
 

 

The Ten Commandments are undeniably a sacred text in the Jewish and Christian faiths, [Footnote 
3] and no legislative recitation of a supposed secular purpose can blind us to that fact. The 
Commandments do not confine themselves to arguably secular matters, such as honoring one's 
parents, killing or murder,  
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adultery, stealing, false witness, and covetousness. See Exodus 20:12-17; Deuteronomy 5:16-21. 
Rather, the first part of the Commandments concerns the religious duties of believers: worshipping 
the Lord God alone, avoiding idolatry, not using the Lord's name in vain, and observing the 
Sabbath Day. See Exodus 20:1-11; Deuteronomy 5:6-15. 

This is not a case in which the Ten Commandments are integrated into the school curriculum, 
where the Bible may constitutionally be used in an appropriate study of history, civilization, ethics, 
comparative religion, or the like. Abington School District v. Schempp, supra at 374 U. S. 225. 
Posting of religious texts on the wall serves no such educational function. If the posted copies of 
the Ten Commandments are to have any effect at all, it will be to induce the schoolchildren to read, 
meditate upon, perhaps to venerate and obey, the Commandments. However desirable this might 
be as a matter of private devotion, it is not a permissible state objective under the Establishment 
Clause. 

JUSTICE REHNQUIST, dissenting. 

The Establishment Clause does not require that the public sector be insulated from all things 
which may have a religious  
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significance or origin. This Court has recognized that "religion has been closely identified with 
our history and government," Abington School District, supra at 374 U. S. 212, and that "[t]he 
history of man is inseparable from the history of religion," Engel v. Vitale, 370 U. S. 421, 370 U. 
S. 434 (1962). Kentucky has decided to make students aware of this fact by demonstrating the 
secular impact of the Ten Commandments. The words of Justice Jackson, concurring in 
McCollum v. Board of Education, 333 U. S. 203, 333 U. S. 235-236 (1948), merit quotation at 
length: 

"I think it remains to be demonstrated whether it is possible, even if desirable, to comply with 
such demands as plaintiff's completely to isolate and cast out of secular education all that some 
people may reasonably regard as religious instruction. Perhaps subjects such as mathematics, 
physics or chemistry are, or can be, completely secularized. But it would not seem practical to 
teach either practice or appreciation of the arts if we are to forbid exposure of youth to any 
religious influences. Music without sacred music, architecture minus the cathedral, or painting 
without the scriptural themes would be eccentric and incomplete, even from a secular point of 
view. . . . I should suppose it is a proper, if not an indispensable, part of preparation for a worldly 
life to know the roles that religion and religions have played in the tragic story of mankind. The 
fact is that, for good or for ill, nearly everything in our culture worth transmitting, everything 
which gives meaning to life, is saturated with religious influences, derived from paganism, 
Judaism, Christianity -- both Catholic and Protestant -- and other faiths accepted by a large part 
of the world's peoples. One can hardly respect the system of education that would leave the 
student wholly ignorant of the currents of religious thought that move the world society for a part 
in which he is being prepared. " 
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I therefore dissent from what I cannot refrain from describing as a cavalier summary reversal, 
without benefit of oral argument or briefs on the merits, of the highest court of Kentucky. 
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