives the right to be free from the 
restrictions of arbitrary force." 

Trouble for the YAF group began in December when leaders were told by the Undergraduate Student 
Government Supreme Court that words in the YAF constitution that identified rights as "God-given" 
amounted to religious discrimination because they reflected a "devotion to God." 

The YAF appealed the decision, but an appeals board upheld the student court's verdict in January to 
strike the offensive wording from the group's documents. 

"Basically, they stripped our organization of its right to determine its own membership and by doing so 
... anybody could join not believing in the reasons we were founded," said YAF Vice Chairman Sean 
Clark, a junior from Milesburg, Penn. 
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YAF alumni, determined to fight the decision, contacted the Philadelphia-based Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) for assistance in resolving the matter. 

FIRE President Alan Charles Kors, a nationally recognized proponent of campus liberty and a history 
professor at the University of Pennsylvania, wrote to Penn State President Graham Spanier, calling upon 
him to protect the students' First Amendment rights to freedom of expression, free exercise of religion 
and freedom of association. 

In his correspondence, Mr. Kors noted that Mr. Spanier, despite criticism, had been an outspoken 
proponent of protecting the rights of the school's homosexual students and appealed to him to do the 
same for students in the YAF group, FIRE Executive Director Thor Halvorssen said. "Given your 
defense of speech that others have found blasphemous, we find it inconceivable that you will not act with 
equal vigor to protect speech that some find religious," Mr. Kors wrote Mr. Spanier. 

Mr. Kors went on to point out in his letter that the committee's ruling "violates the anti-establishment 
clause of the First Amendment for PSU officially to elevate non-belief over belief, to the extent that 
believers are prohibited from organizing themselves into a group aimed at promoting their religious 
views." 

Mr. Kors added: "It is PSU that has demonstrated an unconstitutional intolerance of religious students." 

Mr. Spanier reviewed the issue and complaints. On March 12, the appeals committee reversed its 
decision to censor the YAF and restored the original language in its constitution. 

Mr. Clark, 21, said he was happy that the president took the issues of the matter to heart. 

"With this ruling, we do not feel like we are being singled out and we feel like the administration does 
uphold the Constitution and does not apply it just for groups who follow its own political ideology," Mr. 
Clark said. 

"The First Amendment applies to everybody and they recognized there were constitutional issues. They 
stepped up and dealt with them effectively." Mr. Kors said he was pleased that the issue was worked out 
and did not have to be resolved in court. He praised Mr. Spanier for taking an appropriate stance, but he 
noted that the scenario at PSU is one that has become all too common on colleges and universities. 

"The facts and outcome of this case reveal both how routine selective oppression has become on our 
campuses and how much that situation can be changed when individuals have the courage to defend their 
rights and liberties," Mr. Kors said. "This should help dispel the fatalism that is the greatest ally of the 
current tyrannies." 
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