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Walter Leger, speaker pro tempore of the Louisiana House of Representatives, recently 

characterized the Louisiana Marriage and Conscience Act as a “perversion of the laws that 

have been established to reflect the beliefs of a moral and religious people” and “bigotry 

enshrouded in religion.” He attacked the legislation for using “a religion founded upon the 

premise of ‘love thy neighbor’ to promote intolerance.” He called that use of religion 

“deplorable.” He asserted that the proposed law “threatens our nation’s core tenets of 

freedom and equality.” 

Leger speaks as if religious liberty is not one of America’s core tenets and is not under 

attack in the United States: “Religious liberty by right should and ought to be protected, 

and it is.” Tragically, it is under attack with the HHS mandate on contraception, 

sterilization, and abortion-inducing drugs. With universities denying official status on 

campus to Christian student organizations that require leaders to be Christians. With 

forced removal of crosses used as roadside memorials. With the VA asserting that it may 

prohibit any spiritual or pastoral care practice that it deems detrimental to the health or 

safety of patients. With removal of Ten Commandments monuments from public property.   

Leger is concerned that passage of this legislation would be harmful to the State’s tourism 

business that benefits from visitors who spend $10.8 billion annually. He belittles the bill on 

grounds that there are more important issues before the Legislature including a large 

budget deficit.  

To eradicate the bigotry, intolerance, and threat to freedom and equality associated with 

the Louisiana Marriage and Conscience Act, would Leger support the following kinds of 

coercion?  



Requiring the Knights of Columbus to rent their meeting hall to same-sex partners for 

their wedding reception.  

Coercing a kosher delicatessen into serving pork products at a wedding reception. 

Forcing an evangelical college to provide housing accommodations for students who are 

same-sex partners. 

Compelling a private adoption agency with deep religious convictions to place children 

with same-sex couples. 

Leger would be fully justified in using coercion if religious liberty were defined strictly as 

freedom of worship. He is not if it is construed to include freedom of conscience. 

Would Leger promote bigamy and polygamy as permissible forms of marriage provided 

the partners love one another? Would he approve of sexual intercourse between teacher 

and student if they love one another? Would intercourse be acceptable between persons 

who truly love one another but are married to other partners? 

Are Christians obliged to “love thy neighbor” in all circumstances? Are they required to 

accommodate to any wish, whim, or desire, even when it holds their conscience in 

contempt? Are they in all cases required to subordinate their conscience to the will of the 

legislature? What happens to the First Amendment right to petition the government when 

those rights are trumped by vocal opponents? What happens to freedom of conscience 

when coercion makes a person do something repugnant or remain silent? 

Are same-sex couples allowed to construe their values as rights protected by law denying 

persons of faith the right, protected by the First Amendment, to express their own 

convictions in public because their values derive from a belief system? Are faith-filled 

persons free to worship as they please but denied any right to speak their conscience in the 

public square?  

For many persons of faith, freedom of conscience has great meaning. Others find it 

convenient to treat their conscience like a sleeping dog that rests quietly in a corner. Is this 

what Leger requires of persons of faith? That they silence themselves lest they fall into 

bigotry, trusting all matters of conscience to the collective conscience of the legislature?   

Leger insists that a person’s freedom of conscience is strictly a matter of a person’s heart 

and belongs in that person’s home but not in any business he/she may operate.  He is saying 

that any person with religious convictions who operates a business could be coerced into 

silence. Any expression of religious convictions in a business could be discriminatory and 

bigoted. A frightened business person no longer may feel free to say to a customer “God 

bless you,” “I’m praying for you,” “missed seeing you in church last Sunday.” Or may feel 

the need to wipe off the ashes worn on Ash Wednesday before opening for business.  



This is where coercion leads when religious liberty is defined strictly as freedom of 

worship. Not in one huge movement, but little by little. In this brave, new world you either 

accept the coercion as inevitable or rationalize remaining silent.  

Deliberately using language such as bigotry, intolerance, and threat to freedom and 

equality are deliberately intended to silence persons of faith. So too the “religious crap” 

language (google it!) used by the head coach of the women’s basketball program at 

UCONN and many others to attack Indiana’s proposed legislation. 

Did anyone in Germany in 1932 imagine that millions of Jews whose businesses were 

attacked and shut down later would be exterminated simply because they were Jews? 

Lutheran minister Dietrich Bonhoeffer was the exception not the rule in fighting these Nazi 

atrocities. They happened because millions of good Germans had been coerced into silence. 

Does anyone in Louisiana today imagine that ridiculing and attacking believers for 

supporting the Louisiana Marriage and Conscience Act may lead someday to denying their 

freedom of conscience under the First Amendment?  

Unthinkable? Perhaps not. It starts little by little with business. Consider the $135,000 fine 

imposed on a family business in Oregon for refusing to prepare a wedding cake for a same-

sex couple. Notice the negative impact on the tourism business in Louisiana that Leger 

claims if the bill is passed. Thus, either align your conscience with the prevailing secular 

values or the state will shut you down for practicing bigotry, intolerance, and threatening 

freedom and equality. Then millions of good people in Louisiana will have to decide 

whether to remain silent or stand up and resist like Bonhoeffer.   
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