
 

 

 

 

 

 

October 27, 2025 

 

Via Email Only 

 

Honorable Members of the Salinas City Council  

Salinas City Council  

c/o Patricia Barajas, City Clerk  

City Clerk Department  

200 Lincoln Ave. 

Salinas, CA 93901 

cclerk@ci.salinas.ca.us 

 

 Re: City Sponsorship of Compass Church for Fourth of July Event  

 

Dear Honorable Members of the Salinas City Council:  

We are writing on behalf of the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California. A 

concerned citizen contacted us to inform us that the City of Salinas (the “City”) is considering 

granting Compass Church $100,000 as retroactive sponsorship for the church’s 2025 “Celebrate 

America – Fireworks Extravaganza” Fourth of July gathering—an overtly religious event, 

featuring a sermon,1 church-led prayer, religious music, and the distribution of free Bibles to all 

attendees.2 Because the City’s proposed funding and sponsorship would violate the California 

Constitution, we strongly urge you to vote against it. Providing taxpayer dollars for sponsorship 

of church events directly contravenes the separation of church and state by giving official 

preference to one denomination over others, improperly enmeshing the government in religious 

activities and doctrine, and diverting public funds to events that, in effect, exclude community 

members who do not share the religious beliefs imposed on attendees during the celebration.    

 
1 Midway through the event, Compass Church Senior Pastor Todd Anderson delivered an 18-minute “Bible-based 

message” in which he proclaimed that “It is impossible to rightly govern the world without God and the Bible” and 

stated that “Jesus didn’t just die for the world. He died for you. He died for me. And that’s why today is not just a 

celebration of our nation’s birth, it’s an invitation for your new birth” before leading the audience in a prayer. Compass 

Church Monterey County, Celebrate America Fireworks Extravaganza, Youtube (Jul. 4, 2025), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AsCSL03NVeg. 
2 At its August 12, 2025, meeting, the City Council postponed the vote on whether to sponsor the event, leaving the 

decision open for future consideration. Thesalinaschannel, 08.12.25 Salinas City Council Meeting of August 12, 2025, 

Youtube (Aug. 13, 2025), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z6dTBnHPKSM&t=1075s. 
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I. City funding of the “Celebrate America – Fireworks Extravaganza,” would 

violate the No Preference Clause of the California Constitution.  

The No Preference Clause, Article I, section 4 of the California Constitution, guarantees 

“enjoyment of religion without discrimination or preference” and prohibits government action 

“respecting an establishment of religion.” As the California Supreme Court has observed, “[i]t 

would be difficult to imagine a more sweeping statement of the principle of governmental 

impartiality in the field of religion than that found in the ‘no preference’ clause [of Article I § 4 of 

the California Constitution], and California courts have interpreted the clause as being more 

protective of the principle of separation [between church and state] than the federal guarantee.” 

Sands v. Morongo Unified Sch. Dist., 53 Cal.3d 863, 883 (1991) (internal citations omitted). Thus, 

“governments must commit themselves to a position of neutrality whenever the relationship 

between man and religion is affected.” Fox v. City of Los Angeles, 22 Cal. 3d 792, 798 (1978) 

(internal quotation marks omitted). Indeed, official religious “[p]reference . . . is forbidden even 

when there is no discrimination.” Id. at 796. 

 Here, the City could not have, in the first instance, sponsored or funded the church’s July 

Fourth celebration at the time it was held. When the government incorporates official prayers or 

other religious activities into government-sponsored events “it appears to take positions on 

religious questions” in violation of the No Preference Clause. See, e.g., Sands, 53 Cal.3d at 883 

(holding that official religious invocations at public-school ceremony violated the No Preference 

Clause). Because the church’s celebration included church-led prayer, a sermon, religious music, 

and free Bibles for all attendees, the “effect and message” of the City’s sponsorship and funding 

at the time would have been an unconstitutional “religious one.” See Hewitt v. Joyner, 940 F.2d 

1561, 1568 (9th Cir. 1991) (holding that city park featuring statutes depicting scenes from the New 

Testament and brochures with Bible quotes violated the No Preference Clause). In fact, because 

the July Fourth celebration was overtly Christian in nature, it implicitly excluded non-Christian 

community members—a decision that may be permissible and appropriate for an event that is 

privately organized, sponsored, and funded, but not for a City-sponsored and City-funded activity. 

Nor may the City attempt to evade the No Preference Clause by retroactively funding and 

sponsoring the church’s July Fourth celebration. Under this provision, courts “inquire whether the 

governmental action exhibits a preference for a religion or a religious belief.” See id. (internal 

quotation marks omitted). Such sponsorship and funding would appear to unconstitutionally 

endorse and prefer the religious message of the event, even if the City only intended to promote 

any secular aspects of the celebration, such as the fireworks display. See id. at 1569 (“[T]he no 

preference clause is not satisfied by a secular purpose.”). Moreover, directing $100,000 in taxpayer 

funds to one church’s religious event and giving the City’s stamp of approval for an overtly 

Christian event—through a retroactive financial appropriation and sponsorship—would 

impermissibly favor one religious denomination (and one house of worship) over all others in the 

City, also violating the No Preference Clause. See Fox, 22 Cal. 3d at 805 (Bird, C.J., concurring) 
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(“We must never forget that the religious freedom of every person is threatened whenever 

government associates its power with one particular religious tradition.”). 

II. City Funding of the “Celebrate America – Fireworks Extravaganza,” would 

violate the No Aid Clause of the California Constitution.   

The No Aid Clause, Article XVI, section 5 of the California Constitution, “is an equally 

emphatic ban on state support of religion.” Fox, 22 Cal. 3d at 800. It “forbids official aid to any 

‘religious sect, church, creed, or sectarian purpose.’” Feminist Women’s Health Ctr., Inc. v. 

Philibosian, 157 Cal. App. 3d 1076, 1092 (1984). This “provision was intended to insure the 

separation of church and state and to guarantee that the power, authority, and financial resources 

of the government shall never be devoted to the advancement or support of religious or sectarian 

purposes.” Cal. Educ. Facilities Auth. v. Priest, 12 Cal. 3d 593, 604 (1974); see also Sands, 53 

Cal. 3d at 883 (“This section prohibits not only material aid to religion, but any official 

involvement that promotes religion.”). Thus, as with the No Preference Clause, a government’s 

claim of “some identifiable secular objective will not immunize” the government’s action “from 

further analysis to ascertain whether it also has the direct, immediate, and substantial effect of 

advancing religion.” See Cal. Educ. Facilities Auth., 12 Cal. 3d at 604.  

Whether approved before the church’s July Fourth celebration or retroactively, the 

proposed sponsorship and funding by the City would plainly violate this constitutional protection. 

It would provide direct, material financial aid “in the tangible form of cash” to a particular religious 

sect, church, and creed—Compass Church and its denomination of Christianity—as well as aid in 

the “intangible form of prestige and power,’” through the official sponsorship of an overtly 

Christian celebration featuring a Christian sermon, prayer, and the distribution of Bibles. See Fox, 

22 Cal. 3d at 802 (Bird, C.J., concurring). 

III. The ACLU NorCal requests records from the Salinas City Council to further 

understand this issue.  

As part of our ongoing investigation into this matter, we request the records in the 

possession or control of the City, pursuant to the California Public Records Act (“CPRA”), as 

detailed below. Cal. Gov’t Code §§ 7920.000 et seq. 

Records Requested 

We seek the following records: 

1. All records and communications between any City councilmember, staff, employee, 

representative, or agent and any Compass Church staff, employee, representative, agent, or 

official.  
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2. Any internal record or communication between any City councilmember, staff, employee, 

representative, or agent relating to this year’s “Celebrate America – Fireworks 

Extravaganza” Fourth of July.  

3. All records and communications created on or after January 1, 2022, relating to sponsorship 

applications for community programs or events. Contemplated responsive documents 

include, but are not limited to sponsorship applications, application approvals, application 

denials, notices of appeal, motions for reconsideration, transcripts and recordings of appeal 

hearings, appeal decisions, and e-mails, letters, text messages, voicemails, and memos 

within the City, between the City and other agencies, and between the City and sponsorship 

applicants.  

4. All policies, procedures, guidance, documents, memoranda, instructions, forms, and 

training material relating to enforcement of the City’s community sponsorship policy.  

In responding to this Request, please note that the CPRA broadly defines the term “record.” 

Specifically, the term includes “any writing containing information relating to the conduct of the 

public’s business prepared, owned, used, or retained by any state or local agency regardless of 

physical form or characteristics.” Cal. Gov’t Code § 7920.530(a). The CPRA defines, in turn, a 

“writing” as any “means of recording upon any tangible thing any form of communication or 

representation.” Id. § 7920.545. This Request therefore applies to all paper documents, as well as 

to all emails, videos, audio recordings, text messages, or other electronic records within the 

possession or control of your offices. Even if a record was created by a member of another 

government agency or a member of the public, it still must be produced so long as it is (or was) 

“used” or “retained” by your offices. Id. § 7920.530; see Cal. State Univ. v. Superior Ct., 90 Cal. 

App. 4th 810, 824–25 (2001) (concluding that documents which were “unquestionably ‘used’ 

and/or ‘retained’ by [an agency]” were public records); see also Cnty. of Santa Clara v. Superior 

Ct., 170 Cal. App. 4th 1301, 1334 (2009) (“[W]hile section 6254.9 recognizes the availability of 

copyright protection for software in a proper case, it provides no statutory authority for asserting 

any other copyright interest.”). 

As permitted by the CPRA, this Request sets forth the specific categories of information 

that we are seeking, rather than asking for documents by name. Cal. Gov’t Code § 7922.530(a). It 

is your obligation to conduct record searches based on the criteria identified herein. See id. §§ 

7922.525-7922.545, 7922.600-7922.605. But should you come to believe that the present Request 

is overly broad, you are required to (1) offer assistance in identifying responsive records and 

information; (2) describe “the information technology and physical location in which the records 

exist;” and (3) provide “suggestions for overcoming any practical basis” that you assert as a reason 

to delay or deny access to the records or information sought. Id. § 7922.600(a). 

The CPRA requires that you respond to this Request in ten days. Id. § 7922.535(a). If you 

contend that an express provision of law exempts a responsive record from disclosure, either in 

whole or in part, you must make that determination in writing; such a determination must also 
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specify the legal authority on which you rely, and must identify both the name and title of the 

person(s) responsible for the determination not to disclose. Id. § 7922.000; see also id. § 7922.540. 

Additionally, even if you contend that a portion of a record requested is exempt from disclosure, 

you still must release the non-exempt portion of that record. Id. § 7922.525(b), § 7922.535(a). 

Please note that the CPRA “endows” your offices with “discretionary authority to override” any 

of the Act’s statutory exemptions “when a dominating public interest favors disclosure.” CBS, Inc. 

v. Block, 42 Cal. 3d 646, 652 (1986); see also Nat’l Conf. of Black Mayors v. Chico Cmty. Publ’g, 

Inc., 25 Cal. App. 5th 570, 579 (2018) (construing the CPRA’s exemptions as “permissive, not 

mandatory—they allow nondisclosure but do not prohibit disclosure”). 

Because the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California is a non-profit 

organization and because this Request pertains to a matter of public concern, we request a fee 

waiver. None of the information obtained will be sold or distributed for profit. We also request 

that, to the extent possible, documents be provided in electronic format. Doing so will eliminate 

the need to copy the materials and provides another basis for the requested fee-waiver. If, however, 

you are unwilling to waive costs and anticipate that costs will exceed $50, or that the time needed 

to copy the records will delay their release, please contact us so that we can arrange to inspect the 

documents or decide which documents we wish to have copied and produced. Otherwise, please 

copy and send all responsive records as soon as possible, and—if necessary—on a rolling basis, to 

snathu@aclunc.org or: 39 Drumm Street, San Francisco, CA 94111. 

* * * 

As the California Supreme Court has recognized, “[w]ithin the vast array of Christian 

denominations and sects, there is a wide variety of belief and practice,” and “substantial segments 

of our population adhere to non-Christian religions or to no religion.” Sands, 53 Cal. 3d at 883. 

Indeed, Monterey County is a religiously diverse area in which residents practice various forms of 

Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Baha’i, and Islam, among other faiths.3  

“Respect for the differing religious choices of the people of this country [and state] requires 

that government neither place its stamp of approval on any particular religious practice, nor appear 

to take a stand on any religious question. In a world frequently torn by religious factionalism and 

the violence tragically associated with political division along religious lines, . . . governmental 

neutrality on religious matters stands as an illuminating example of the true meaning of freedom 

and tolerance.” Id. at 883-84. Thus, public funds and City sponsorship should be reserved for 

celebrations that are welcoming of residents of all faiths and those who are not religious. We urge 

you to abide by this principle and to comply with the California Constitution.  

 
3 The Association of Religion Data Archives, Monterey County, California – County Membership Report (accessed 

Oct. 20, 2025), https://www.thearda.com/us-religion/census/congregational-

membership?y=2020&y2=0&t=0&c=06053#REPORT. 
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We look forward to receiving the records request above. In the meantime, if you have any 

questions, please feel free to contact us. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Jessica Lynn  

Democracy, Speech, & Technology Extern  

ACLU Foundation of Northern California  

 

 

 

Shaila Nathu 

Senior Staff Attorney 

 ACLU Foundation of Northern California 

 


