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First Freedom Center Announces New Board Chair

Rodney A. Smolla, Dean, School of Law, Washington and Lee University, Assumes Post

RICHMOND, Va. (October 14, 2009) – On October 14, 2009, Rodney A. Smolla, Dean and Roy L. Steinheimer Professor of Law at Washington and Lee University, became the new Chair of the First Freedom Center Board of Trustees.  Smolla succeeds Tommy P. Baer Esquire, who will continue to serve the Board as its Honorary Chair.  Smolla stated: “The ideal of religious liberty is one of America’s great contributions to the world.  The First Freedom Center should be a beacon for religious freedom, marking the central role that Richmond and the Commonwealth of Virginia played in forging this ideal, and advancing the ongoing effort to enshrine that ideal as a living reality worldwide.   I am honored to assume the role of Chair, as we continue to move the noble mission of the First Freedom Center forward.”
Prior to his appointment at Washington and Lee, Smolla served as Dean and Allen Professor at the University of Richmond T.C. Williams School of Law.  Before that, he was the Arthur Hanson Professor and Director of the Institute of Bill of Rights Law at The College of William and Mary Marshall-Wythe School of Law.  He received his undergraduate degree from Yale University and his law degree from Duke Law School, where he graduated first in his class.  A widely respected First Amendment scholar, Dean Smolla has authored many books and is a frequent magazine and newspaper contributor and media commentator.  He has participated as counsel or co-counsel in litigation matters in state and federal courts throughout the nation, and is a frequent advocate, having presented oral argument in numerous state and 
federal courts, including the Supreme Court of the United States.  Smolla serves on numerous boards, including Media General Corporation, the American Arbitration Association, the Virginia Coalition for Open Government, and the Board of Governors of the Virginia Bar Association.    He has served on the Board of Trustees for the First Freedom Center since 2006.  
Mr. Baer, outgoing chair, commented:  “Dean Smolla is an education innovator and a big-picture thinker.  He steps into the position as Chair just as the Center is about to enter a new era.  Inspired by the vision of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, the Center’s programs focus on how this inalienable right to religious liberty and freedom of conscience continue to be a vital component of today’s global reality.”
Mr. Baer has been the Center’s president for nearly 10 years and is credited with many accomplishments, including leading the effort for the forthcoming commemoration of the site at the corner of 14th and Cary Streets where in 1786, the Virginia General Assembly adopted Jefferson’s Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom.  Baer’s other achievements include opening the Center’s office and exhibit space at the corner of 14th and Main Streets in downtown Richmond and overseeing the Center’s transition to an organization with national reach.  Baer has helped the Center become recognized nationwide as a resource for religious freedom issues during his tenure.  Baer stated, “I think Mr. Jefferson would be proud of our progress in the fulfillment of his vision.”  
Founded in 1984, the First Freedom Center is a non-profit organization dedicated to increasing understanding and respect for religious freedom in diverse communities worldwide through education about the freedom of thought, conscience and belief.  The Center’s leading education programs include a national student essay competition, which attracts over 2500 essays annually, and a DVD and teacher’s manual on the Constitution and religion in the public schools, which has been ordered by over 9,500 teachers across the country.  Other First Freedom Center programs include teacher training institutes, an 
International Religious Freedom Act 10th Anniversary DVD and resource manual, and a series of debates on the religion clauses of the First Amendment, held at law schools nationwide.  Forthcoming is the launch of a children’s world religions holiday website.   For more information on the Center and its programs and exhibits, visit www.firstfreedom.org.
# # #
About the First Freedom Center

The mission of the First Freedom Center is to increase understanding and respect for religious freedom in diverse communities worldwide through education about this core value: the freedom of thought, conscience and belief.  

The Center is a politically and religiously neutral 501(c)(3) organization .
