Opponent Party Testimony for H.B. No. 531

Chair Arthur Fowler, Vice Chair Odioso, Ranking Member Brennan, and members of the
Education Committee; | am concerned about the direction that some on this committee
are headed with regards to the needs of public education.

I am writing to express my concern regarding the direction some members of this
committee appear to be taking with respect to the needs of public education, especially
with this bill for volunteer chaplains.

A majority of you recently voted on House Bill 486 to “allow” the positive teaching of
Christianity in public schools, based on the unfounded premise that the faith is under
attack and that public schools need more religion-focused intervention from the
legislature.

Instead, | urge the Committee to redirect its attention to the genuine needs of our public
schools and to the students who rely on a government that is of the people, by the people,
and supportive of the people it serves. While this legislation is framed as a “volunteer”
effort, it does not appear to be advanced in good faith.

Dr. Bernard Lafayette, an extraordinary leader who played a pivotal role in organizing
efforts in Selma, Alabama, and who recently passed away, dedicated his life to faith,
justice, and the belief that America had not yet reached its’ potential, but can one day. His
legacy stands in contrast to what we are witnessing today, as legislatures across the
nation appear to be employing religion in ways that feel weaponized echoing troubling
patterns from our past.

Rather than pursuing legislation of this nature, what if we focused on providing additional
counseling resources and allowing each individual’s spiritual journey to remain personal
and self-directed? What if we prioritized ensuring that school funding is adequate and
equitable? What, ultimately, is the true objective of this bill? | am trying my best to ask all
of you to spend time with people like myself, who believe in the American promises, that
stick to the freedom of religion as outlined in the first amendment.

The statement that “Johnathan Newman knows education must be directed by parents,
teachers, and local school boards—not politicians and bureaucrats in Columbus” raises
an important question: does this legislation not itself represent an instance of political
influence over education?

Each of you have the power to make this state an example of what could be possible for
ALL children, of all ethnicities, and all religions to go to school and get a first-class
education without national politics and supremacy influencing it.



