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November 18, 2009

Via e-mail and U.S. mail

Gary R. Brochu, Esq.
Shipman & Goodwin LLP
One Constitution Plaza
Hartford, CT 06103-1919
gbrochu@goodwin.com

Re: Use of First Cathedral for Enfield Schools’ High-School Graduations

Dear Mr. Brochu:

Since 2007 in the case of Enrico Fermi High School, and 2008 in the case of Enfield
High School, the Enfield Public Schools have held their high-school graduations in a house of
worship, the First Cathedral.  As you may have surmised from the nature of our recent FOIA
request, we have been retained to file litigation on behalf of Enfield Schools students and parents
to stop the Schools’ use of the Cathedral, for such use violates the U.S. Constitution and the
rights of religious minorities.  But we hope that the information conveyed below will obviate the
need for a lawsuit by convincing the Schools to voluntarily abandon the practice.  We understand
that four of the nine members of the Enfield Board of Education are newly elected and are taking
office this month.  We also understand that when the Board first approved using the Cathedral
for graduations, it was told that the religious items in the Cathedral would be covered for
graduations.  In fact, this never occurred; indeed, as we explain below, religious symbolism is
inherent in virtually every aspect of the Cathedral, and so secularizing the facility for school
events would not appear to be possible. 
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As Enfield High School and Enrico Fermi High School students and family members
approach the First Cathedral to attend their high-school graduation ceremonies, they view no less
than five large Christian crosses that compose the front facade of the building, as well as another
cross that towers over the Cathedral’s roof.  To enter the Cathedral, they pass under the immense
cross in the middle of the facade.  They then see in the Cathedral’s lobby a fountain in the shape
of a cross surrounded by a frame in the shape of a tomb — which together represent the life after
death of Jesus Christ.  Above them, from the ceiling of the lobby, hangs a large glass sculpture,
representing the Holy Ghost descending from the heavens.  Numerous religious paintings,
including depictions of Jesus, also hang in the lobby.  And before entering the Cathedral’s
sanctuary, where the graduation ceremonies take place, students and parents pass underneath
large banners reading: “The Promise is Still Good! For no matter how many promises God has
made, they are ‘yes’ in Christ. –2 Cor. 1:20a”; and “Enter into His gates with thanksgiving, and
into His courts with praise.  Be thankful to Him, and bless his Name.  Psalms 100:4.”

After they go into the sanctuary, graduating students walk over images on a carpet that
symbolize seven different aspects of Jesus described in parables from the Bible: a fire, a fish, a
lion, a shepherd’s crook, a lamb, a lily, and the chalice.  The students then take their places for
the duration of the ceremony underneath and to the left and right of a giant cross in a window at
the front of the sanctuary.  To the left of the cross, also above many students, hangs a long
banner reading in large print, “Jesus Christ is Lord,” and in slightly smaller print:

Savior
Redeemer
Deliverer
Truth
Good Shepherd
Great High Priest
Head of the Church
Bread of Life
Lamb of God
King of Kings
Lord of Lords
Prince of Peace

Similarly, to the right of the cross, hanging from above, is another long banner that reads in large
print, “I am GOD,” and in slightly smaller print:

Jehovah Shammath
“The Lord is Here”

Jehovah Nissi
“Our Banner”

Jehovah Rapha
“Our Healer”

Jehovah Tsidkenu
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“Our Righteousness”
Jehovah Yireh

“Our Provider”
Jehovah Shalom

“Our Peace”
Jehovah Tsabbaoth

“The Lord of Hosts”

What is more, as they wait for the ceremony to start, on two jumbo television screens next to
each of the banners, as well as on numerous other large screens throughout the sanctuary, a
message flashes to students and their guests:

WELCOME TO THE
The First Cathedral

A CHURCH FOR ALL PEOPLE

THIS IS GOD’S HOUSE WHERE JESUS CHRIST IS LORD  

Aside from the obvious religious messages and symbols, virtually every aspect of the
First Cathedral’s architecture has religious significance.  The Cathedral itself is built in the shape
of a dove, representing the baptism of Jesus.  The lower level of the Cathedral represents the
earth, while the middle level represents heaven.  Thus, students and parents who sit in the lower
level of the Cathedral’s sanctuary sit on “earth,” while those in the balcony level sit in “heaven.” 
The highest level of the building — the Cathedral’s cupola — represents the throne room of
heaven, where God is.

The Enfield Public Schools have been holding their high-school graduations in this
religious environment even though there are numerous secular facilities in the area that can host
the graduations, some of which compare favorably to the Cathedral in terms of price, seating
capacity, and location.  We understand that the Cathedral costs approximately $7,400 to $8,000
to rent, holds 3,000 people, and is 13.1 miles from Enfield High and 17.6 miles from Enrico
Fermi.  The alternatives include:

(1) the high-schools’ sports fields;
(2) the Enfield Town Green (1.4 miles from Enfield High; 3.7 miles from Enrico Fermi);
(3) Asnuntuck Community College in Enfield (2.7 miles from Enfield High; 2.4 miles

from Enrico Fermi);
(4) Big E Coliseum in West Springfield, Massachusetts ($1,500 plus other fees; 5,000

seats; 11.2 miles from Enfield High; 12.3 miles from Enrico Fermi);
(5) Bushnell Center for the Performing Arts in Hartford ($16,000 to $19,000; 2,800 seats;

17.8 miles from Enfield High; 22.3 miles from Enrico Fermi);
(6) Chase Arena at the University of Hartford ($18,000 to $19,000; 4,000 seats; 18.3

miles from Enfield High; 22.8 miles from Enrico Fermi);
(7) Comcast Theatre in Hartford ($18,000; 7,500 seats; 15.7 miles from Enfield High;

20.1 miles from Enrico Fermi);
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(8) Connecticut Convention Center in Hartford ($19,000; 9,500 seats; 17.2 miles from
Enfield High; 21.6 miles from Enrico Fermi);

(9) MassMutual Center Arena in Springfield, Massachusetts ($10,500 to $13,000; 7,700
seats; 9.6 miles from Enfield; 10.7 miles from Enrico Fermi);

(10) Summerwind Performing Arts Center in Windsor (1,500 seats under tent and 2,500
more on lawn; 12.9 miles from Enfield High; 17.4 miles from Enrico Fermi);

(11) Symphony Hall in Springfield ($5,500; 2,600 seats; 9.7 miles from Enfield High;
10.8 miles from Enrico Fermi);

(12) Welte Auditorium at Central Connecticut State University in New Britain ($3,000;
1,800 seats; 26.5 miles from Enfield High; 31 miles from Enrico Fermi); and

(13) XL Center in Hartford (16,600 seats; 16.8 miles from Enfield High; 21.1 miles from
Enrico Fermi).

(While information about rental fees is based on documents provided by area school districts and
newspaper reports from the last several years, we cannot vouch that all of the fee data is current.) 

In addition, Enfield High has been using the Cathedral in the face of overwhelming
opposition by the high-school’s students.  Approximately seventy-five percent of the school’s
2008 graduating class and approximately ninety percent of the Class of 2009 voted against
graduating at the Cathedral.  And although a majority of Enrico Fermi High School students
have voted in favor of using the Cathedral, a significant percentage of the students there also
have opposed the venue.

As our organizations explained in the attached prior correspondence, and as two federal
district courts have concluded, holding graduations in a religious environment such as the First
Cathedral violates the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. 
See Musgrove v. Brevard County Sch. Bd., 608 F. Supp. 2d 1303, 1305 (M.D. Fla. 2005); Lemke
v. Black, 376 F. Supp. 87, 89 (E.D. Wis. 1974); see also Spacco v. Bridgewater Sch. Dep’t, 722
F. Supp. 834, 840-43 (D. Mass 1989).  Graduating students, their parents, their older and
younger siblings, and their other family members and guests are coercively subjected to religious
messages as the price of attending high-school commencement — a seminal event in a student’s
life.  See, e.g., Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577, 595-96 (1992).  Students and family members of
minority religions, as well as those who do not subscribe to any religion at all, are immersed in a
religious environment of a faith not their own.  Indeed, Christians themselves have a wide
variety of beliefs, and so some Christians may also feel discomfort with the particular religious
symbolism at the Cathedral or the conjunction of that symbolism with a secular event (for
example, that students walk on top of symbols of aspects of Jesus Christ on the Cathedral
sanctuary’s carpet in order to get to their seats may cause offense to some).

The selection of the Cathedral as a graduation venue further communicates to members
of the Enfield Schools community that the concerns of religious minorities are not important to
the school district, and that the district favors adherents of the majority religion.  See, e.g., Santa
Fe Indep. Sch. Dist. v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290, 308-10 (2000).  Moreover, graduations at the
Cathedral improperly entangle the Enfield Schools with religion, as the Schools grant a religious
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institution control over the physical setting of a school event.  See, e.g., Larkin v. Grendel’s Den,
459 U.S. 116, 126-27 (1982).

All these points are explained in detail in the attached letters, so we will say no more
about the law, except to respond to two points raised in prior correspondence from you.  First,
that the Enfield Schools may have secular reasons for using the Cathedral (such as the price or
the physical amenities of the facility) does not render such use constitutional.  The Establishment
Clause not only prohibits conduct that has a religious purpose, but also conduct that has a
religious effect, such as religious coercion, endorsement, or delegation.  See, e.g., Santa Fe, 530
U.S. at 302, 308, 314; Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 U.S. 602, 612-13 (1971).  In fact, not even a
compelling governmental interest can justify a violation of the Establishment Clause.  See
Comm. for Pub. Educ. & Religious Liberty v. Nyquist, 413 U.S. 756, 773-74, 783 n.39, 788-89
(1973); Church of Scientology Flag Serv. Org. v. City of Clearwater, 2 F.3d 1514, 1539-40 (11th
Cir. 1993).   

Second, the placement of a disclaimer on school graduation programs cannot cure the
constitutional violations.  A disclaimer does nothing to prevent or remedy coercive imposition of
religion upon students and family members at a graduation ceremony, as we have here.  See
Lassonde v. Pleasanton Unified Sch. Dist., 320 F.3d 979, 984-85 (9th Cir. 2003); ACLU v. Black
Horse Pike Reg’l Bd. of Educ., 84 F.3d 1471, 1482 (3d Cir. 1996); see also Circle Sch. v.
Pappert, 381 F.3d 172, 182 (3d Cir. 2004).  Moreover, where, like here, a strong message of
endorsement of religion is presented by the government’s conduct, a disclaimer cannot neutralize
such a message.  See County of Allegheny v. ACLU, 492 U.S. 573, 600 (1989); Stone v. Graham,
449 U.S. 39, 41 (1981); Cooper v. U.S. Postal Serv., 577 F.3d 479, 495-96 (2d Cir. 2009); Green
v. Haskell County Bd. of Comm’rs, 568 F.3d 784, 808-09 (10th Cir. 2009); Borden v. Sch. Dist.,
523 F.3d 153, 177 n.20 (3d Cir. 2008); Freedom From Religion Found. v. City of Marshfield,
203 F.3d 487, 495 (7th Cir. 2000); Smith v. County of Albemarle, 895 F.2d 953, 958 (4th Cir.
1990); Kaplan v. City of Burlington, 891 F.2d 1024, 1029 (2d Cir. 1989); Am. Jewish Cong. v.
City of Chicago, 827 F.2d 120, 128 (7th Cir. 1987). 

Given that the Board of Education’s two remaining scheduled meetings for this year are
to take place on November 24 and December 8, we will refrain from filing suit if the Enfield
Public Schools agree by December 9 to cease holding graduations at the First Cathedral.  We
urge the Board to respect the rights of religious minorities by moving the graduations to a secular
venue, where students and family members of all religious and non-religious persuasions can
fully enjoy this seminal event in their lives.  Please do not hesitate to contact Alex Luchenitser at
202-466-3234 x207 or luchenitser@au.org if you would like to discuss this matter.  Thank you
for your consideration.




















