
Seeking Justice with the Love of God
 

 
 

     February 8, 2012 
 
Mr. Mark F. Dalton 
Chairman 
Vanderbilt University Board of Trust 
305 Kirkland Hall 
Nashville, Tennessee 37240 
 
Chancellor Nicholas Zeppos  
Vanderbilt University  
211 Kirkland Hall  
Nashville, Tennessee 37240 
 
Dear Chairman Dalton, Chancellor Zeppos, and Members of the Board of Trust: 
 

The purpose of this letter is to identify a solution to the current impasse between the 
religious students and the Administration.  The letter will also touch upon four key points.  First, 
as explained below, the Administration now acknowledges that no federal or state law, 
regulation, or court ruling requires it to adopt a policy prohibiting religious groups from having 
religious criteria for their leaders and members.  Second, as detailed below, the Administration 
further acknowledges that it has asked the religious groups’ leaders to agree to a policy that is 
unwritten, unknown, and undefined.  Third, quite recently, the Administration has suggested that 
it is adopting an “all-comers” policy that will dramatically affect the way in which all student 
groups may select their leaders and members, particularly the selection processes of fraternities, 
sororities, political groups, and a cappella groups, among others.  Fourth, the letter briefly 
concludes with concerns about the effect of the policy on students, athletic recruits, alumni, and 
donors, as articulated by former student body president Joseph Williams, quarterback Jordan 
Rodgers, a student who works in the “call center,” and a medical student. 
 

A straightforward solution:  The current impasse between religious students and the 
Administration would be easily resolved if a single sentence were placed in both the University’s 
written nondiscrimination policy and the affirmation form:  “A student organization whose 
primary purpose is religious will not be denied registration as a Registered Student Organization 
on the ground that it limits membership or leadership positions to students who share the 
religious beliefs of the organization.”1   

 
Restoring the status quo that prevailed at the University until ten months ago, this 

statement reflects the common sense understanding that religious groups should have leaders 
who share the groups’ core religious beliefs.  Nondiscrimination policies serve important 
purposes.  But to use a nondiscrimination policy that is supposed to protect religious students to 

                                                 
1  This language is from the University of Florida’s “Student Organization Registration Policy Update” found at  
https://www.union.ufl.edu/involvement/index.asp. 
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penalize those students actually undermines the University’s nondiscrimination policy and the 
essential good it serves.   
 

The statement would restore religious liberty and authentic pluralism to campus.  The 
University would again welcome all religious groups, including those that require their leaders to 
agree with their religious beliefs.2   

 
Expecting religious groups to accept nonreligious leaders is unreasonable:  Ten 

months ago, several religious student organizations were told that their constitutions, which had 
been approved in prior years, were no longer acceptable and that they must submit new 
constitutions in order to retain recognition as student organizations.  The organizations submitted 
revised constitutions in an attempt to meet the Administration’s demands without compromising 
the integrity of their religious beliefs.  Nonetheless, their approval was “deferred” for the 2011-
2012 academic year.  

 
The Administration withheld approval based on the groups’ practice, common to many 

religious groups, of requiring their leaders to affirm that they share the groups’ core religious 
beliefs.  By way of example, the Administration informed the Christian Legal Society student 
chapter that its registration was deferred because its revised constitution provided that “[e]ach 
officer is expected to lead Bible studies, prayer, and worship at Chapter meetings.” The 
administration stated: “This would seem to indicate that officers are expected to hold certain 
beliefs. Again, Vanderbilt policies do not allow this expectation/qualification for officers.”  

 
Over these past ten months, additional religious groups have stepped forward to say that 

they too have faith requirements for their leaders and will have to leave campus if this new 
policy interpretation is uniformly enforced this April when groups renew their recognition. 
Father John Sims Baker, Catholic affiliated chaplain for Vanderbilt Catholic, explained to 
Chancellor Zeppos, by letter dated October 24, 2011: 

 
According to the proposed interpretation of the nondiscrimination 
policy, the university maintains that any student is qualified to lead 
Vanderbilt Catholic regardless of religious profession. Religious 
profession is, however, a rational basis for determining leadership in 
a religious organization. It is not invidious discrimination. 
Vanderbilt Catholic cannot bend on this principle. I have consulted 
Bishop Choby, and he is in agreement. The Catholic Church could 
not sponsor an organization at Vanderbilt under these conditions.  

 
 In last week’s town hall meeting, the Administration reiterated that religious student 
groups may not have religious criteria for their leaders and may not use religious criteria to 

                                                 
2 Approximately one-sixth of the students at Vanderbilt belong to a religious student group.   
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remove an officer who no longer shares a group’s religious beliefs.  In response to a student 
asking whether a Muslim group could replace its president if she converted to Christianity or 
Judaism, the Administration affirmed the Muslim group could not replace its president.  (Town 
hall video (“THV”) 28:34-31:50).3 The Administration even volunteered that the question was 
not “far-fetched” because a Christian group at Vanderbilt had recently faced the same issue when 
its president became an atheist.  (THV 31:11-31:50).   
 
 The town hall meeting confirmed that the Administration does not comprehend the role 
that Bible study, prayer, and worship leaders serve.  In earlier meetings with administrators, the 
students have tried to explain why it matters deeply to the religious groups that the students who 
lead their Bible studies, prayer, and worship hold the same core beliefs as the group.   But the 
groups’ explanations have simply not been heeded by the Administration.  (THV 1:42:18-
1:46:39; 3:11:46-57). 
 

At the town hall meeting, for example, the provost expressed his opinion that a non-
Christian faculty member was the best person on campus to teach the Bible.  (THV 2:37:55-
2:39:50).  But this misses the point.  For many religious groups, the Bible is not studied simply 
to gain intellectual knowledge of its contents.  The main purpose is for each person in the group 
to understand the Bible’s instruction as it applies to how a person lives and the life choices he or 
she makes.  Likewise, prayer and worship are not intellectual exercises but spiritual disciplines 
best led by leaders who share the groups’ faith.  As one student put it, a Bible study is not a book 
club.  (THV 1:35:26-1:35:51).  Another student observed that a Bible study leader is not a 
professor.  (THV 1:24:40-1:35:02; 2:37:55-2:39:50). 
 
 The Administration does not have to agree with the religious groups as to the purpose of 
their Bible studies or the criteria for their leaders.  But if religious diversity and religious liberty 
are to be respected at Vanderbilt, the Administration should respect the religious groups’ 
purposes and criteria, and allow them to choose their leaders according to their religious beliefs.     
 
No federal or state law, regulation, or court ruling requires the University to prohibit 
religious groups from having religious criteria for their leaders, and such criteria are 
absolutely legal.  On occasion, the Administration has justified its change in policy by claiming 
that federal funding, or some unidentified federal law, required it to prohibit religious student 
groups from having religious leadership criteria.  But the Administration now agrees that 
religious student groups’ religious criteria are, in its words, “legal discrimination.”  (THV 
1:41:00-1:41:35; 2:00:00-09).  The Administration also agrees that no federal or state law, 
regulation, or court ruling requires it to adopt its current policy.  (THV 1:40:25-1:42:20; 3:08:43-
3:10:15).   
 

                                                 
3 The town hall webcast is at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pUdGSHoXLuo. 
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 Indeed, a medical student asked the Administration to identify any other medical school 
that had lost funding because it allowed religious student groups to choose their leaders 
according to their religious beliefs.  The Administration could not identify any.  (THV 3:07:38-
3:10:15). 
 
 Six preeminent religious liberty scholars confirm that no federal or state law is violated 
by allowing the groups to have religious requirements.  Professor Douglas Laycock sent a letter 
to Chancellor Zeppos, on December 2, 2011, on behalf of the scholars.  Subsequently, Professor 
Laycock won a unanimous decision in the United States Supreme Court when it ruled that 
nondiscrimination laws cannot be used to prohibit religious groups from deciding who their 
leaders will be.  Hosanna-Tabor Evangelical Lutheran Church and School v. Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission, No. 10-553, 2012 WL 75047 (U.S. Jan. 11, 2012).  While the case 
involved a religious school’s employment decision regarding a teacher, it spoke broadly of “a 
religious group’s right to shape its own faith and mission through its appointments” and “the 
selection of those who will personify its beliefs.”  Id. at *11.   
 
As the Administration has admitted, it is asking the student leaders to agree to a policy 
whose contents are unknown, unwritten, and undefined. 
  
 Plainly it is unfair for the Administration to threaten student groups with exclusion from 
campus because they refuse to agree to a policy that is unwritten, unknown, and undefined.  The 
Administration repeatedly conceded that it had sent “mixed signals” about what its policy 
actually is.  (THV 1:10:30-1:11:30; 1:11:52-1:13:01;1:19:01-27).  The provost explained that the 
policy could not be reduced to writing because it had too many “permutations.”  (THV 2:48:20-
2:53:01). 
 
 The Administration’s claims regarding its policy have evolved constantly over the past 
ten months.  For many years, the University’s written nondiscrimination policy explicitly 
protected religious association rights.4  On December 8, 2010, the Administration deleted this 
explicit protection for “religious association” from the policy without any warning to the 
religious student groups.  This past week, the Administration informed the Faculty Senate of its 
desire to delete the religious association protection from the Faculty Manual.    
 
 Until April 2011, the nondiscrimination policy was never interpreted or applied to 
prohibit religious groups from having religious criteria for their leadership or membership.  Last 
April, several religious groups’ recognition was deferred. The Administration was not 

                                                 
4 The Student Handbook’s long-time equal opportunity policy is at http://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook 
/2010-2011/101208/?page_id=4#equal.  The Student Handbook policy with the protection for religious association 
deleted on December 8, 2010, is at http://www.vanderbilt.edu/student_handbook/2010-2011/110803/university-
policies#equal.  The Faculty Handbook’s equal opportunity policy, which still includes protection for religious 
association, although that is under threat of removal by the Administration, is at http://www.vanderbilt.edu 
/facman/facman_final.pdf#III (p. 68-69). 
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forthcoming as to the primary reason for the deferral until its August email announcing that 
religious groups no longer may require their leaders to agree with their religious beliefs or even 
require that the leaders conduct the groups’ Bible studies, worship, or prayer.  From August 2011 
through January 2012, the Administration maintained that the religious groups were in violation 
of the University’s written nondiscrimination policy.   
 
 Then last week, at the town hall meeting, the Administration shifted gears and claimed it 
was implementing an unwritten “all-comers policy.”  While the Administration claimed that it 
had “always” had an all-comers policy “for many years,” the students who met with the 
Administration for the past ten months stated during the meeting that they had never been told 
about the existence of such a policy.  Furthermore, throughout the meeting, the administrators 
could not answer basic questions about how the policy was implemented.  (THV 2:48:20-
2:53:01).  The vice-chancellor several times spoke in terms of the University facing a choice of 
what its policy would be, implying that the all-comers policy actually is still not a final policy. 
(THV 1:40:00-1:42:20; 1:59:27-2:02:52).  When students stated that they had not been told of 
the existence of such a policy, the administrators acknowledged that the University had given the 
students “mixed signals” for ten months.  (THV 1:10:30-1:11:30; 1:19:10-20). 
 
 At bottom, it does not matter whether the policy is a nondiscrimination policy or an all-
comers policy.  Either way, the solution remains the same: the Administration simply needs to 
restore the status quo and affirm that religious student groups may choose their leaders according 
to their religious beliefs.  But the Board should understand that the Administration has earned the 
students’ distrust by asking them to agree to a policy that is unwritten, undefined, and constantly 
evolving.  (THV 2:48:20-2:53:01 (student demonstrates that the administrators have not been 
able to explain the policy for months, including at the town hall meeting); 21:20-25:20 (Joseph 
Williams, 2009 student body president and current CLS member, expresses frustration that 
religious groups have tried to work with the Administration, but the Administration kept telling 
them their efforts are “not enough”); THV 1:07:28-1:10:20 (CLS student president Justin Gunter 
outlines Administration’s evolving explanations of policy)). 
 
An all-comers policy would harm nonreligious groups, including fraternities, sororities, 
political groups, and a cappella groups.   
  
 If serious, the Administration’s shift to an “all-comers” policy has radical ramifications 
for the University, because an all-comers policy must be applied to all student groups across the 
board, without exception, if it is applied to religious groups.  (THV 1:40:35-1:41:35).  
Fraternities, sororities, political groups, same-sex a cappella clubs, and all other student groups 
must accept members and leaders using only “performance-based” criteria. The Administration 
acknowledged that an all-comers policy is incompatible with the current Greek system.  (THV 
2:53:05-2:54:30; 45:45-50:49).  Sororities and fraternities epitomize sex discrimination.  Even 
more fundamentally, the Greek system is the antithesis of an all-comers policy, based as it is on 
selection of members through the highly subjective “rush” system.  In response to a student’s 
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question about fraternities’ “secretive” selection process, the Administration readily agreed it 
would have to “look into” their selection processes. 5  As the Administration also agreed, an all-
comers policy requires the College Republicans to accept a Democratic student as chair, and vice 
versa.  (THV 9:15; 21:20-25:20; 28:34-31:50).   
  
Religious groups play an important role in the lives of many Vanderbilt students, athletes, 
alumni, and donors.  During the town hall meeting, a student, who works in the Vanderbilt Call 
Center, stated that for the past several months, each time he has worked, he has had at least one, 
and on occasion six, donors tell him that they were withholding donations due to their 
unhappiness with the University’s “political correctness.”  (THV 50:51-52:40).  
 
 Many current and future alumni view the Administration’s new policy as an attack on 
their religious beliefs.  Quarterback Jordan Rodgers passionately explained the importance of 
religious student groups to the football team.  (THV 1:55:54-2:05:11). His teammate, who served 
on a players’ panel to answer prospective recruits’ questions, observed that the most frequently 
asked question by recruits and their parents was about the quality of religious life at Vanderbilt.  
He expressed deep concern that the Administration’s current policy could harm recruitment for 
the football team.  (THV 1:03:01-1:05:16).  Joseph Williams, student body president in 2009 and 
now a CLS member in the law school, spoke with deep emotion about the policy’s effect on 
religious students.  (THV 21:20-25:20).  The student president of the Medical Christian 
Fellowship at the Vanderbilt School of Medicine asked what he should tell prospective medical 
students who ask about the spiritual life here.  (THV 19:14-20:06).   
 
 For the sake of this highly respected and much beloved University, the religious students 
respectfully request that religious liberty and pluralism be restored to the Vanderbilt campus by 
the Administration’s written reaffirmation that religious groups are free to choose their leaders 
according to their religious beliefs and to expect those leaders to conduct their Bible studies, 
prayer, and worship. 

 
     Respectfully, 
 
     Kim Colby  
     Senior Counsel 
     (703) 894-1087 
     kcolby@clsnet.org    

                                                 
5 The Administration frequently invokes Title IX’s exemption for fraternities and sororities, but that response is a 
red herring.  Title IX gives fraternities and sororities an exemption only from Title IX itself, which prohibits sex 
discrimination in higher education.  It does not give fraternities and sororities a blanket exemption from all 
nondiscrimination laws or policies, including a university’s own nondiscrimination policy or an all-comers policy.  
If the University’s policy does not explicitly exempt fraternities and sororities, they are not exempt from the 
University’s nondiscrimination policy and, by definition, cannot be exempt from an all-comers policy. 


