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The right to worship, or not to worship at all, is
one of the basic principles that has guided this
nation since its founding. That right, though, in-
creasingly, has come under siege lately as commu-
nities in New Jersey and across the country have
tried to stymie Muslims in their efforts to practice
their faith as they see fit.

Muslims from New York to Minnesota are fight-
ing what they believe to be an ongoing “anti-Mus-
lim” campaign by filing lawsuits whenever they
feel threatened. One such case recently involved
Bernards Township in Somerset County. The U.S.
Department of Justice announced that Bernards
Township will pay $3.25 million to a settle a lawsuit
over its denial of a permit to build a mosque.

Part of that settlement requires the township to
train, within 180 days, all current and future mem-
bers of its Planning Board and Township Commit-
tee in diversity and inclusion, particularly focusing
on Islam and Muslims. It should never have had to
come to this, not in diversity-rich New Jersey, and
not anywhere in this country where people merely
seek a place to pray or worship without feeling
threatened.

Now, a new and similar case has surfaced in
Bayonne, where a Muslim group filed a federal-
discrimination lawsuit in late May after the city
rejected its plan to convert an old warehouse on a
dead-end street into a mosque. Indeed, as anti-
Muslim sentiment has increased — including re-
ports of anti-mosque fliers being placed in chil-
dren’s mailboxes at school — Muslim groups have
remained undeterred, and more determined than
ever to press the issue.

“Municipalities around the country should pay
close attention to what happened in Bernards
Township,” said Adeel Abdullah Mangi, an attorney
representing Muslim groups in the Bernards and
Bayonne lawsuits. “The American Muslim commu-
nity has the legal resources, the allies and the de-
termination to stand up for its constitutional rights
in court and will do so.”

The U.S. Department of Justice, in a report last
year, said there had been a “sharp increase” in the
number of its investigations into religious discrimi-
nation involving mosques or Islamic schools over
the past six years. The same report noted “partic-
ularly severe discrimination faced by Muslims in
land use.”

The founders of this nation were not perfect
men, but they knew enough to realize the impor-
tance of religious liberty, the practical right of
individuals to practice their faith without interfer-
ence from the state. That right is enshrined in the
Constitution, and it is going to stay there. Local
municipalities around the country opposed to the
building of mosques had better get used to the idea.

This editorial originally was published by The
Record of Bergen County, a member of the USA
TODAY Network.
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1st Amendment
protects all faiths

New York, Connecticut and Pennsylvania have
recently done New Jersey a favor. The state’s neigh-
bors have flashed a warning sign that the Garden
State would do well to notice. In the past month, New
York, Connecticut and Pennsylvania health insurers
taking part in the Affordable Care Act (ACA) market-
place have filed their premium rates for 2018. The
increases are staggering. They are part of a national
trend that New Jersey will soon fall victim to if the
debate over health care is not resolved quickly in our
nation’s capital.

New York insurers have proposed an average rate
of increase of 16.6 percent, but that includes individ-
ual increases as high as 47.3 percent. Connecticut
insurers, of which there are only two in the market-
place, have proposed increases from 15 percent to 34
percent. In Pennsylvania, average proposed rate in-
creases are 8 percent for individuals, but it is more
complicated than that.

These increases are not coincidental. On the con-
trary, health care policy experts are all pointing to the
same factor for these substantial increases. As noted
by Bill Hammond, health policy director for the Em-
pire Center for Public Policy in New York, these fac-
tors stem from the tremendous amount of uncertainty
emanating from Washington on the future of health
care.

The climate in Washington is leaving insurers with
few options. The factors driving this uncertainty and
leading to higher rates in 2018 include: lack of en-
forcement of the individual mandate, making it more
likely that younger people will opt to not have cov-
erage; the failure of Washington to commit to cost

sharing subsidy reductions for
lower income individuals; the im-
plementation of the federal Health
Insurance Tax; and all of this cou-
pled with the general raising cost
of medical care.

Remember Pennsylvania and
their single digit increases? The

state’s Insurance Commissioner
has stated that if the individual
mandate is repealed and cost-
sharing reductions are not paid,
they could be facing a 36 percent
premium increase.

Not only is this inaction driving
premiums up for consumers, but it
may also force more insurers to
leave the ACA exchange. While
New York has remained relatively
stable, in Connecticut, they have
fallen from five marketplace in-
surers in 2016 to just two in 2017.
In Missouri more than two dozen
counties will not have an ACA
insurer next year.

In states across the country
where insurers have already filed
their rates, the results are all the
same. Premiums will drastically
increase in 2018 and more insurers
could leave the market. Maryland,
Virginia, Oregon, Iowa, North
Carolina – the list goes on and on
and all for the same reason: Wash-
ington.

It is inevitable that New Jersey
will be next on this list. Filing
deadlines for New Jersey’s two
marketplace insurers – Horizon
Blue Cross Blue Shield and Ameri-
Health – occur before the end of
June. There is no reason to believe
they will not be forced to follow

the same course as nearly every
other state that has already filed. 

This is about more than just
numbers though. Statistics cannot
truly explain how punishing Wash-
ington’s inaction will be for New
Jersey families and businesses.
Several hundred thousand New
Jerseyans, many of whom are
already struggling with the cost of
health care, will experience rate
increases in 2018. Moreover, small
businesses will be forced to take
money that could be better spent
invested in their business and use
to cover the increasing costs.
There are no winners in this sce-
nario.

Washington has left New Jersey
in a bind, destined to follow its
neighbors, New York, Connecticut
and Pennsylvania into the abyss.
For the sake of New Jersey resi-
dents and businesses – for the sake
of the entire country – D.C. must
get its act together. Washington
must come up with solutions to
these problems or we all will be
paying for it, figuratively and
literally.

Laurel Pickering is the presi-
dent and CEO of Northeast Busi-
ness Group on Health and is a
Better Choices, Better Care NJ
Steering Committee member.

Warning signals to NJ on health care costs
LAUREL PICKERING COMMENTARY
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The health care debate continues
unabated in Congress.

Yearbook censorship is
left-wing gone amok

Thank you, Courier-Post, for
publishing the article “Teen’s T-
shirt censored in yearbook” about
Grant Berardo, the Wall Township
High School junior who chose to
have his yearbook photo taken
while wearing a Trump T-shirt.
He was very disappointed when it
was Photoshopped and shown in
the yearbook with the Trump logo
removed. He was not breaking
any of the school’s dress codes. 

Wall school superintendent
Cheryl Dyer said that she was in-
vestigating who was responsible.
I was pleased to hear that. In this
case, it was discovered later that
day that the guilty party allegedly
was the adviser of the yearbook
and has now been suspended. This
only demonstrates how embold-
ened the “snowflakes” have be-
come. They may feel that it is
their privilege to take it upon
themselves, fearing no ill conse-
quences for their actions. 

They have taken their cue
from the left-wing media, and dic-
tate whatever they choose to show
the American people. Where has
much of our freedom of speech
gone? Or is it only for the left? I
can see now why President Don-
ald Trump tweets. It is really one
of the few avenues left open for
the president to get the truth out
to the people. 

Mickie Shea 
MARLTON

Don’t fear the hoodie;
worry about the ‘suits’

Many Caucasians fear Afri-
can-American men in hoodies.
They should fear white men in
suits and ties working for finan-
cial services firms, law firms and
especially members of the U.S.
House and Senate. The “Suits”
can take away your health care,
your control of your money, your
rights as a noncitizen, your rights
and safety as an employee, your
environmental protections, your
future, and they can send your
sons and daughters to war. 

The guy wearing the hoodie
may be the excellent student,
working a job to help support his

family, and walking miles be-
tween school and his job. Even
with all that, he may never enjoy
the power and privilege of the
white men in suits.

Dave Savage 
COLLINGSWOOD

Holtec tax credits are 
a deal for suckers

Holtec, the recipient of $260
million in tax credits from New
Jersey’s infamous Economic De-
velopment Authority, announced
it will hire 40 employees for the
Camden facility. 

Let’s see, that’s 40 new jobs at a
cost to taxpayers of only
$6,500,000 per job!! 

Wow, that’s a great deal for
Holtec. 

I may be going out on a limb,
but I’m pretty sure the taxes paid
by those 40 employees won’t be
even in the $1 million ballpark. 

The old saying, that a sucker is
born every minute, certainly is
true. Unfortunately for New Jer-
sey taxpayers, a lot of those suck-
ers work at the EDA. 

Carol Rhodes 
BARNSBORO

After shooting, time to
engage communities

We can all agree that any act of
violence that seriously injures or
kills another person is horren-
dous. It is a time to hold those af-
fected in your thoughts and pray-
ers. It is a time to actively engage
in your communities in ways that
can help curb and prevent vio-
lence. 

However, I think it should not
be a time to mud sling at certain
groups of people. The violence
carried out against GOP House
Whip Steve Scalise should not
have people shouting at the left,
blaming the media for the cli-
mate, etc., as I have seen on social
media. Placing blame of this act of
violence by one disturbed individ-
ual on an entire group is unfair.
Obviously, most of Bernie Sand-
ers’ supporters are not violent.
This applies to every act of vio-
lence. Most Muslims are not ter-
rorists. This crime being commit-
ted by a white male does not lead

to the conclusion that all white
males are dangerous. Stereotyp-
ing any group by the actions of a
few is unfair and only causes to
further divide this country. 

At least for today, let’s put
aside our partisan differences.
Let’s actively work toward a more
peaceful society for everyone. In-
stead of mudslinging, let’s be con-
structively working toward solu-
tions to end violence. Working to
end injustices is important. How-
ever, ranting about certain groups
of people is not going to be all that
productive toward a solution. 

Heather Fizur 
HADDON HEIGHTS 

NJEA leaders put selves,
feud before teachers

The new school funding plan
proposed by Sen. Steve Sweeney
and Assemblyman Vincent Prieto
is a compromise plan that is fair.
The New Jersey Education Asso-
ciation agreed that is was fair
when Speaker Prieto first pro-
posed it. But once Senate Presi-
dent Sweeney agreed and signed
on, the NJEA attacked the bill. Go
figure. 

A note to the NJEA leadership:
We are not stupid! Your hatred for
the Senate president has clouded
every decision, and you have
proved that the personal vendetta
by the leadership of the associa-
tion supersedes your work on be-
half of your membership. The
leadership of the NJEA can never
be satisfied. That selfish, “kiss my
ring” attitude has hurt both its
members and other unions (notice
that NO other union is standing
with the NJEA). 

This “politics of personality”
being waged by the NJEA leader-
ship against the Senate president
is embarrassing. It is wrong, and
you are performing a disservice
to the taxpaying public by refus-
ing to compromise simply be-
cause the Senate president
agreed to YOUR bill. 

As stated, taxpayers, voters
and your members are not stupid.
Maybe for once the leadership of
the NJEA can please put others
before themselves. 

Michael J. Makara
MAYS LANDING
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