
Praying Football Coach’s Case
Comes  Before  Supreme  Court
Today
The Supreme Court will tackle a dispute between public school
officials and a former high school football coach who wanted
to kneel and pray on the field after games.

The  case  before  the  justices  on  Monday  involves  Joseph
Kennedy, a former football coach at Bremerton High School in
Bremerton, Washington. For years, the coach would kneel at the
center  of  the  field  following  games  and  lead  students  in
prayer. The school district eventually learned what he was
doing and asked him to stop.

Kennedy’s lawyers say the Constitution’s freedom of speech and
freedom of religion guarantees allow him to pray on the field,
with  students  free  to  join.  But  the  school  district  says
Kennedy’s  religious  speech  interfered  with  students’  own
religious freedom rights, could have the effect of pressuring
students to pray and opened the district itself to lawsuits.
The school district says it tried to work out a solution so
Kennedy, who is Christian, could pray privately before or
after the game, including on the field after students left,
but Kennedy’s lawsuit followed.

The  case  comes  to  the  court  at  a  time  when  conservative
justices  make  up  a  majority  of  the  court  and  have  been
sympathetic  to  the  concerns  of  religious  individuals  and
groups, such as groups that brought challenges to coronavirus
restrictions that applied to houses of worship.

But cases involving religion can also unite the court. Last
year, for example, the court unanimously sided with a Catholic
foster care agency that said its religious views prevent it
from working with same-sex couples. Already this term in an
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8-1 decision the justices ruled for a Texas death row inmate
who sought to have his pastor pray aloud and touch him while
his execution was carried out.

The case from Bremerton, meanwhile, has already caught the
justices’ attention. In 2019 the justices declined to get
involved in the case at an earlier stage. But four justices
were critical of lower court rulings for the school district,
writing that an appeals court’s “understanding of the free
speech rights of public school teachers is troubling.”

Kennedy started working at Bremerton High School in 2008, and
it was his practice at the end of games—after the players and
coaches  from  both  teams  would  meet  at  midfield  to  shake
hands—to pause and kneel to pray. Kennedy said he wanted to
give thanks for what his players had accomplished and for
their safety, among other things.

Kennedy initially prayed alone on the 50-yard line at the end
of games, but students started joining him and over time he
began to deliver a short, inspirational talk with religious
references. Kennedy says he never required players to join or
asked any student to pray. He also led the team in prayer in
the locker room before games, a practice that predated him.

The school district didn’t learn of Kennedy’s practice until
2015. It told him then that he needed to stop praying with
students or engaging in overtly religious activity while still
“on duty” as a coach. After Kennedy continued to pray on the
field, he was placed on paid leave. His contract expired and
he didn’t reapply to coach the following year, the school
says.

A decision is expected before the court begins its summer
recess.

The case is Kennedy v. Bremerton School District, 21-418.
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