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Chairwoman Fowler-Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Robinson, and members of the Education
Committee, thank you for hearing my testimony supporting H.B. 531, The School Chaplain Act. Here is why.

I’ve served students for over 26 years as a pastor, and today | serve as a chaplain to law enforcement and
fire/EMS personnel. | am regularly called when life falls apart — when a student dies, when a suicide attempt
happens, when a family is shattered, when trauma moves from theory to reality.

I’ve stood in school parking lots after tragedy.
I’'ve walked hallways heavy with grief.
I’'ve sat with teenagers who say quietly, “| don’t know if | want to keep going.”

And | can tell you something from the front lines:

When crisis hits, students do not just ask clinical questions.
They ask spiritual ones.

They ask:
« “Why did this happen?”
« “Does my life matter?”
+ “Is there any hope?”
+ “Is God angry at me?”
+ “What happens after we die?”

And sometimes there is no one in the building authorized or available to engage those questions — even
when a student wants that conversation.

What Students Are Carrying

In 26 years of walking with teenagers, | have watched the emotional and spiritual weight increase
dramatically.

Students today are carrying: Anxiety at historic levels, isolation amplified by technology, identity confusion,
family instability, grief from overdose, suicide, and violence as well as pressure to perform academically and
socially at relentless speeds.

Many are silently wrestling with suicidal thoughts. Many are medicated before they are mature. Many feel
alone even when surrounded by peers.

School counselors are working tirelessly. Teachers are stretched thin. Administrators are trying to stabilize
learning environments while managing crisis after crisis. This bill does not solve everything. But it adds one
more layer of support — for students who want it. Not mandated. Not imposed. Voluntary.

What a Crisis Responder Knows

When | arrive at a critical incident scene, | do not preach. | sit. | listen. | help regulate the emotional
temperature of the room so others can begin to breathe again. Chaplains are trained in presence, not
pressure.
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In the first responder world, coercion is unacceptable. We serve whoever stands in front of us — regardless of
belief or background — and we enter spiritual conversations only when invited. That same model can exist in
schools.

+ Participation would be voluntary.
* No student would be required to meet with a chaplain.
* No faith would be promoted above another.

But when a student says, “Can | talk to someone about what | believe?” there would be someone equipped to
respond with care and respect.

How Students, Schools, Families, and Communities Benefit

For students:

A chaplain offers a safe space to process grief, guilt, fear, and moral confusion. Some students will never walk
into a church. But they will walk into a trusted office inside their school. Chaplains complement — not replace
licensed counselors by addressing spiritual questions that counselors are not always positioned to engage.

For schools:
Chaplains help carry emotional load during crisis events — assisting with grief response, stabilizing
conversations, and offering presence when the community is shaken.

For families:
When tragedy strikes, families often want spiritual support. Having a vetted chaplain available bridges the gap
between school and home during vulnerable moments.

For communities:
Healthy schools create healthy communities. When students are supported holistically — academically,
emotionally, and spiritually — resilience increases and long-term outcomes improve.

Liability Considerations

Schools already use volunteers in a variety of capacities. Chaplains would operate within those same
established structures — subject to background checks, defined role boundaries, district policies, and
insurance coverage.

If misconduct were to occur, it would be handled under the same legal frameworks that apply to any other
volunteer role.

This legislation does not create a new legal category. It allows districts to implement chaplain programs
responsibly within systems that already exist.

The Bottom Line

From sidewalks at midnight to hallways during lockdowns, | have seen what happens when despair goes
unaddressed. We are not just facing behavioral issues. We are facing hopelessness.

+ This bill does not establish religion.
+ It does not coerce participation.
+ It does not favor a denomination.
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It simply allows voluntary access to spiritual care for students and families who want it.

Presence matters.
Listening matters.
Hope matters.

And for many students, hope has a spiritual dimension. This need can only be met by qualified, vetted and
trained chaplains. This is the time for us to give a most helpful resource to our students, by way of a
chaplain.

Thank you, Chairman Fowler-Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Robinson, and members of the
committee. We are happy to take your questions at this time.
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