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IRS scrutiny of Obama’s denomination may signal political-speech crackdown

WASHINGTON (ABP) -- What is the IRS thinking? That’s the question that many church-state experts asked themselves
when news broke in late February about the Internal Revenue Service’s investigation of Sen. Barack Obama’s
denomination. By all accounts, this is the first time the IRS has investigated a denomination. The agency is scrutinizing a
speech that Obama -- an active member of Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago for more than two decades -- gave at
a denominational meeting last year.

Officials of the United Church of Christ announced they were under federal investigation for potential violations of tax
law. Federal law prevents most churches and other tax-exempt groups organized under Section 501(c)(3) of the tax code
from endorsing political candidates or parties.

But, after learning the details about the event, many experts in the area of political activity of churches have wondered
why the IRS is investigating a denomination for a potential violation that is, at best, unclear. Some UCC supporters have
even gone so far as to suggest the investigation may be politically motivated. The body is generally considered the most
liberal major Protestant denomination in the United States.

Several church-state experts consulted for this story said they doubted the IRS would bow to political pressure in a
church investigation. But the UCC case and other recent ones suggest the agency is cracking down on potential violations
of the law during the 2008 campaign season. “I think that the one message that is clearest in this election cycle is that the
IRS is taking its responsibility more seriously than ever to investigate this [or] any allegations of illegal political activity,”
said Barry Lynn, executive director of Americans United for Separation of Church and State. Lynn’s organization
frequently files IRS complaints against churches and other religious organizations that appear to violate tax laws by
involving themselves in partisan politics.

In a letter dated Feb. 20 and received by church officials Feb. 25, IRS official Marsha Ramirez said “a reasonable belief
exists” that the UCC violated the law with the Obama speech. The agency’s concerns “are based on articles posted on
several websites” that described Obama’s June 23 appearance at the denomination’s biennial General Synod meeting in
Hartford, Conn., Ramirez continued. The senator -- by then an announced Democratic candidate for president -- spoke to
about 10,000 church members, according to the denomination and news accounts.

But UCC officials said they took pains to ensure that the speech was not perceived as a campaign event or an
endorsement of the candidate. Church officials invited Obama as a church member rather than in his capacity as a
candidate and asked him to speak a year before he declared his intention to run for higher office, a UCC news release said.
Obama was invited “as one of 60 diverse speakers representing the arts, media, academia, science, technology, business and
government. Each was asked to reflect on the intersection of their faith and their respective vocations or fields of expertise.”

Prior to the speech, a church official told the crowd that the appearance was not intended to be a campaign event and
that campaign-related material and other forms of electioneering would not be allowed inside the event venue. The IRS
letter claimed that “40 Obama volunteers staffed campaign tables outside” the Hartford Civic Center, where the event was
held. Church officials said they barred any campaigning inside the venue but could not prevent Obama’s campaign workers
from setting up on the city street outside.

Obama’s speech, ironically, focused mainly on the proper intersection of faith and politics for Christians. At a few
points in the oration, he lapsed into campaign-like language about policies he has advocated in the Senate -- or would
advocate in the White House -- on moral issues such as health care. He also occasionally referred to his candidacy.

But, said a UCC attorney, the denomination shouldn’t be faulted for Obama’s occasional edging into campaign-like
rhetoric. “What the law requires is that the [tax-]Jexempt organization not engage in political activity,” said Don Clark, a
Chicago lawyer who serves as the denomination’s national counsel. “The IRS has interpreted the law ... that compliance
would require restrictions not only on the behavior of the exempt organization, but on the behavior of the elected official.



And so the issue that’s raised here is, if the organization controls its behavior, does everything that it can within its power,
but the elected official does something ... does the exempt organization, in effect, bear the brunt of the behavior of the
elected official?”

The IRS conducts the vast majority of similar investigations into religious groups as responses to complaints filed with
the agency’s regional field offices. The complaint that apparently spurred the IRS investigation, posted on a blog critical of
the UCC'’s leadership (www.ucctruths.com), also mentions a denominational press release prior to the speech noting
Obama was a presidential candidate who “has spoken often about his profession of faith, his membership in the socially
progressive UCC and the need for Democrats to take seriously the concerns of religious Americans.”

But Lynn -- who is an ordained minister in the UCC -- said hanging the IRS case on that press release “is a pretty thin
reed on which to base a claim that there’s something illegal being plotted when on the other side of the balance is just step
after step to avoid this being given the appearance of a campaign appearance.”

Since the 2004 election, there have been several prominent IRS investigations of churches and leaders for political
activity. In February, Wiley Drake of the First Southern Baptist Church of Buena Park, Calif., announced he was under
investigation for using church letterhead and a church radio show to endorse Mike Huckabee for the GOP presidential
nomination.

Two large churches -- one liberal, one conservative -- were investigated for sermons delivered from their pulpits just
prior to the 2004 presidential election between President Bush and Massachusetts Sen. John Kerry. Each sermon, critics
said, while ostensibly about the candidates’ stances on certain moral issues, seemed calculated to recommend one over the
other.

In the case of First Baptist Church of Springdale, Ark., the IRS dismissed the complaint Lynn’s organization had filed
against it and its pastor, Ronnie Floyd.

But the agency extensively investigated All Saints Episcopal Church in Pasadena, Calif. In that case, the church’s
former rector delivered a pre-election sermon that acknowledged both candidates were sincere Christians and that fellow
believers could support either one in good conscience. However, the homily went on to denounce Bush’s Iraq war
forcefully. The agency closed the case against the congregation last fall. IRS officials told the church that, although the
agency would impose no penalties on All Saints, it still believed the sermon had violated tax law. All Saints’ legal tab for
defending itself ran well into the six-figure range.

After the case closed, the church attempted to find out more about why it had been investigated. Through Freedom of
Information Act requests, the congregation found that there had been coordination between the IRS and the Justice
Department on the investigation at a stage that an attorney for All Saints described as “extraordinarily early” for an IRS
probe. “Normally, the Department of Justice becomes involved [in an IRS investigation] when a matter is headed to court,”
said Marc Owens, a Washington-based tax attorney who represented the church.

But in All Saints’ case, “the coordination with the DOJ began virtually with the beginning of the examination phase,”
Owens continued, referring to the second phase of an IRS inquiry. He said that, judging from the documents they have
received, the officials involved in coordinating between the agencies were career civil servants rather than political
appointees.

Lynn said such a consultation might have come up so early because of the sensitive legal nature of disputes between the
government and churches. “If | were a bureaucrat [for the IRS] and | found out that somebody was really fighting back and
they were in any way discussing their free-speech rights, I’d be on the phone with the Justice Department sooner rather than
later,” he said. Nonetheless, he added, “It did strike me as unusual, but it may be unusual only because other people [under
IRS investigation] haven’t filed those [freedom-of-information] requests” to find out more about their investigations.

Both Lynn and Owens said they doubted that such investigations are politically motivated. “I resist the idea that there’s
some kind of a crackdown or politicization of the Internal Revenue Service; | just don’t see any evidence of that,” Lynn
said.

The Internal Revenue Service, which usually declines to discuss individual cases, did not respond to requests for
comment from Associated Baptist Press. A Justice Department spokesman said March 14 his agency had no comment on
the All Saints case.

Whatever the motivation for such aggressive investigations, Owens said, there are consequences for the churches under
scrutiny. “The issue there is whether there is some sort of attempt to chill [free] speech. And what we’re talking about is
literally speech, and many times religious speech,” he said. “And the alacrity with which the IRS is moving is suggesting
some sort of effort to head off further interactions.”

Prominent music minister faces molestation charges
BIRMINGHAM, Ala. (ABP) -- An Alabama music minister prominent in moderate Baptist life has been charged with
sexual abuse of a minor while he was employed in an earlier position in Maryland. Tim Mann, who has been minister of



music at Shades Crest Baptist Church in Hoover, Ala., since 2001, was released on $10,000 bond March 14 by a Jefferson
County, Ala., judge, according to the Birmingham News. He was ordered to report to officials in Montgomery County, Md.,
by March 21. Mann was arrested March 13 on a warrant from Maryland and sent to the county jail. Hoover is a
Birmingham suburb.

Dennis Foust, the Shades Crest pastor, did not respond to an Associated Baptist Press reporter’s request for comment by
press time for this story. But he told the Birmingham paper that the charges “involve alleged abusive actions of sexual
misconduct in the 1990s which may have occurred while he served a congregation in Maryland.”

Mann was music and worship pastor at First Baptist Church of Gaithersburg, Md., from 1991-1998. He directed the
music program at First Baptist Church of St. Petersburg, Fla., after his Maryland stint and before accepting the job in
Alabama.

Foust told the paper that Mann passed an extensive background check when Shades Crest hired him. He was not aware
of any allegations of abuse against Mann in his current position, Foust said, “yet we are offering open conversation and
counseling as needed to those who have been adversely affected by this alleged breach of trust by one of our staff
members.”

Mann reportedly informed Shades Crest members of the Maryland charges March 8 and resigned from his church
position. He also resigned from an adjunct position on the music faculty at nearby Samford University, one of the largest
Baptist institutions of higher learning in the world. Mann was reportedly highly regarded by his peers in music ministry. In
2004, he served as worship leader for the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship general assembly, which was held in
Birmingham. Shades Crest is one of the largest moderate Baptist congregations in Alabama.

Nabors resigns as BGCT chief financial officer

DALLAS (ABP) -- David Nabors has resigned as treasurer and chief financial officer of the Baptist General Convention of
Texas. The resignation will become effective April 15. Jan Daehnert, BGCT’s interim executive director, said Nabors was
not involved in any “illegal, unethical or immoral activity” but some leaders around the state had lost confidence in his
judgment in the use of funds. Expenditure of investment funds was of particular concern, Daehnert said.

“We needed a change as it relates to the coming of a new executive director and moving forward to greater hope and
possibilities,” Daehnert said. “We want to look forward to reaching people for Christ in effective and fiscally-responsible
ways.”

Daehnert said Nabors’ resignation is a turn in Texas Baptist history. In recent months, convention Chief Operating
Officer Ron Gunter resigned and Executive Director Charles Wade retired. Randel Everett will begin as the convention’s
executive director March 31. In a letter to Daehnert, Nabors expressed gratitude for his time on the BGCT staff. “I cherish
and thank the Lord for the six years | have been able to serve the Baptists of Texas in this calling,” he wrote. “Many life-
long friendships have been made during my tenure, and | especially appreciate the staff for their hard work and support.”

Daehnert said he is working on plans for the transition period between Nabors and the next chief financial officer.

IABCU taps Tenn. Baptist educator for top post

NASHVILLE, Tenn. (ABP) -- Board members of the International Association of Baptist Colleges and Universities have
elected Michael Arrington, provost of Carson-Newman College, as executive director. The position became effective
March 1. Arrington, 62, succeeds Thomas Corts, who in September was named by President Bush to coordinate education
initiatives for the United States Agency for International Development. Arrington will retire as provost at Carson-Newman
effective at the close of the academic year.

A Nashville, Ark., native who earned three degrees from the University of Arkansas, Arrington joined Carson-Newman
as provost and vice president for academic affairs in 2001. He worked previously at Ouachita Baptist University and in
education as a sixth-grade social studies teacher in Missouri.

Joe Bill Sloan, president of Carson-Newman and associate provost under Arrington until he was named interim
president last year, says his colleague is "an ideal fit for the IABCU." "Mike’s support, advice, and wise counsel have
been invaluable as we have moved through a period of transition," said Sloan. "And, though the IABCU appointment is a
great recognition of his abilities and skills as a Baptist educator, | think our member institutions will quickly find him to be
a visionary leader and proactive servant."

IABCU, with offices in Nashville, Tenn., is owned and operated by 51 Baptist-related institutions of higher education.
Arrington's wife, Pam, is an associate professor of education at Carson-Newman. They have a married daughter and one
grandchild.
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