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Purpose: California 4-H Youth Development Program’s core values include an appreciation, respect and valuing of diversity through a commitment to the inclusion of Californians of all races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, gender and religions. The University of California and the 4-H Youth Development Program are public nonprofit institutions that cannot promote religious or political affiliations. The 4-H Youth Development Program is governed by Federal, state and local laws. 

The First Amendment to the United States Constitution requires government neutrality with regard to religion. Under present law, the principle that government may accommodate the free exercise of religion does not supersede the fundamental limitations imposed by the establishment of the religions clause of the First Amendment. Issues regarding the “separation of Church and State” under the First Amendment are both complex and situation-dependent.  

4-H participation in religious activities does not violate the “separation of Church and State” when: 1) The purpose of participating is secular; 2) the primary effect of participating will not be to advance religion; and 3) the participation will not excessively entangle the affairs of the government with the affairs of the church.

Frequently asked questions are:

1. Can 4-H units meet in churches?

Yes. 4-H units can meet in churches, as long as they function independently from any religious activity of the church. These units cannot promote religion beliefs during the 4-H unit meeting. These meetings must be open to youth of all religious denominations. 

2.  Can 4-H units include specific and overt references to a specific religious     tradition within their unit or program names?

No. 4-H unit names that promote specific religious perspectives or icons promote the ideals of religious life and are not secular. Promoting such ideals in 4-H programs, units or activities not only has religious purpose, it promotes one religion over others, and it creates the impression that 4-H is not open to all regardless of their religious standing. 

3.  Can 4-H unit members and adult volunteers hold prescribed religious prayers    and Bible readings?

4-H unit members and adult volunteers could use a neutral or nondenominational prayer or reflection to create an environment of solemnity, or to gather a group for a shared meal, but these should not be specific to one denomination. 4-H members can observe “moments of silence”. 

4.  Can 4-H presentations be religious in nature?

If a 4-H member is speaking about a range of religious beliefs without preference of one over another and the presentation is educational in nature, then this is permissible. When speaking on behalf or representing the 4-H Youth Development Program, your speech is considered “public” versus “private”.  

5.  Can 4-H require youth to participate in activities that may compromise religious dress?

No. If a youth’s religion requires a head scarf or hijab, members and adult volunteers cannot ask them to remove this. Adult volunteers and members should find alternative activities that are conducive for full participation. 

6.  Should adult volunteers and 4-H members who prepare menus at activities consider food restrictions of certain religions?

Yes. At 4-H events there should be an array of food choices that would not only accommodate youth whose religions have restrictions but also allow for youth with food allergies to have choices. One way to plan that menu is to ask on application forms if there are any special dietary requirements necessary for participation in an event.  


RESOURCES:

U.S. Department of Justice Pamphlet on Religious freedom, 
http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/religdisc/religionphp

Beliefnet.com a website that has introductory information for all major religions          http://www.beliefnet.com
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