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March 10, 2026 

Chair Fowler-Arthur, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, and members of the EducaƟon CommiƩee, my name 
is Douglas Berger, and I am the founder and President of the Secular Humanists of Western Lake Erie based in Toledo. We 
oppose House Bill 531, "Enact the School Chaplain Act," for the simple reason that inserƟng religion into the public 
schools is not the mandate of a public school district or a state like Ohio. 

This bill and ones like it passed in states like Texas have the sole purpose of "represenƟng God’s presence" as Texas 
Senator Mayes Middleton posted on X in 2023. He is currently running to be the AƩorney General of his state. 

Rocky Malloy, who is the head of the NaƟonal School Chaplain AssociaƟon and who supports HB 531 and submiƩed 
tesƟmony said in an interview that "not having spiritual care as provided by chaplains actually creates mental disease. So 
our schools are creaƟng mental illness because they're not providing spiritual care." 

That argument was also used when Lifewise Academy lobbied for their bill to insert their theology into the public schools 
in a previous session. 

It is a false argument. There are some mental health issues with children in school but not having a chaplain is not a 
cause of the issues. The issues can be complex and oŌen requires more than prayer or reading the bible. That is why 
many school districts hire or contract with mental health professionals. 

The chaplain bills in other states also exclude the non-religious and groups like Satanists who have chaplains. 

Again, Rocky Malloy said in another interview about chaplains from the Satanic Temple: “It's nonexistent! It's a typical 
demonic threat. They have no resources. They have no chaplains—no chaplains recognized—because they don't qualify… 
A thing called black-leƩer laws, U.S. ConsƟtuƟon. If you blaspheme God, you do not qualify to be a religion. So no Satanist 
can get a job saying, ‘equal access’ because they're not in that group." 

Someone should tell Mr. Malloy that blasphemy is protected by the 1st amendment. 

I note in the language of HB 531 it says: 

"As used in this secƟon, ‘chaplain’ means a religious professional who has received endorsement or cerƟficaƟon by a 
recognized ecclesiasƟcal endorsing agency and who provides spiritual programming, support, and counseling outside of 
a tradiƟonal church seƫng in such places as hospitals, the armed services, prisons, law enforcement agencies, and 
schools." 

Neither the school district nor the state could decide what "a recognized ecclesiasƟcal endorsing agency" was, and 
neither could pick or choose who is approved. Not only does the Satanic Temple have chaplains but my group is affiliated 
with the Humanist Society which has cerƟfied celebrants and chaplains since 1939, and we are not "spiritual" or 
"religious" in the sense wriƩen in the bill. 

Do I oppose chaplains in all cases? No, but having religious chaplains in a public school is a special situaƟon that must 
include strict scruƟny because it involves children. 

 



Berger HB 531 OpposiƟon TesƟmony 

I have observed the systemic effort of religious extremists in the country to pick at the wall of separaƟon of church and 
state in the public schools both as a backlash to past court cases and the obvious effort to indoctrinate and proselyƟze to 
vulnerable children and, to this bill children, having serious mental health issues — which most chaplains are NOT 
trained to deal with. 

In Texas, again, 100 chaplains signed a leƩer urging school districts NOT to bring in chaplains. The Texas law is different in 
that chaplains would replace qualified mental health professionals. The leƩer said: 

"As trained chaplains, we are not qualified for the duƟes envisioned by SB 763. We cooperate with mental health 
counselors – we do not compete with them. Further, professions which help children with sensiƟve maƩers, such as 
therapists and police invesƟgators, typically require special training on how to interview and treat juveniles. Few 
chaplains have this experƟse. Finally, using the school safety allotment to pay for chaplains is wholly inappropriate." 

Besides why would a chaplain that has this training "volunteer" to provide their services? 

Here in Ohio school children can leave for Released Time Religious InstrucƟon, they can opt-out of curriculum that 
clashes with their parents’ religion, children are free to pray in school, children can read the bible in school, and they can 
do a book report on the bible and not be punished. The legislature also gave religious kids 3 extra excused absences for 
religious acƟviƟes. There are proposed bills to post the 10 Commandments and to teach kids about the posiƟve aspects 
of religion. I don't understand the purpose of having a religious chaplain in the public schools except to get around 
Abington School District v. Schempp (1963) (cite: hƩps://supreme.jusƟa.com/cases/federal/us/374/203/ ) 

JusƟce Tom C. Clark wrote that the Court was of the feeling that regardless of the religious nature of the ciƟzenry, the 
government at all levels, as required by the ConsƟtuƟon, must remain neutral in maƩers of religion "while protecƟng all, 
prefer[ring] none, and disparag[ing] none." The Court had rejected "the contenƟon by many that the Establishment 
Clause forbade only governmental preference of one faith over another." 

CiƟng Torcaso v. Watkins, JusƟce Clark added, "We repeat and again reaffirm that neither a State nor the Federal 
Government can consƟtuƟonally force a person 'to profess a belief or disbelief in any religion.' Neither can it 
consƟtuƟonally pass laws or impose requirements which aid all religions as against non-believers, and neither can it aid 
those religions based on a belief in the existence of God as against those religions founded on different beliefs." The Court 
recognized the value of such ideal neutrality from lessons of history when government and religion were either fully fused 
or cooperaƟve with one another and religious liberty was nonexistent or seriously curtailed." (From Eastland, Terry 
(1993). Religious Liberty in the Supreme Court. Washington: Ethics and Public Policy Center.) 

As a Humanist and non-religious person, I don't feel the state legislature takes my religious liberty seriously as it bends 
over backwards, every which way, to privilege ChrisƟanity which seems like an exercise in DEI to me. When given the 
choice most parents do not want religion in public school. They want it leŌ to them to direct their children’s religious 
educaƟon. 

Ohio does NOT need to create a law to allow religious chaplains into the public schools. Kids have many opportuniƟes to 
obtain spiritual counseling based on their faith tradiƟon or non-religion outside of school. The state and school districts 
just need to stay out of religion completely. 

Thank you for your Ɵme, 

 

 

Douglas Berger – President, Secular Humanists of Western Lake Erie 


