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In 2012, the Supreme Court recognized that the First Amendment prevents governments and courts from getting involved in 
religious organizations’ decisions about who passes their faith on to the next generation. They called this constitutional right 
the “ministerial exception.” 

As a companion to the annual Religious Freedom Index, the ministerial exception survey presents opinion data on current 
religious freedom questions. Where the Index provides a macro view of religious freedom sentiment, this survey provides more 
detailed views of principles covered in the Index that are central to current religious freedom cases at the Supreme Court.  

�is was an online quantitative survey. If we were to 
estimate a margin of error, it would be +/-3.1% at 
95% con�dence. All polls have varying degrees of error 
that should always be considered when interpreting 
results.   

This survey was conducted from April 20-22, 2020 
as part of CARAVAN’s weekly omnibus survey 
using its online, opt-in panel. In total, a sample of 
n=1,004 interviews were conducted among U.S. 
adults age 18 and older. Weighting was used to 
ensure a representative population with regard to 
age, gender, race, geographic region, and education. 

n=

1,004

Methodology

Surprising understanding of 
ministerial exception principles 

Respondents correctly answered an average of three out of four basic true or false 
questions on the principles of religious autonomy and ministerial exception. 1

Religious organizations, not Uncle 
Sam, in the driver seat 

Respondents overwhelmingly want religious organization to have the final say 
in resolving disputes about who can pass the faith on to the next generation.  3

More than two-thirds of respondents agreed that keeping the government out 
of a religious organization’s internal religious disputes is an important facet of 
separation of church and state.   

A natural fit: the ministerial 
exception and a healthy separation 
of church and state 

2

Findings

Respondents typically answered at least 3 out of 4 questions 
correctly. 

Americans Quizzed on Ministerial Exception  
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     margin of 
over 40% 
Americans most frequently 
side with leaving the final 
say in a religious 
organization’s hands when it 
comes to important matters 
about carrying the faith to 
the next generation.  
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Religious organizations, not Uncle Sam, in the driver seat3

On four true or false questions regarding 
ministerial exception, 

more than two-thirds 
of respondents answered each question 
correctly. Where other studies have found 
reasons for discouragement when it 
comes to Americans’ basic civics 
knowledge, this finding suggests that 
Americans have good intuition when it 
comes to Constitutional principles.

Strong majorities of 
respondents showed support 
for keeping government out 
of religious organizations’ 
internal decision-making. 
Respondents were most 
supportive of the ministerial 
exception in the context of 

separation of 
church and state.  

Surprising understanding of ministerial exception principles1

A natural fit: the ministerial exception and a healthy separation of church and state2

If a dispute arises over who can or cannot teach a religious organization’s beliefs to 
the next generation, who should have the final say in resolving the dispute:  

The religious organization

Public opinion

A jury
The government

The courts
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According to the Supreme Court, the U.S. Constitution 
protects the right of a religious organization to choose 

those who carry out its important religious functions, 
such as preaching its beliefs, teaching its faith, and 

carrying out its mission 

The government can regulate who can lead a private 
religious group and who cannot 

The religious functions of churches, synagogues, 
mosques and other religious organizations must be 

approved by the government 

The U.S. Constitution does not protect a religious 
organization’s right to maintain and teach its own beliefs if 

those beliefs are unpopular or behind the times 
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The government should never be allowed to resolve disputes 
about a religion’s interpretation of its own teachings 

An important facet of separation of church and state is 
that the government cannot get involved in a religious 

organization’s internal religious disputes  

A religious organization should be able to make decisions 
about who it hires to teach its faith to the next generation, 

free from government control 

An employee of a religious organization may play an 
important role in passing on a religion’s teachings, even if 

the employee does not have a religious-sounding title
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