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Religious-freedom group shifts emphasis

But it still plans a museum in Richmond at 14th Street site

BY DAVID RESS

TIMES-DISPATCH STAFF WRITER

Wednesday, January 3, 2007

The weather-beaten turquoise sign still looms over the parking lot that was to become, in time for Virginia's 400th birthday in May, a monument to religious freedom.
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The Council for America's First Freedom still plans a museum and education center on the 14th Street site, but the group wants to reach more people faster than it can by putting up bricks and mortar.

In what its new president, Robert A. Seiple, calls a quiet change in emphasis, the council now plans a stepped-up presence on the Internet this spring, a new exhibition in its offices in the 1300 block of East Main Street and more educational programs.

"We're fighting the culture war," said Seiple, who was U.S. ambassador-at-large for international religious freedom under President Bill Clinton. "Part of our problem is, we've been told for so long you can't talk in polite company about religion and politics."

It is the worldwide explosions of fury over religion and politics these days that give Seiple a new urgency for the council's mission. "This is a homeland-security issue," he said.

With the council's shift in emphasis has come a series of law school debates. One of them, held in October at the University of Richmond, has spun off a DVD and other teaching material on prayer in schools. Seiple hopes it will be used by civics classes and debate teams across the country.

The council also plans to offer material on religious tolerance in the workplace to corporate executives concerned with diversity. And it wants to launch a children's Web page on religious freedom as well.

That Web page, along with a parallel "faces of religious freedom" exhibit that the council plans to open online and in its Main Street offices, reflects a new trend in the museum world, Seiple said. Museum officials elsewhere find they get more online visitors than people walking through their doors.

The council's original mission -- to build a museum and monument honoring Virginia's 1786 Statute of Religious Freedom, the one displayed on the three-story turquoise sign -- is also moving forward, Seiple said.

The idea, originally planned to cost $25 million, has generated its share of big but uncompleted ideas. In March, the council's board will choose among new proposals from developers for the facility.

The council has so far raised $10 million, more than 99 percent from Richmonders.

Seiple said the final plan likely will be a mixed-use development on the council's property on 14th Street, between Main and Cary streets. Part will be a museum and education center, but part will become a source of revenue for the council, whether apartments, stores, parking spaces or some combination.

The council hopes construction will start in 2007, but the timing depends on what developers propose. 


Contact staff writer David Ress at dress@timesdispatch.com or (804) 649-6051.
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